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INTRODUCTION 

The history of Christianity is an incredible story of growth, challenges, and change. From its 

beginnings as a small movement in the Roman Empire to its global presence today, the Church has faced 

many twists and turns. This paper looks at the big moments in Christian history—the ideas, events, and 

people that shaped the Church into what it is today. 

We’ll explore the struggles over what Christians believe, the creation of institutions to guide 

believers, and the movements that brought new energy and reform to the faith. By focusing on these key 

moments, we can better understand how Christianity has adapted and remained strong through centuries 

of change. 

 

THE EARLY CHURCH (30–500 AD) 

In its first few centuries, Christianity went from a small Jewish sect to a global faith. These were 

the foundation years, where the Church defined its beliefs and established its identity. 

Starting Strong: The Apostles and the New Testament 

After Jesus’ resurrection, His apostles spread the Gospel far and wide. They planted churches, 

preached the Good News, and wrote letters that became the New Testament. This gave early Christians a 

solid foundation for their faith and practice. 

Persecution and Martyrdom 

The Roman Empire viewed Christians as rebels because they refused to worship Roman gods. 

This led to periods of persecution, but instead of dying out, the Church grew stronger. The stories of 

martyrs like Polycarp and Perpetua inspired countless others to remain faithful. 

 

 



Figuring Out What Christians Believe 

As Christianity grew, so did disagreements about key beliefs. Councils, like the famous Council 

of Nicaea in 325 AD, helped settle debates. Nicaea affirmed that Jesus is fully God, not just a creation. 

Another council, Chalcedon in 451 AD, declared that Jesus is both fully God and fully human. 

Unfortunately, this caused the first big split in Christianity, with the Oriental Orthodox Church 

separating over the definition of Christ’s nature. 

Heroes of the Early Church 

Leaders like Paul, Augustine, and Athanasius helped shape Christian thought. Paul wrote much 

of the New Testament, Augustine explored deep ideas about grace and sin, and Athanasius stood firm on 

Jesus’ divinity when others doubted. 

 

THE MEDIEVAL CHURCH (500–1500 AD) 

This period saw the Church become a powerful force in both spiritual and political life, while 

also facing its share of struggles. 

Monks and Monasteries 

Monasteries became places of prayer, study, and preservation of knowledge. Monks copied 

Scripture by hand, kept learning alive, and inspired others to grow in faith. 

Rise of the Pope 

The Church centralized its leadership under the pope, who became a key figure in both religious 

and political matters. The papacy’s influence was evident during conflicts like the Investiture 

Controversy, where popes clashed with kings over who had ultimate authority. 

Faith Meets Reason 

Thinkers like Thomas Aquinas tried to show that faith and reason could work together. Aquinas’ 

writings helped Christians understand their beliefs in a deeper way. 

 

 



The First Big Split: East and West 

In 1054, disagreements over theology and leadership led to a split between the Roman Catholic 

Church in the West and the Eastern Orthodox Church in the East. This division remains to this day. 

The Crusades 

The Church launched military campaigns, called the Crusades, to reclaim the Holy Land from 

Muslim control. While they expanded the Church’s influence, the Crusades also raised questions about 

mixing faith with politics and war. 

 

THE REFORMATION ERA (1500–1700) 

This era brought massive changes as people challenged the Church’s authority and practices, 

leading to the birth of Protestantism. 

Martin Luther: A Voice for Reform 

In 1517, Martin Luther sparked the Reformation by nailing his 95 Theses to a church door. He 

argued that salvation comes through faith alone, not works, and opposed the selling of indulgences. His 

work inspired others to question Church authority and seek reform. 

John Calvin and Reformed Theology 

John Calvin built on Luther’s ideas, focusing on God’s sovereignty and predestination. His 

writings laid the foundation for many Protestant traditions, like Presbyterianism. 

The Radical Reformers 

Some groups, like the Anabaptists, wanted even more radical change. They rejected infant 

baptism, promoted adult baptism, and sought a simple, New Testament-style church. Their ideas often 

brought persecution. 

The Catholic Response 

The Catholic Church didn’t stand still during the Reformation. The Council of Trent clarified 

Catholic teachings and reformed church practices. Groups like the Jesuits worked to renew Catholicism 

and spread the faith globally. 



 

THE MODERN ERA (1700–PRESENT) 

In the last few centuries, Christianity has faced new challenges and opportunities, adapting to a 

rapidly changing world. 

The Enlightenment and New Ideas 

The Enlightenment questioned traditional beliefs, promoting reason and science over faith. This 

led to ideas like Deism, which views God as a distant creator. Christians responded by defending the 

faith through apologetics and deep study of Scripture. 

Revival Movements 

Periods of spiritual renewal, like the Great Awakenings, brought new energy to Christianity. 

Preachers like Jonathan Edwards and George Whitefield called for personal conversion and heartfelt 

faith, sparking widespread revivals. 

