
A Short Introduction to the   
History of  Christianity



Editor

Dr Tim Dowley

Consulting Editors

John H. Y. Briggs

Director of  the Centre for Baptist History and Heritage and Senior Research Fellow in Church History,  

Oxford University, formerly Pro Vice-Chancellor, University of  Birmingham, England

Dr Robert D. Linder

University Distinguished Professor of  History,  

Kansas State University, Manhattan, Kansas, USA

The late David F. Wright

Formerly Professor in Patristic and Reformed Christianity, University of  Edinburgh, Scotland



A Short Introduction to the  
History of  Christianity

 

TIM DOWLEY

Fortress Press
Minneapolis



A SHORT INTRODUCTION TO THE HISTORY OF CHRISTIANITY

Copyright © 2018 Fortress Press. All rights reserved. Except for brief  

quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of  this book may be 

reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publisher. 

Email copyright@1517.media or write to Permissions, Fortress Press,  

PO Box 1209, Minneapolis, MN 55440-1209.

Scripture quotations marked NIV are from the Holy Bible, New International 

Version, copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 International Bible Society. Used 

by permission of  Zondervan and Hodder & Stoughton Limited. All rights 

reserved. The ‘NIV’ and ‘New International Version’ trademarks are registered in 

the United States Patent and Trademark Office by International Bible Society. 

Use of  either trademark requires the permission of  International Bible Society. 

UK trademark number 1448790.

Scripture quotations marked NRSV are from the New Revised Standard 

Version copyright © 1989 by the Division of  Christian Education of  the 

National Council of  the Churches of  Christ in the USA, and are used by 

permission. All rights reserved. 

Scripture quotations marked KJV are from the King James Version.

Cover images: From left to right—interior of  the cave church with early 

Orthodox Christian fresco, Cappadocia, Central Anatolia, Turkey (UNESCO 

World Heritage Site since 1985) © Vadim Petrakov / Shutterstock; exterior 

cross, Our Lady of  Montserrat Chapel, Seattle photograph © Andrew Pogue; 

colorful modern church against blue sky © Piotr Kozikowski / Dreamstime.

Cover design: Tory Herman

Interior design and typesetting: Tim Dowley Associates

Print ISBN: 978-1-5064-4597-7

eBook ISBN: 978-1-5064-4604-2

Manufactured in the USA



v 

Contents
Contributors ............................................................................................................................................................ viii

List of  Maps ...............................................................................................................................................................x

List of  Time Charts ................................................................................................................................................. xi

List of  Illustrations .................................................................................................................................................. xi

Preface .......................................................................................................................................................................xiv

Preface to the Third Edition ..................................................................................................................................xv

PART ONE 
BEGINNINGS: AD 1–325

1 The Church Begins: From Jerusalem to Rome ......................................................................................... 2
Peter ............................................................................................................................................................... 6
Paul ..............................................................................................................................................................11

2 Establishing Christianity: Challenges to the New Faith .......................................................................16
Tertullian ....................................................................................................................................................20
Origen .........................................................................................................................................................22

3 What the First Christians Believed: The Faith is Defined ...................................................................27
Ignatius of  Antioch ..................................................................................................................................36
Irenaeus .......................................................................................................................................................37
Baptism .......................................................................................................................................................41

4 How the First Christians Worshipped ......................................................................................................48
Study Questions ........................................................................................................................................56

PART TWO
 ACCEPTANCE AND CONQUEST: ad 325–600

5 Constantine and the Christian Empire: Christianity Recognized ......................................................58
Ambrose of  Milan ....................................................................................................................................67

6 Councils and Creeds: Defining and Defending the Faith .....................................................................72
Athanasius ..................................................................................................................................................77

7 The Church in North Africa: The Making of  a Distinctive Tradition .............................................94
Augustine of  Hippo .................................................................................................................................98

8 The Fall of  the Roman Empire: How and Why it Came to an End .............................................. 101
Jerome ....................................................................................................................................................... 104

