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Preface 
 

In the Gospel according to Mark, we have Jesus saying:  

 
The time is fulfilled, and the Kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the 

gospel (1:14-15). 

 

To you has been given the secret of the kingdom of God, but for those outside, 

everything comes in parables; in order that they may indeed look but not perceive, and 

may indeed listen but not understand; so that they may not turn again, and be forgiven 

(4:11-12). 

 

These passages beg to be interpreted.  In them are the core teachings of the early Christian 

community.  What does it mean that ñthe time is fulfilled?ò  What exactly is ñthe Kingdom of 

God?ò  How is it ñcome near?ò  And, what exactly is the ñgospel?ò 

 

In the second verse, how are we to understand the ñsecret?ò  Why are there insiders and 

outsiders?  Who are those the speaker desires that they not understand and, therefore, not be 

forgiven? 

 

In the History part (Part II) of this book, we will see the events that lead up to the questions 

raised by the first verse.  In the Development part (Part III), we will see the early development 

that leads to the second verses.  

 

Here, we can address the meaning of the term ñgospel.ò  It means good news.  In the Bible, it 

was the Greek word eu)agge/lion1 and translated into Latin as evangelium (which meant good 

telling).  When the Bible was translated centuries later into an archaic form of English, it was 

godspell (good story).  It finally came to later English as gospel.  Now, do we know what it is?  

No, all we can say is that we know some technical etymology of the term.  We cannot say what 

the good news was, and this has been debated by scholars of all stripes as to its exact meaning.   

 

Unfortunately, it depends on which part of the Bible you read that determines what you believe 

concerning the good news.  This is a simple example of what I mean when I make the claim 

that the Bible is ambiguous.  Very early, this ambiguity led to factions within the Jesus 

movement and has since produced over 3000 distinct Christian factions throughout the world 

today. 

 

                                                 
1 Note that the few Greek words in this document require the SPIonic font 
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The Academic Study of Religion 
 

Why Study Religion? 
 

One might fairly ask, ñWhy study religion at all?ò 

 

One appropriate answer could be that it is simply a fascinating subject like any other area of 

interest a person might have.  However, more importantly, it has attributes that go beyond most 

other subjects, some of which are: 

 

Religion deals with ultimate questions.  Just as science attempts to discover the ultimate 

reality of the universe, so does religion in its own way.  The way of science appeals to 

validation of its tenets through the material and physical senses whereas, the way of 

religion appeals to non-material, non-sensual, and intuitive validation.  If one holds only 

to the empirical physical evidence of the senses then the faith-based study of religion 

would literally make no sense.  Even so, there are still ample reasons for the academic 

study of religion as a sociological phenomenon.  Nevertheless, scienceôs forte and its 

limitation is addressing the how and what of things; whereas, the various religions 

attempt to address the why of things. 

 

Most of the world's population is involved in some kind of religious of activity, and 

anything that important to billions of our fellow citizens is well worthy of examination.  

See Fig. 1 below for the top six religious identifications. 

 

We cannot really understand a society without understanding the nature of its religion.  

European society of the Middle Ages is incomprehensible without knowing the religion 

of the Roman Catholic Church.  More current and pressing is the world-wide threat of 

terrorism caused by Islamic fundamentalism.  Although the religion of Islam itself is not 

responsible for the current horrors, understanding the terrorists requires that we 

understand the potential for fanactical adherence to any fundamentalist religion. 

 

We cannot understand much of the arts without knowing the religious foundation upon 

which they are built.  How can we appreciate a Bach Mass if we know nothing of the 

religious rite it celebrates?  Michelangeloôs David and the Sistine chapel murals would 

be meaningless without knowing the Bible stories that provided his themes. 

 

Religious Identification Approximate Population 

Christianity 2,070,000,000 

Islam 1,250,000,000 

Hinduism 840,000,000 

No Religion  780,000,000 

Buddhism 370,000,000 

Atheists 150,000,000 

Fig. 1  Top six religious groups of the world (a composite of sources) 

http://www.religioustolerance.org/christ.htm
http://www.religioustolerance.org/islam.htm
http://www.religioustolerance.org/hinduism.htm
http://www.religioustolerance.org/buddhism.htm
http://www.religioustolerance.org/atheist.htm
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Religion as an Object of Critical Analysis 
 

The academic study of religion differs greatly from a faith-based study.  Terms like ñcriticalò 

and ñanalysisò are used to describe the method of study.  Scholars have devised specific criteria 

(hence, critical) for judging the factual historicity of religious data.  Just as in the physical 

sciences, data are analyzed (i.e., broken down into component parts) in order to better 

understand them.  This type of study introduces notions that may run counter to many cherished 

beliefs that we have acquired by attending church, synagogue, mosque or temple.   

