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Class Description: Today, we will be examining the early history of the fledgling Christian  

Church, viewed primarily through the corpus of Christian texts commonly 

known as the “Apostolic Fathers.”  In our brief survey of the material, the 

catechumen will be introduced to the texts, their place within the Orthodox 

Tradition, and their testimony to Church practice and doctrine that existed 

within the first few generations of the Church. 

 

Class Goals:  

1) Gain a basic understanding of some key points of historical context in 

Christian history through the mid-second century 

2) Briefly examine the development and evolution of practice and 

doctrine in the early Christian church 

3) Elucidate points of continuity between the ancient and modern Church 

4) Identify the “Apostolic Fathers” and their application within the 

Church 

 

Thematic Issues: Eucharist; Acts of Piety: prayer, fasting, almsgiving; Liturgical 

Development; Hierarchy; Catechism; Jewish-Christian Relations; 

Persecution; Two Ways 

 

Class Outline: 

 

I. Introduction 

II. Historical Context 

a. Christianity beyond Palestine 

b. Christian Evangelism: The Gospel to the “pagan” Gentiles 

c. Christianity as its own Religion: The Break with Judaism 

d. The Church and Rome: the beginning of the Roman Persecutions 

III. The Apostolic Fathers and their Corpus 

a. Who’s who 

b. Key Passages in Context 

IV. Reading the Fathers 

a. An Orthodox Approach to Scripture and Patristic literature 

b. Errors in the Fathers 

c. Conflicts in the Father 

d. …quod ubique, quod semper, quod ab omnibus creditum est 

V. Q&A 
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NOTES/QUESTIONS from class: 
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The “Apostolic Fathers”  -  a “who’s who” guide. 

 

The Didache:  c. A.D. 50-70 

 

The Teaching of the Lord to the Gentiles by the Twelve Apostles, or simply, The Didache 

(a transliteration from the Greek word “Teaching”) is a catechism manual likely 

originating in Syria and spreading throughout the Christian world.  It is set in three parts:  

1) Catechism, presented as “Two Ways.”  One, the “Way of Life,” the other, the “Way of 

Death.”  Both commandments that are enjoined upon the new Christian and prohibitions 

of certain behaviors is simply presented.  Among other things, the Didache provides a 

very early prohibition against abortion (2:2).  2) Reception into the Church, including 

preparatory fasting, the Trinitarian formula and rubrics for baptism.  3) Instructions for 

the new Christian, including prayer and fasting rules, the Eucharist (including the 

liturgical prayers), teachers and clergy,  the liturgy and meeting on “the Lord’s Day,” and 

a call to follow the Gospel.   

 

The Epistle of Barnabas:  c. A.D. 70-130 

 

An anonymous “epistle” (this should be viewed, perhaps, more as a tract for its time) that 

engages in a discussion of the relationship of Christianity to Judaism, during the time 

when the two were taking divergent paths.  The author seeks to show that the Church is 

the true “Israel” and heir of the covenant, and that the physical Israel forfeited their 

covenant with God.  In doing so, the author relies on a very allegorical interpretation of 

Scripture, a practice well established in Jewish authors, such as Philo.  In addition to the 

polemics between Christians and Jews, the author presents the “Two Ways,” similar to 

that which is seen in the Didache.  

 

The First Epistle of Clement:  c. A.D. 80-97 (traditionally 95-97) 

 

This is an epistle written from the church in Rome to the church in Corinth, allegedly 

authored by the then bishop of Rome, Clement (some think the same Clement mentioned 

in Philippians 4:3).  It appears some younger men in Corinth “revolted” and deposed the 

established leadership.  The epistle is a response to the “loss of humility” and the factions 

present in the Corinthian church.  After briefly praising the Corinthian church for its past 

fidelity, the author laments over their current situation and holds the saints (here, mostly 

Old Testament saints taken from the Septuagint) as proper examples of humility and 

harmony.  To this, he adds examples from “today,” looking at Ss. Peter and Paul and 

secular examples, as well as some quotes from Christ which are not found in the Gospels.  

The epistle emphasizes “proper order” in the hierarchy of the Church and calls for 

repentance and harmony (including a lengthy prayer to that end). 
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Shepherd of Hermas:  c. A.D. 90-120 (maybe up to 150 or so) 

 

The Shepherd was a very important book in the second century and was included as part 

of the canon of Holy Scripture by many early Church fathers.  The author of the book is 

unknown, but some claimed it was written by the brother of the bishop of Rome, Pius,
1
 in 

the 150s.  The first part of the book is a series of visions given to Hermas, a Christian 

living in the city of Rome.  “The Lady” explains the visions to Hermas, which seek to 

answer difficult questions with which Hermas is struggling.  The Shepherd examines sin 

committed by the Christian after baptism and the relationship between the rich and the 

poor.  The second part of the Shepherd is a series of Christian commandments. 