Global Missions 

The 18th and 19th centuries saw a surge in missionary work. Figures like William Carey brought 

the Gospel to distant lands, spreading Christianity to Asia, Africa, and beyond. 

Challenges of the Modern Age 

Today, the Church faces cultural challenges like secularism and relativism, which question 

absolute truth. However, Christianity has also seen incredible growth in places like Africa, Asia, and 

Latin America, proving its resilience and global reach. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The story of Christianity is one of perseverance, transformation, and hope. From the apostles 

spreading the Gospel to modern Christians navigating a complex world, the Church has continually 

adapted while holding fast to its core beliefs. By looking back at the key moments in its history, we see 

not only the challenges the Church has faced but also the faithfulness of God in sustaining it. 



As Christians today, we can draw inspiration from this rich heritage, learning from the past to 

engage the future with wisdom and courage.  



APPENDIX A: BREAKDOWN OF THE 23 CATHOLIC CHURCHES BY TRADITION 

Many people, especially outside the Catholic Church, assume that there is just one “Catholic 

Church,” commonly referred to as the Roman Catholic Church. However, the Catholic Church is a 

communion of 23 self-governing Churches (sui iuris), each with its own traditions, leadership, and 

liturgical practices. While united in faith and communion with the Pope of Rome, these Churches 

preserve unique ways of worshipping God and expressing their shared Christian faith.  

To better understand this structure, the Catholic Church can be likened to a family composed of 

distinct “branches” or “traditions,” all part of the same Church but reflecting diverse cultural and 

theological heritages. The Western (Latin) Church is the largest and most widely recognized, while the 

Eastern Catholic Churches encompass a variety of traditions that are equally and fully Catholic. Notably, 

the Ambrosian Rite (Milan) and the Mozarabic Rite (Spain) are not separate sui iuris Churches but 

represent unique liturgical traditions within the Latin Church. 

This chart provides a breakdown of the Catholic Church into its major traditions and their 

corresponding rites, highlighting the richness of its diversity while emphasizing its unity in faith.

Tradition Rite Catholic Churches
Latin Tradition: Western heritage Roman Rite Latin Church (Roman Catholic Church)

Ambrosian Rite (Milan)
Mozarabic Rite (Spain)

Alexandrian Tradition: Egyptian roots Alexandrian Rite Coptic Catholic Church
Eritrean Catholic Church
Ethiopian Catholic Church

Antiochian Tradition: West Syriac heritage West Syriac Rite Maronite Church
Syriac Catholic Church
Syro-Malankara Catholic Church

Armenian Tradition: Armenian roots Armenian Rite Armenian Catholic Church
Byzantine Tradition: Eastern Europe and Mediterranean Byzantine Rite Albanian Greek Catholic Church

Belarusian Greek Catholic Church
Bulgarian Greek Catholic Church
Greek Byzantine Catholic Church
Hungarian Greek Catholic Church
Italo-Albanian Catholic Church
Macedonian Greek Catholic Church
Melkite Greek Catholic Church
Romanian Greek Catholic Church
Russian Greek Catholic Church
Ruthenian Greek Catholic Church
Slovak Greek Catholic Church
Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church

Chaldean Tradition: Mesopotamian roots East Syriac Rite Chaldean Catholic Church
Syro-Malabar Catholic Church



APPENDIX B: STRUCTURE OF THE EASTERN ORTHODOX CHURCH 

The Eastern Orthodox Church is a communion of self-governing Churches, united in faith, doctrine, and sacramental life but 

decentralized in governance. These Churches are categorized as either autocephalous (fully independent) or autonomous (self-administering 

but dependent on a mother Church). Unlike the Catholic Church, which is united under the Pope of Rome, the Eastern Orthodox Church 

operates through a synodal model, with no single central authority. The Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople holds a position of honor but 

not jurisdiction over other Churches. 

This table provides an overview of the structure of the Eastern Orthodox Church, listing the fully independent autocephalous Churches 

alongside the autonomous Churches, which maintain internal governance under the oversight of a Mother Church. This structure reflects the 

Orthodox Church’s commitment to unity in faith while respecting the diversity and independence of its member Churches. 

 

 

  

Autocephalous Churches (Fully Independent) Autonomous Churches (Dependent but Self-Administering)
Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople Finnish Orthodox Church (under the Ecumenical Patriarchate)
Greek Orthodox Church Ukrainian Orthodox Church (under the Russian Orthodox Church, though contested)
Russian Orthodox Church Japanese Orthodox Church (under the Russian Orthodox Church)
Serbian Orthodox Church Chinese Orthodox Church (under the Russian Orthodox Church, largely dormant)
Romanian Orthodox Church
Bulgarian Orthodox Church
Georgian Orthodox Church
Church of Cyprus
Orthodox Church of Albania
Polish Orthodox Church
Orthodox Church of the Czech Lands and Slovakia
Orthodox Church in America (status debated within Orthodoxy)



APPENDIX C: THE STRUCTURE OF PROTESTANTISM  

Protestantism is a diverse and decentralized branch of Christianity that emerged during the Reformation of the 16th century, led by 

figures such as Martin Luther, John Calvin, and Ulrich Zwingli. Unlike Catholicism and Orthodoxy, Protestantism is not defined by a single 

governing authority or uniform tradition. Instead, it is a broad term encompassing numerous denominations and movements, each with its 

own theological emphases, governance structures, and worship practices. 