 

There are few ways to soften the blow you might feel from inquiring into an objective 

examination of any religionôs history and developments except to, perhaps, disconnect your 

faith from its objective history.  For the religious skeptic, this is easily done, not so for the 

believer.  Many academic historians are themselves members of a particular faith and they 

employ many schemes to accomplish this disconnect.  The most readily available and simplest 

one is to accept the facts of critical analysis as presented; yet, remain conscious of the 

possibility that the course of history and the hand of man may indeed be guided by divine 

inspiration. 

 

Through history many great religious figures have taken this approach to explain the apparent 

contradictions between their faith and empirical facts.  The great Church Father, St. Augustine, 

is an excellent example of one who did so.  When faced with the anthropomorphisms and other 

crudities of the Bible, he refused to accept Christianity until he was led to believe that the Bible 

must be taken symbolically and that much in it is in the form of allegory.  The modern person 

would do well to emulate him. 

 

All religions have a myth of their origin.  The term ñmythò is used in religious studies as 

meaning a story that contains significant truths that cannot be explained in ordinary factual 

statements.  Origin myths and other myths of any religion while casting some light on the 

religionôs history are inappropriate for the historianôs use at face value. 

 

Based on strictly historical evidence, the historianôs task is to trace how religions started and 

how they developed.  Our task, in this work, will be to trace the 5000-year history and 

development of  Christianity. 

 

Some Important Definitions 
 

Most terms and phrases will be defined as needed in context.  However, throughout this book, 

there will be three running themes that are defined here as follows: 

 

Theodicy - From the Greek Theos Dike (Qeo/j di/kh) meaning the Justice of God.  It may be 

summed up with the phrase: ñWhy do bad things happen to good people?ò 

 

Eschatology - The study of the Last Things, Ta Eschaton  (ta/ e)/sxaton).  This encompasses 

religious ideas concerning the end of the world, the end of time, and the death of the individual.   
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Cosmology ï The study of the universe (cosmos), from the Greek Kosmos Logos (ko/smoj 
lo/goj ).  In religion, this involves a study of creation and ties closely to the other two concepts 

above. 

 

Because of their ubiquitous use and possible misunderstanding, two additional terms are 

explained here:  

 

Myth  - A religious model, from the Greek muthos ( mu/qoj ) meaning a story, which in religion 

has come to mean a story that teaches a spiritual truth and is believed to be a real representation 

of encounters with ultimate and/or sacred reality.  It almost always describes an ancient time 

and place where Superhuman Beings are the main characters of the story. 

 

Apocalypticism - These are eschatological beliefs concerning revelations about the Deity 

breaking into history.  It usually signifies the abrupt end of time (as we know it) followed by 

the intervention of God in world affairs, a final judgment on human beings, and the salvation of 

the faithful.  The end of this age brings on the age to come in which those elected to be saved 

will rule with God in a renewed heaven and earth.   

 

 

The religion under study here, Christianity, falls into the category of monotheism, as do the 

other great religions of the West ð Judaism, and Islam.  There are many other categories of 

religion, some of which will be mentioned as we examine the history of Christianity.  For that 

reason, the major ones are defined in the table Fig. 2 below: 

 

 

Category Cryptic Definition  Example 

Dynamism A few natural objects are seen 

as having power 

Primitive* 

Animism Most or all natural objects are 

inhabited by spirits 

primitive 

Polytheism The many gods are considered 

to be in charge of natural 

objects 

Greeks 

Pantheism God is in and equated with all 

natural things 

Hinduism**  

Dualism There are two equal or nearly 

equal gods 

Zoroastrianism 

Henotheism Other gods are recognized but 

only ñourò god is supreme 

Israelites 

Deism  A supreme being is 

responsible for initiating 

everything 

Enlightenment 
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Category Cryptic Definition  Example 

Monotheism A supreme being has a 

personal interest in his 

creation 

Judaism 

* Primitive is not meant to be derogatory, and would include many ancient and modern tribal societies 

on every continent.  * * Hinduism runs the gamut of religious types depending on the sect, so only some 

Hindus are pantheists. 