 

The Second Epistle of Clement:  c. A.D. 100-120 

 

This is neither an epistle nor was it authored by Clement.  Most likely, this is a very early 

homily composed by an anonymous presbyter.  The homily is based on a passage from 

Isaiah, though other Scriptural citations are uses, as well as several sayings attributed to 

Christ (though not present in the Gospels).  The homily focuses on the centrality of 

Christ, the “Two Ways,” repentance and judgment, and the coming Kingdom. 

 

Epistles of Ignatius: c. A.D. 110 

 

This is a series of seven authentic epistles (a few more are attributed to him, but are 

spurious) the bishop of Antioch, Ignatius, wrote to various churches that are on the way 

from Antioch to Rome.  Ignatius was traveling as a Roman prisoner along this path to 

Rome where he was to be martyred (icons depict him being eaten by lions).  Ignatius 

encouraged the churches along the way, exhorting them to hold to right conduct and 

doctrine, and to the proper church order and hierarchy, which by this time, was a tri-level 

hierarchy of Bishop (episkopos), priest (presbyteros), and deacon (diakonos).  To the 

church of Rome, Ignatius pleaded with them not to rescue him, but to let him suffer for 

Christ and attain martyrdom. 

 

Some church tradition claims that Ignatius was the little child that Christ set on his lap 

when he said “Let the little children come to me, for theirs is the kingdom of God” 

(paraphrase). Ignatius was likely present as a church leader in Antioch as Saul (St. Paul) 

and Barnabas were set aside by the leaders of that church for missionary work.  He, along 

with Polycarp, was a disciple of St. John. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1
 Pius (140-154) is also known as Pope Pius, but the use of the term “Pope” in this instance is anachronistic, as that 

title likely did not develop until the 4th century 
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Epistle of Polycarp to the Philippians:  c. A.D. 115-135 

 

Polycarp was a disciple of St. John (his spiritual son, Irenaeus, recounts Polycarp’s 

stories of sitting at the feet of the beloved disciple), along with his friend and mentor, the 

elder St. Ignatius.  He was the bishop of Smyrna in Asia Minor and was martyred in his 

old age (c. 155-160, see the Martyrdom of Polycarp, below).  His epistle to the 

Philippians is the only extant epistle of his, though there are a few spurious epistles 

attributed to him.  In this Epistle, Polycarp exhorts his readers to proper Christian service 

and righteousness and to follow the example of Christ and the martyrs (among which, 

Ignatius is named).  He also addresses the failure of a former presbyter, Valens. 

 

Fragments of Papias:  c. A.D. 130 (for the sayings, not the sources of the fragments) 

 

Papias was a bishop in Asia Minor who had compiled a five-volume work titled 

Expositions of the Sayings of the Lord – a work that is no longer extant except in a few 

fragments contained in other, later, works.  Papias is said to have been a disciple of St. 

John and a contemporary of Polycarp.  The fragments include a few sayings of Christ, 

and claims by later authors as to other specific teachings about the Apostles and Christ. 

 

The Epistle to Diognetus (aka Mathetes): c. A.D. 150 or later 

 

This epistle is written by one who identifies himself as a “disciple” (Gr. mathetes) to 

Diognetus in order to answer three questions: 1) What God do the Christians believe in? 

2) What is the nature of their heartfelt love for one another? 3) Why did they come into 

the world now, not before?  The author presents Christianity as distinct from both the 

Jewish and the Greco-Roman “folly.”  He shows Christ as Savior and as the Revelation 

of God and calls all to imitate Him. 

 

The Martyrdom of Polycarp: c. A.D. 155-160 or later 

 

This is one of the earliest dedicated martyrologies.  Though Acts contained several brief 

stories of the martyrdom of early Christian leaders, like St. Stephen, the Martyrdom of 

Polycarp is the oldest extant extra-biblical account.  Written by an eyewitness to the 

ordeal, this book provides details of Polycarp’s arrest, trial, martyrdom, and eventual 

burial.  The author reports that his relics were venerated and mentions the precursor to 

modern “Saint Days” (i.e. celebrating the anniversary of the death of the martyr).  
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A Selection of Passages from the Apostolic Fathers
2
 

 
I.  The Didache 

 

1. Introduction 

THERE are two ways, one of life and one of death; but a great difference between the two ways. 

