                            HISTORY OF EVANGELISM


To really understand evangelism, we need to understand its origins and history.



Evangelism is a word we often use (but rarely outside of church meetings), but often have little knowledge of its origin, its practice nor even its intent.


Suffice it to say that during the course of history, Christian evangelism has never stopped.  It started with the golden era during the apostolic period which ended around 105 AD.


Studies have shown that there were four things that caused evangelism to flourish after the apostolic period in history.  They were Apologetics, which were writings written to defend the Christian faith, evangelism work, martyrdom and monasticism.


You have been through the study of “apologetics” and recall that it is a method of defending the truth of the Christian religion. Apologists were not those who apologized for what the Christian faith believed and stood for.


 Apologists were defenders of the faith and argued positively for the Christian beliefs to help those whose doubts weakened their faith. 


The other side of the coin would be the polemicists. These would be people who argued aggressively to refute doctrines contrary to the Christian faith.


They would be those who argued against opposing beliefs that do not accept Christian theology of the work of Jesus’ death on the Cross for the forgiveness of sin and restoration to the family of God.


The POINT here is that we, as Christians, need to be prepared to do both apologetics and polemics to successfully spread the Good News of the Lord’s work on our behalf.


MARTYRDOM also caused the spread of apologetics in that its witness helped spread the Christian faith.  


Let me share with you a couple of examples of the effect Martyrdom had on spreading the Gospel of The Lord Jesus.


Tertullian, one of the great apologists, who lived around 313 AD, had this to say, “Then oftener we are mown down by you, the more in number we grow; the blood of Christians is seed of the church”


A man by the name of Justin Martyr explained what Tertullian meant.  He said, “It is plain that though beheaded, and crucified, and thrown to wild beasts, and chains and fire, and all other kinds of torture, we do not give up our confession:  but the more such things happen, the more do others and in larger numbers become faithful, and worshippers of God  through the name of Jesus.


For just as if one should cut away the fruit bearing parts of a vine, it grows up again, and yields other branches flourishing and fruitful, even so the same thing happens with us.”


Still another martyr, by the name of Saint George, during the course of his torturing attracted thousands of people to Christianity, because there is no witnessing better than showing suffering for a religion, facing death without fear, and showing love to all, even the executioner.”


Perhaps one of the most famous martyrs would be that of Bishop Polycarp, the Bishop of Smyrna (modern day Turkey).  At age 86 he was arrested.  (History does not record exactly why he was arrested).


He was escorted to the local Proconsul, Statius Quadradus who interrogated him in front of a large crowd of curious onlookers. The Bishop seemed unfazed by the interrogation.


He carried on a witty conversation with Quadradas until Quadradas lost his temper and threatened the Bishop, telling him that he would be thrown to the wild beasts, burned at the stake and so on.


Polycarp’s response was, “You speak to me of a fire that will last only moments and I speak to you of a fire that last for eternity.”  Polycarp ended the conversation with these words, “But why do you delay?  Come, do what you will.”


At that point the soldiers grabbed him to nail him to the stake for burning, but Polycarp stopped them.  He said, “Leave me as I am.  He who enables me to endure the fire will enable me to remain on the pyre unmoved, without the security you desire from the nails.


He prayed aloud as the fire was lit and his flesh was consumed.  This martyrdom was chronicled everywhere, even among the heathen. 


THIS was a startling witness of one’s unwavering faith in God that served to influence many, many people to turn to God the Father through the Lord Jesus Christ.


  Why is this so?  Simply because evangelism was still a clear objective of every Christian, even martyrs, for while they were in the midst of their trials and torturing, they never failed to evangelize by words, and merciful actions toward all, including those who persecuted them.


The martyrdom era ended around 313 AD when the Emperor Constantine adopted Christianity as his system of belief.  The 313 edict legalized Christianity alongside other religions allowed in the Roman Empire.


The next phase of evangelism development after the 313 edict by Constantine was seen in the act of MONASTICISM.  


After the martyrdom era ceased, monasticism was the great net that attracted many souls to the Christian faith.  


Chances are a lot of folks do not know much about monasticism now-a-days.  We have heard of the word and maybe something of the practice, but still don’t know much about it, especially as it relates to the subject of evangelism.


Part of that may be because monasticism is not as wide spread as it was in days past, although it is still practiced in some parts of the word. 


I think that as we study evangelism it will be good to know something about monasticism, especially as to how it relates to evangelism and its early development.


Monasticism derives its name from the Greek word, “manchos”, which m
One of the reasons monasticism developed as a large institution was because the relationship of church and society had been changing.  


After the death of Emperor Constantine and during the reign of Theodosius I, as Christianity became more powerful and more “fashionable”-- many people converted who did not have a strong faith, and their behavior was, in the eyes of traditionalists, very lax.


Because not everyone was happy with these changes, some wished to follow the Christian path without being bothered by the distractions and immorality of general society and “fashionable” Christians.  (We may have some of these today).


Those who lived such a life became known as monks and nuns.  It is unknown who began the movement of monasticism.  However credit is given to a man by the name of Anthony of Egypt (c.251-356).  He is generally regarded as the father of monasticism because he created a regulated plan for those living in such an environment.


A man by the name of Pachomius, (290-346), was another important figure who founded a monastery in Tabennisi, (An area located on the east bank of the Nile River in Egypt), and this founding eventually led to the establishment of several other monastic groups which later inspired the rules for the Benedictine Order of monks. 


Although most people never entered monastic communities or monasteries, the principles behind monasticism nevertheless had a strong influence on the development of Christianity through the centuries.  


It became common for people to enter “retreats” perhaps for a weekend or even longer, where they could reflect upon God and their faith without the distractions created by the rest of society.


The celibacy of monks and nuns became a model,  but which, unfortunately, many tried to impose upon other clergy, although it took a long, long time for this to be successful. 


Monasticism presented people who abandoned every pleasure of the secular life a model of action in order to attain heavenly joy for which mankind has an everlasting thirst.


The POINT is that through the lives of hermits, monks and nuns, people saw the work of the eternal kingdom of God.   It was through this spiritual module of life that it turned out to be one of the most powerful methods of evangelism.  


People were inspired and influenced in their spiritual lives just by the observation of these who dedicated themselves to the monastic order.


Sometimes this was referred to as “passive evangelism”.  But what this tells us is that life and life style does have the potential for influencing other people’s thinking, especially when it comes to the sharing of the Good News of the Lord and His work on the Cross on behalf of others.


Just remember that old saying that, “Your life is a sermon being preached daily”. Your life will have its influence on others, whether good or bad, right or wrong. 


When you undertake to do evangelism, your life will determine whether someone will see the merits of the Good News as it has been brought to life in you or not.  


THAT could have a powerful impact as to whether someone will believe or not that what you are sharing has any validity!