Fig. 2  Categories of religion 

 

Most of the above categories are examples of theisms: The belief in personalized gods or spirits 

that are considered worthy of worship.  These gods are thought to have human-like emotions 

and an interest in interaction with human beings.  The non-theistic religious types (Dynamism, 

Animism, and Deism) reject these anthropomorphic characteristics.   

  

For the final definition, I will graphically, in Fig. 3, illustrate the key terms in the title of this 

book ð History and Development: 

 

 

 
Fig. 3  Definitions of Evolution 
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From the above definitions, we see that the title of this book could have more simply been 

given as Christianity: 5000 Years of Evolution.  Although completely accurate, that title would 

obfuscate my intent, which is to describe the 3000 years of history leading up to the time of 

Jesus of Nazareth and the 2000 years of subsequent development. 
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Orientation in Ancient Places and Times 
 

Ancient Places 
 

All of the history and early development activity discussed in this book takes place around the 

Mediterranean basin.  We will start with the ancient civilizations of Mesopotamia (the land 

between the rivers) and Egypt.  Then, we will look at the religion of the Persians and the 

reforms of Persiaôs greatest religious figure, Zarathustra (Zoroaster to the Greeks).  Next we 

will examine the civilizations that have been described as the two parents that gave birth to 

Christianity: ancient Israel and ancient Greece.  Finally, we will see the conduit through which 

Christianity flowed ð that of the Greco-Roman empire.  

 

Two maps below (Fig. 4 and Fig. 5) graphically orient us to the places of interest to the history 

of Christianity, in the world, and in the Middle East 

 

 
Fig. 4  Ancient Places ð Christian Forerunners 
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Fig. 5  Early Civilizations ï Religious Figures 

 

 

Ancient Times  
 

It might prove instructional to place our inquiry in its larger setting, since we are going to 

explore just the first 5000 years of Christian history and development.  How does that amount 

of time compare with the total history of civilization?  How does it compare to the amount of 

the time since the advent of the first humans to the present day? 

 

Compare the age of the earth and the solar system to our 5000-year time sliver of interest.  Go 

all the way and set it against the entire known existence of the universe itself.  Need it stop 

there?  Probably not, since there is no scientific prohibition against postulating an eternal 

substrate out of which our universe arose. 

 

Now, add location to that vista.  Out of a potential eternity of time and infinity of space, we are 

narrowing to an infinitesimal dot in the scheme of things.  We are only seeing a minute 5000-

year span of time in a littoral geography around the Mediterranean Sea.  
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Infinitesimal though it may be, it is nevertheless of the vastest importance.  For it is in this time 

and place that human beings looked out into their world and asked questions that, heretofore, 

had not been asked.  They wanted to understand who they were, where they came from, why 

they were here, and where they might be going.  These are the ultimate questions and in this 

work we will look at their answers.  

    

So, our time frame of interest in this book will be but a tiny fragment of universal history.  Our 

study is concerned with the past 5000 years out of some 12,000 years of human civilization.  

Human beings have been around for at least 4,000,000 years out of the 4,500,000,000 years of 

the earthôs existence (and three times that for the existence of our observable universe).   

 

Why, then, are we so interested in such a small slice of time?  We are anthropocentric!  Our 

concern is for mankind and only mankind with our unique mental and emotion capabilities; we 

are the center of the universe.  However, it is only recently that we have been able to look into 

the heavens and into ourselves and ask: ñWhat else is there in time and place?  Are we all there 

is and is this all we get?ò  Not to overly belabor the issue, however, the chart and graphic (Fig. 

6 and Fig. 7) below suggest just how small our area of interest is.   

 

Fig. 6  Time Frame 

 

 

The figure, Fig. 7, below shows three different time scales:  

 

- the bottom scale shows the time from 5 Billion years before the present (BP) to the 

present; 

- the middle scale shows 1/10
th
  of that time, from 500 Million BP to the present; 

- the top scale shows 1/500
th
 of the middle scale (1/5000

th
 of the bottom scale), from 1 

million BP to the present. 