The way of life, then, is this: First, thou shalt love God who made thee; second,thy neighbour as 

thyself; and all things whatsoever thou wouldst should not occur to thee, thou also to another do 

not do. (Chapter 1) 

 

2. Fasting and Prayer 

But let not your fasts be with the hypocrites; for they fast on the second and fifth day of the week; 

but do ye fast on the fourth day and the Preparation (Friday).  Neither pray as the hypocrites; but 

as the Lord commanded in His Gospel, thus pray: Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy 

name. Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done, as in heaven, so on earth. Give us to-day our daily 

(needful) bread, and forgive us our debt as we also forgive our debtors. And bring us not into 

temptation, but deliver us from the evil one (or, evil); for Thine is the power and the glory 

forever. Thrice in the day thus pray. (Chapter 8) 

 

3. Eucharist 

Now concerning the Eucharist, thus give thanks. First, concerning the cup: We thank thee, our 

Father, for the holy vine of David Thy servant, which Thou madest known to us through Jesus 

Thy Servant; to Thee be the glory forever.  And concerning the broken bread: We thank Thee, our 

Father, for the life and knowledge which Thou madest known to us through Jesus Thy Servant; to 

Thee be the glory forever. Even as this broken bread was scattered over the hills, and was 

gathered together and became one, so let Thy Church be gathered together from the ends of the 

earth into Thy kingdom; for Thine is the glory and the power through Jesus Christ forever. But let 

no one eat or drink of your Eucharist, but they who have been baptized into the name of the Lord; 

for concerning this also the Lord hath said, Give not that which is holy to the dogs. (Chapter 9) 

 

4. Bishops and Deacons 

Appoint, therefore, for yourselves, bishops and deacons worthy of the Lord, men meek, and not 

lovers of money, and truthful and proved; for they also render to you the service of prophets and 

teachers. Despise them not therefore, for they are your honoured ones, together with the prophets 

and teachers. (Chapter 15) 

 

II. Epistle of Barnabas 

 

 1. Basic Doctrines 

Well, then, there are three basic doctrines of the Lord: the hope of life, which is the beginning and 

end of our faith; and righteousness, which is the beginning and end of judgment; and a glad and 

rejoicing love, which is the testimony of works of righteousness. (Chapter 1, from Michael 

Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
2
 Unless otherwise noted, all quotations are taken from Philip Schaff, Ante-Nicene Fathers. 
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2. Sabbath and Eighth Day 

Your present Sabbaths are not acceptable to Me, but that is which I have made, [namely this,] 

when, giving rest to all things, I shall make a beginning of the eighth day, that is, a beginning of 

another world. Wherefore, also, we keep the eighth day with joyfulness, the day also on which 

Jesus rose again from the dead. And when He had manifested Himself, He ascended into the 

heavens. (Chapter 15) 

 

3. The Two Ways 

There are two ways of doctrine and authority, the one of light, and the other of darkness. But 

there is a great difference between these two ways. For over one are stationed the light-bringing 

angels of God, but over the other the angels of Satan. And He indeed (i.e., God) is Lord for ever 

and ever, but he (i.e., Satan) is prince of the time of iniquity. (Chapter 18) 

 

III. First Epistle of Clement  

 

 1. Introduction 

The Church of God which sojourns at Rome, to the Church of God sojourning at Corinth, to them 

that are called and sanctified by the will of God, through our Lord Jesus Christ: Grace unto you, 

and peace, from Almighty God through Jesus Christ, be multiplied. (Introduction) 

 

2. The Martyrdom of Peter and Paul 

But not to dwell upon ancient examples, let us come to the most recent spiritual heroes.  Let us 

take the noble examples furnished in our own generation. Through envy and jealousy, the greatest 

and most righteous pillars [of the Church] have been persecuted and put to death.  Let us set 

before our eyes the illustrious apostles. Peter, through unrighteous envy, endured not one or two, 

but numerous labours and when he had at length suffered martyrdom, departed to the place of 

glory due to him. Owing to envy, Paul also obtained the reward of patient endurance, after being 

seven times thrown into captivity, compelled to flee, and stoned. After preaching both in the east 

and west, he gained the illustrious reputation due to his faith, having taught righteousness to the 

whole world, and come to the extreme limit of the west, and suffered martyrdom under the 

prefects. Thus was he removed from the world, and went into the holy place, having proved 

himself a striking example of patience. (Chapter 5) 

 

 3. Proper Order: Bishops and Deacons 

These things therefore being manifest to us, and since we look into the depths of the divine 

knowledge, it behooves us to do all things in [their proper] order, which the Lord has commanded 

us to perform at stated times. He has enjoined offerings [to be presented] and service to be 

performed [to Him], and that not thoughtlessly or irregularly, but at the appointed times and 

hours… (Chapter 40) 