This diversity stems from the foundational Protestant principles of Sola Scriptura (Scripture alone as the ultimate authority) and the 

priesthood of all believers, which encourage a wide range of interpretations and expressions of faith. As a result, Protestantism includes both 

highly organized denominations, such as the Lutheran and Reformed Churches, and independent movements, such as non-denominational 

evangelicalism. 

This chart categorizes Protestantism into its major historical traditions and key denominational families, illustrating the rich variety 

within Protestant Christianity while acknowledging its shared roots in the Reformation.  

Tradition Key Denominations Key Characteristics

Lutheran
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA), 
Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod (LCMS), etc.

Emphasizes justification by faith, the authority of Scripture, and 
liturgical continuity.

Reformed/Calvinist
Presbyterian Church (USA), Reformed Church in 
America, Christian Reformed Church

Focuses on God's sovereignty, covenant theology, and confessions 
such as the Westminster Standards.

Anglican
Church of England, Episcopal Church (USA), Anglican 
Church in North America (ACNA)

A via media (middle way) between Catholic and Protestant traditions; 
liturgical worship.

Anabaptist Mennonite Church, Amish, Hutterites Emphasizes adult baptism, nonviolence, and simple living.

Baptist
Southern Baptist Convention (SBC), American Baptist 
Churches, Independent Baptist Churches

Stresses believer's baptism by immersion, congregational 
governance, and evangelism.

Methodist
United Methodist Church (UMC), Wesleyan Church, 
Free Methodist Church

Rooted in the teachings of John Wesley; emphasizes sanctification 
and practical holiness.

Pentecostal
Assemblies of God, Church of God (Cleveland, TN), 
Pentecostal Holiness Church

Emphasizes the gifts of the Spirit (e.g., speaking in tongues, healing) 
and vibrant worship.

Evangelical
Non-denominational Evangelical Churches, Evangelical 
Free Church of America

Prioritizes personal conversion, biblical authority, and mission work.

Adventist Seventh-day Adventist Church
Observes the Sabbath on Saturday, emphasizes Christ’s imminent 
return, and promotes health reform.

Restorationist
Churches of Christ, Christian Church (Disciples of 
Christ), International Churches of Christ

Seeks to restore New Testament Christianity and eschews creeds for 
biblical simplicity.
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APPENDIX D: THE ORIENTAL ORTHODOX CHURCH 

The Oriental Orthodox Church represents one of the ancient branches of Christianity, with roots 

tracing back to the earliest centuries of the faith. It is distinct from both the Catholic Church and the 

Eastern Orthodox Church, primarily due to theological differences that arose following the Council of 

Chalcedon (451 AD). The Oriental Orthodox rejected the Chalcedonian Definition, which declared that 

Christ has two natures (human and divine) in one person, instead adhering to Miaphysitism—the belief 

in one united nature of Christ that is both fully divine and fully human. This difference led to a 

separation from the rest of Christendom, but the Oriental Orthodox Churches are not considered 

heretical by contemporary standards. 

 

Today, the Oriental Orthodox Churches are united in faith and sacramental life, forming a 

communion of six autocephalous Churches, each with its own liturgical, cultural, and theological 

traditions. They emphasize deep spirituality, monasticism, and a rich liturgical heritage, making them an 

integral part of the broader Christian tradition. 

 

This chart provides a breakdown of the major Oriental Orthodox Churches, highlighting their 

unique identities and contributions to Christendom. 

Church Liturgical 
Tradition Key Characteristics 

Coptic 
Orthodox 
Church 

Alexandrian 
Rite 

Based in Egypt; strong monastic tradition; traces its origins to 
St. Mark the Apostle. 

Armenian 
Apostolic 
Church 

Armenian 
Rite 

The national church of Armenia; first nation to adopt Christianity 
as a state religion (301 AD). 

Syriac Orthodox 
Church 

West Syriac 
Rite 

Based in Syria; rich theological tradition rooted in the ancient 
Patriarchate of Antioch. 

Ethiopian 
Orthodox 
Tewahedo 
Church 

Alexandrian 
Rite 

One of the oldest Christian traditions in Africa; incorporates 
Jewish practices and a unique canon of Scripture. 

Eritrean 
Orthodox 
Tewahedo 
Church 

Alexandrian 
Rite 

Shares heritage with the Ethiopian Church; became 
independent in 1993. 

Malankara 
Orthodox Syrian 
Church 

West Syriac 
Rite 

Based in India; deeply connected to the early Christian mission 
of St. Thomas the Apostle. 
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