 

If we compared the age of the earth to a 24-hour clock, our time under study in this book would 

have started at 1/10
th
 of a second till Midnight. 

Era Origin  

The Known Universe 15 Billion Years Ago 

Our Solar System 4.5 Billion Years Ago 

Human Prehistory >4 Million Years Ago 

Early Human Civilizations 12 Thousand Years Ago 

Events Under Study Here 3000 BCE to Present Day 
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Fig. 7  Time Frame ï Age of the Earth vs. Civilization 

 

As a quick overview, some places/entities/persons and times BCE (Before the Common Era) 

are given in Fig. 8 below: 

 

 

Place/Entity/Person Date BCE 

Vertebrates 500,000,000 

Primates 50,000,000 

Hominids 4,000,000  

Homo Sapiens 250,000  

Neanderthal 120,000 

Modern Humans 100,000 

Human Agriculture 12,000 

  

Mesopotamia 3000  

Egypt ï Old Kingdom 2500 
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Place/Entity/Person Date BCE 

Akhenaten 1500 

Moses 1300 

Zoroaster 1200 

David 1000 

Josiah   600 

Exile   587 

Orphics   500 

Plato   385 

Alexander   323 

Daniel   165 

Essenes   100 

John the Baptist     10 

Jesus       4 

Fig. 8  Key Places/Entities/Persons and Dates 

  

 

  

In order to illustrate the expanse of time involved (even in our small reference frame), see the 

Timeline chart Fig. 16ð at the beginning of Part II ð for a linear scale containing places and 

persons of interest to this inquiry. 
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Religions Before Christianity 
 

We can go far back in time and find evidence of religious activity.  Archeological burial sites 

from over 50,000 years ago show that people were burying their dead with some sort of rite.  

Everyday items of importance to the dead person were buried with him, and in all likelihood, 

these items were meant to be used by the dead person in some sort of an afterlife. 

 

It would seem that from very early in our humanity there were intimations of immortality.  A 

person cannot readily be conscious of his or her existence and envision a time when he or she 

does not exist.  Over the millennia, these concepts waxed and waned with the prevailing 

disposition of any given society.  Weôll see that even our recent religions under consideration 

have gone through a series of visions of the afterlife ð from none at all or as only a shadowy 

ghost, to that of a spiritual existence, to that of walking the earth once again. 

 

Our search for the foundations of Christianity will reach back only to about 5000 years ago 

when the earliest civilization (in the land between the rivers Tigris and Euphrates) was entering 

the pages of history.  

 

Figure, Fig. 9, below shows the very approximate time of origin and subsequent development 

of our subjects: 

  

 

Religion Origin ð Development 

Mesopotamian  3200 BCE 

       Sumerian, Old Babylonian   

Egyptian  2900 BCE 

Persian/ Zoroastrianism 1200 BCE 

Israelite 1800 - 600 BCE 

Greek  700 - 300 BCE 

Early Judaism 600 BCE - 70 CE 

  

Rabbinical Judaism 70 CE - present 

Early Christianity 30 - 500 CE 

Medieval Christianity 500 -1500 CE 

Islam 600 - present 

Modern Christianity 1500 - present 

Fig. 9  Major Religions and Approximate Time frame of Origins 
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World Religions Today 
 

There are approximately six billion people in the world today and most of them claim to 

believe in some religion.  

 
Fig. 10 below graphically illustrates the breakdown of religious claimants.  Fig. 11 shows the 

distributions of the four largest religions on a world map. 
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Fig. 10  Graphic of World Religious Identifications (% of population of ca. 6 billion) 
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Fig. 11  Geographical Distribution of the Four Largest World Religions 

  

 

 

The next two tables (Fig. 12 and Fig. 13) show the distribution of Christian factions 

worldwide: 

 

Major Branches 

Liberal and Conservative Denominations 

 

These numbers are approximate and taken from multiple sources (primarily Britannica 

Almanac 2004), so should be used for rough comparative purposes only. 

 

 

 

Major Branches of Christianity ï Worldwide 
 