 

The apostles have preached the Gospel to us from the Lord Jesus Christ; Jesus Christ [has done 

so] from God. Christ therefore was sent forth by God, and the apostles by Christ. Both these 

appointments, then, were made in an orderly way, according to the will of God. Having therefore 

received their orders, and being fully assured by the resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ, and 

established in the word of God, with full assurance of the Holy Ghost, they went forth 

proclaiming that the kingdom of God was at hand. And thus preaching through countries and 

cities, they appointed the first-fruits [of their labours], having first proved them by the Spirit, to 

be bishops and deacons of those who should afterwards believe. Nor was this any new thing, 

since indeed many ages before it was written concerning bishops and deacons. For thus saith the 

Scripture in a certain place, “I will appoint their bishops in righteousness, and their deacons in 

faith.” (Chapter 42) 
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IV. The Second Epistle of Clement 

 

BRETHREN, it is fitting that you should think of Jesus Christ as of God,—as the Judge of the 

living and the dead. And it does not become us to think lightly of our salvation; for if we think 

little of Him, we shall also hope but to obtain little from Him. And those of us who hear 

carelessly of these things, as if they were of small importance, commit sin, not knowing whence 

we have been called, and by whom, and to what place, and how much Jesus Christ submitted to 

suffer for our sakes. (Chapter 1) 

 

V. The Epistles of Ignatius 

 

1. Be Christian 

It is fitting, then, not only to be called Christians, but to be so in reality: as some indeed give one 

the title of bishop, but do all things without him. Now such persons seem to me to be not 

possessed of a good conscience, seeing they are not steadfastly gathered together according to the 

commandment. (To the Magnesians, chapter 4) 

 

2. Two Ways 

Seeing, then, all things have an end, these two things are simultaneously set before us—death and 

life; and every one shall go unto his own place. For as there are two kinds of coins, the one of 

God, the other of the world, and each of these has its special character stamped upon it, [so is it 

also here.] The unbelieving are of this world; but the believing have, in love, the character of God 

the Father by Jesus Christ, by whom, if we are not in readiness to die into His passion, His life is 

not in us. (To the Magnesians, chapter 5) 

 

3. Revere the Clergy 

In like manner, let all reverence the deacons as an appointment of Jesus Christ, and the bishop as 

Jesus Christ, who is the Son of the Father, and the presbyters as the sanhedrim of God, and 

assembly of the apostles. Apart from these, there is no Church. (To the Trallians, chapter 3) 

 

 4. Eucharist 

Take ye heed, then, to have but one Eucharist. For there is one flesh of our Lord Jesus Christ, and 

one cup to [show forth] the unity of His blood; one altar; as there is one bishop, along with the 

presbytery and deacons, my fellow-servants: that so, whatsoever ye do, ye may do it according to 

[the will of] God. (To the Philadelphians, chapter 4) 
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VI. The Martyrdom of Polycarp 

 

 1. Polycarp before the Proconsul 

Now, as Polycarp was entering into the stadium, there came to him a voice from heaven, saying, 

“Be strong, and show thyself a man, O Polycarp!” No one saw who it was that spoke to him; but 

those of our brethren who were present heard the voice. And as he was brought forward, the 

tumult became great when they heard that Polycarp was taken. And when he came near, the 

proconsul asked him whether he was Polycarp. On his confessing that he was, [the proconsul] 

sought to persuade him to deny [Christ], saying, “Have respect to thy old age,” and other similar 

things, according to their custom, [such as], “Swear by the fortune of Cæsar; repent, and say, 

Away with the Atheists.” But Polycarp, gazing with a stern countenance on all the multitude of 

the wicked heathen then in the stadium, and waving his hand towards them, while with groans he 

looked up to heaven, said, “Away with the Atheists.” Then, the proconsul urging him, and saying, 

“Swear, and I will set thee at liberty, reproach Christ;” Polycarp declared, “Eighty and six years 

have I served Him, and He never did me any injury: how then can I blaspheme my King and my 

Saviour?” (Chapter 9) 

 

2. Relics and Saint Days 

Accordingly, we afterwards took up his bones, as being more precious than the most exquisite 

jewels, and more purified than gold, and deposited them in a fitting place, whither, being gathered 

together, as opportunity is allowed us, with joy and rejoicing, the Lord shall grant us to celebrate 

the anniversary of his martyrdom, both in memory of those who have already finished their 

course, and for the exercising and preparation of those yet to walk in their steps. (Chapter 18) 

 

 

 

 