9  Ascetics and Monks: The Rise of  Christian Monasticism ............................................................... 111
Patrick: Missionary to the Irish .......................................................................................................... 119
Columba: Celtic Missionary ................................................................................................................ 119
Study Questions ..................................................................................................................................... 124



vi A SHORT INTRODUCTION TO THE HISTORY OF CHRISTIANITY

PART THREE
A CHRISTIAN SOCIETY: ad 600–1500

10 The West in Crisis ..................................................................................................................................... 126
Gregory the Great .................................................................................................................................. 127
Alcuin ....................................................................................................................................................... 138

11 The Eastern Church .................................................................................................................................. 144
John Chrysostom: Master Preacher ................................................................................................... 150

12 Flowering: the Western Church: Reform and Resurgence ................................................................. 157
Pope Innocent III ................................................................................................................................... 162
Bernard of  Clairvaux ............................................................................................................................. 165
Francis of  Assisi ..................................................................................................................................... 166
Thomas Aquinas .................................................................................................................................... 189

13 Monasticism in the West .......................................................................................................................... 195

14 The Orthodox Church in Eastern Europe and Russia ...................................................................... 205

15 An Age of  Unrest: The Western Church in the Late Middle Ages................................................. 210
Jan Hus ..................................................................................................................................................... 217
John Wyclif  ............................................................................................................................................. 223
Study Questions ..................................................................................................................................... 228

PART FOUR
REFORM AND RENEWAL: 1500–1650

16  Seeds of  Renewal: The Origins of  the Reformation .......................................................................... 230

17 Reformation ................................................................................................................................................ 242
Martin Luther ........................................................................................................................................ 244
John Calvin .............................................................................................................................................. 248
Philipp Melanchthon ............................................................................................................................ 249
Huldrych Zwingli .................................................................................................................................. 254
Puritans and Separatists ....................................................................................................................... 262

18 The Radical Reformation: the Anabaptists ......................................................................................... 264
George Fox and the Quakers ............................................................................................................... 268

19  The Catholic Reformation ...................................................................................................................... 271
Study Questions ..................................................................................................................................... 288

PART FIVE
REASON, REVIVAL, ANDREVOLUTION: 1650–1789 

20 Expansion Worldwide: European Missions  ........................................................................................ 290

21 Awakening: The Evangelical Revival and the Great Awakening ....................................................... 308
Nikolaus von Zinzendorf  .................................................................................................................... 315
Blaise Pascal ............................................................................................................................................. 323



vii CONTENTS

22 The Russian Church: 1500–1900 ......................................................................................................... 325
Study Questions ..................................................................................................................................... 330

PART SIX
CITIES AND EMPIRES: 1789–1914

23 Europe in Revolt ........................................................................................................................................ 332
Pope Pius IX  .......................................................................................................................................... 336

24 The First Industrial Nation ..................................................................................................................... 342
William Wilberforce.............................................................................................................................. 345

25 A Crusade Among Equals: Revivalism, Abolition, and Evangelism in the USA ......................... 350
D. L. Moody: Mass Evangelist ............................................................................................................ 351

26 Outposts of  Empire: The Nineteenth-Century Missionary Explosion ......................................... 354
Study Questions ..................................................................................................................................... 372

PART SEVEN
A CENTURY OF CONFLICT: 1914–2001

27 An Age of  Ideology: nationalism, Communism, and Individualism take on Christianity ......... 374
The Christian Church and the Jews ................................................................................................... 383
Martin Luther King .............................................................................................................................. 399
Dietrich Bonhoeffer ............................................................................................................................... 401

28 Pentecostalism and the Charismatic Movement .................................................................................. 403
C. S. Lewis............................................................................................................................................... 408

29 Organizing for Unity ................................................................................................................................ 409

30 An Age of  Liberation ................................................................................................................................ 412
Study Questions ..................................................................................................................................... 424

PART EIGHT
EPILOGUE: A NEW MILLENNIUM

31 Present and Future: The Church in an Ever-Changing World ......................................................... 426
Study Questions ..................................................................................................................................... 444
Study Questions on Sections 1–8 ...................................................................................................... 444

Further Resources on the History of  Christianity  ...................................................................................... 444

Glossary .................................................................................................................................................................. 445

Index ....................................................................................................................................................................... 453

Picture Acknowledgments .................................................................................................................................. 462


