
• Many aspects of modern Christianity did not develop immediately, and many 
primitive elements did not persist; indeed, development and change are parts of any 
human institution  

• In the earliest period, a variety of forms of Christianity emerged; the first of these 
being “primitive Christianity” (c. 30-50 CE) 

o No extant literature from this community; therefore no direct evidence  
o Secondary witnesses  

 Acts of the Apostles (esp. chs. 1-12) 
 Pauline corpus  

• The earliest surviving Christian literature; while Paul was not 
a member of the Christian community in Jerusalem, he was 
roughly contemporary with it, and occasionally refers to it 

 Traditions embedded elsewhere in the NT 
• Credal fragments, hymns, other liturgical formulae, etc. 

o 1 Cor. 15 (resurrection appearances of Jesus) 
o Emerged within the social and religious contexts of Palestinian Judaism, not 

as an independent religion but as a type of Judaism (“Jewish Christianity”) 
• Populated by Jews 
• Driven by issues important to Jews  

o Kerygma (“announcement” or “proclamation”)—a scholarly term for the 
nature of primitive Christian preaching 

 Revelation of Jesus of Nazareth as the messiah of Israel 
• “The proclaimer became the proclaimed”   
• Installation of Jesus as messiah following his resurrection—

he was not recognized to have been such during his life 
(adoptionism) 

 Awareness that humanity had entered a liminal period between the 
messianic coronation of the resurrection and the parousia (“coming”) 
of Jesus as messiah 

• Peter’s speech in Acts 3 
 There is a certain urgency associated with this proclamation, as 

believers expected Jesus to return in glory relatively quickly  
 The death of Jesus was understood in a variety of ways within early 

Christianity, but was consistently interpreted as an event in 
accordance with the divine will  

• Acts 3, 1 Cor. 15 (Christ’s death “in accordance with the 
scriptures”), etc. 

• Many early Christians turned to the Psalms to reconcile the 
tension between Jesus’ death and his messiahship  

 Like Jesus himself, the early church looked forward to the coming of 
the kingdom, but expected it to be inaugurated and led by Jesus  

o Prospective believers were called upon to repent; the symbol of such 
repentance was baptism  

 This is particularly interesting, as Jesus and his disciples do not 
appear to have practiced the rite during his lifetime 



 Performed within Judaism, as a purification for Gentile converts and 
(by the Dead Sea Scrolls community) as a means of repeated ritual 
cleansing  

 Also performed by John the Baptist, but even this rite differed from 
later Christian baptism in two notable respects  

• Performed in the name of Jesus  
• Associated with the gift of the spirit 

o An eschatological expectation of Judaism: an 
outpouring of the divine spirit   

 Glossolalia (“speaking in tongues”) 
 Exorcisms 
 Healings  
 Trances and revelatory experiences  

o Because primitive Christianity was a Jewish movement, it seems that its 
practitioners participated in the ordinary worship of contemporary Judaism, 
and also met in private homes to share a common meal (an early and 
consistent aspect of early Christian worship) 

 Initially regular meals; eucharistic elements present, but embedded 
within an ordinary repast  

 Both retrospective and prospective: looking back on Jesus’ Last 
Supper, but looking forward to his return  

 Similar eschatological and messianic meals were celebrated by the 
Dead Sea Scrolls community  

o The primitive Christianity held its goods and property in common, again 
reminiscent of the Dead Sea Scrolls community    

• Perhaps the most distinctive feature of early Christianity was its eventual decision, at 
some point in its history, to open itself to individuals other than Jews                 


