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Preface

Church history is important for Christians. 
First, it continues the history of God’s faithful 
dealings with His people found in Holy Scrip-
ture and records the ongoing life and work 
of Christ in our world. Second, we are com-
manded to “remember all the way which the 
Lord thy God led thee” (Deut. 8:2) and make 
it known to our children (Ps. 78:5–6). Third, 
church history helps to illuminate and clarify 
what we believe, providing a context for evalu-
ating our beliefs and practices, according to the 
teaching of the church of all the ages. Fourth, 
it is a safeguard against error; there are no new 
heresies, it seems, only old ones masquerading 
as new. Finally, it gives us mentors and heroes, 
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guides to follow as they followed Christ. In 
doing so, it promotes spiritual maturation and 
heartfelt supplication to God to reform and 
revive His church.

This introduction to church history—a 
few pages for each century—was first drawn 
from Sinclair Ferguson’s pulpit ministry, then 
revised by Joel R. Beeke and Michael A. G. 
Haykin and their respective assistants, Ray 
Lanning and Coleman Ford. These articles 
were first published in The Reformation Heri-
tage KJV Study Bible in 2014, and are reprinted 
here under a new title, Church History 101. 
Given the brevity of these articles, the reader 
will understand that hundreds of important 
names and events in church history must be 
omitted. What is recorded will shed light on 
how Christ has gathered His church, by His 
Word and Spirit, over the past two thousand 
years, despite the sins and errors of many theo-
logians and churches. Soli Deo gloria! 



FIRST CENTURY
        

Apostolic Foundations

The first century of church history divides 
roughly into three periods. In the first, our 
Lord Jesus, through His ministry, began to ful-
fill the great promise of Matthew 16:18, “I will 
build my church.” Jesus came into the world to 
die as the Savior of His people and to build His 
church. He lived and served, did His mighty 
works, gave us His teachings and command-
ments, died, and rose again from the dead that 
He might fulfill His promise.

The key text for the second third of the 
first century is Acts 1:8. Jesus told His disci-
ples that they would be His witnesses, “both in 
Jerusalem, and in all Judaea, and in Samaria, 
and unto the uttermost part of the earth.” 
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As Acts takes us through the next twenty to 
thirty years, it records how that promise of 
Jesus was fulfilled. 

First, Christ poured out His Holy Spirit 
on the apostles and those others gathered in 
Jerusalem on the Day of Pentecost. In time, 
they spread throughout the ancient world, 
preaching the gospel everywhere. In Acts 2, 
we learn that listening to Peter’s sermon were 
Jews and proselytes from many parts of the 
ancient world, who took their faith back to 
their homelands. 

Next, Luke reports that Philip the evan-
gelist went down to Samaria. The Samaritans 
“believed Philip” (Acts 8:12), and Samaria 
received the Word of God. 

Finally, the gospel burst upon the Gentile 
world through the preaching of Peter (Acts 
10–11), and since then, notwithstanding set-
backs, has never stopped in its progress to the 
ends of the earth. We know of Peter’s subse-
quent ministry among the churches in what we 
now call Turkey (Asia Minor) and farther east 
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in Iraq (Babylon). We know of Paul’s ministry 
in Antioch, then in Turkey and on into Europe. 
In the last chapter of Acts, Luke records the 
day Paul came to Rome (Acts 28:16), seat of 
the far-flung Roman Empire. We know much 
less about the other apostles, but some of 
them traveled great distances to preach Christ. 
Thomas is remembered as the apostle to Persia 
and India. There is a famous denomination 
in India called the Mar Toma Church, the St. 
Thomas Church, which traces its origins back 
to the preaching of Thomas in the Indian state 
of Kerala. 

Those apostolic believers also began to 
experience what would become the hallmark 
of the final third of the first century. As the 
church of Jesus Christ is built on earth, it 
faces opposition and often violent persecution. 
Beginning in the last part of the first century, 
in the mid-60s, the Emperor Nero turned 
upon Christians. Rome had burned in a great 
conflagration. To fend off accusations against 
himself—for he had sometimes mused out loud 
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about leveling Rome, rebuilding it in marble, 
and renaming it after himself—Nero blamed 
the Christians, and a number of believers were 
martyred in Rome. Some were crucified and 
some were sewn into the skins of dead animals 
to be savaged to death by wild dogs. 

An early Christian historian named Tertul-
lian wrote in his Apology, his defense of the 
Christian faith, “The blood of the martyrs is 
the seed of the church,” that is, a blessed means 
whereby Christ plants and grows His church. 


