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Michael Green has provided a very thorough history of evangelism throughout the life of the
Church.  In laying the groundwork he shows that the conditions were just right in the world for the
entrance of the Christ.  There was a significant lull in violence and war just shortly before Jesus’
birth.  In essence this provided a window of peace in which he ministered.  After Jesus had ascended
back to the Father, and the church had made significant inroads in the known world, the level of
violence ramped back up.  Language also provided an interesting vignette for the Christ story.  Jesus
spoke Aramaic, most likely knew Greek as well.  His followers capitalized upon Greek as the lingua
franca of the Empire.  After two hundred fifty years the language window closed as Greek gave way
to Latin.  Of equal interest, the Roman roadways, built so that the emperor could position his troops
quickly at any point of the Empire, served the early church well.  Similarly, once the gospel had been
advanced to all known parts of the world, the roadways fell into disrepair that continued into the
modern era.  The world was poised perfectly to receive Christ’s advent.

I view God’s timing as a key component in church history.  It is often said that God is
always right on time.  A friend once quipped, “God is never late, but he misses plenty of
opportunities to be early.”  Church history spells out the methodical organization of the godhead.
God created just the right circumstances for Christ to be born, minister, flourish, be crucified, and
rise again.  It was a window of opportunity that has not been duplicated in history.  In the most
practical of applications, individual Christians as well as communities of believers may take comfort
in the perfect timing of the Lord.

There were obstacles as well.  Christ’s crucifixion was impossible to envision for Jewish
minds.  They could not get beyond the Old Testament concept that hanging on a tree made one
cursed.  The early Church met great resistance by their fellow Jews because of downgrading
circumcision, dietary restrictions, and Sabbath observance.  As Christians emerged from Judea into
the larger Roman context they were often misunderstood because of their monotheistic insistence.
Further, their fellowship was misconstrued as incest, and the Eucharist was characterized as
cannibalism.  The environment that provided rich soil in which the Church might flourish, also
pushed back against the growth.  Yet, through persistence the church prevailed, preaching Christ,
the message, and hope of salvation.  In a world in which conversion was not even on the radar, they
effectively won converts consistently throughout the Roman Empire.  They won over some Jews,
not many, but did utilize their synagogues.  And they bent methods while maintaining message to
reach Gentiles in droves.  Their motives were pure and challenge contemporary Christianity wrought
with apathy.  Green levels an indictment against the Church to the effect if concerted effort is not
given to revamp evangelism efforts, a great amount of souls will be lost, as well as gained ground
forfeited.

The Christian walk follows the contours of praxis.  Persistence is a must if Christians are to
be successful in their walk.  An insight Green has tapped into is this: persecution has always been
part of church life in some respect; mature believers will allow times of testing to propel them into
even more faithful service. These two factors inform Christian obedience: 1.) God’s covenant
faithfulness that shows up in favorable timing; and 2.) God’s gift of courageous stick-to-it-ive-ness
that carries one through disparaging times.

The mindset was the Christians appealed to the weaker element of society: women, slaves,
and children.  This was the way the Christians were viewed. This led to acts of discrimination.  It
was propagated that Christians were weak, that they appealed to the lower echelons of society
because they hadn’t the backing to reach the elite and influential.  In time they did garner very
influential people into their ranks; but it was not so in the beginning.  Moreover, rumors abounded
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about the birth of its founder, Jesus.  If they claimed he was born of a virgin it must be because this
was an attempt to cover up an illegitimate birth.  Christians were further denigrated because of their
love feasts, which were misunderstood and misconstrued as being in partnership with cultic sexual
parties.  Yet, in part because of their resilience and determination, the early church was able to
deflect these injunctions and even rally around the difficulties to engender a spirit of victory.  The
contemporary church can gain great insight from reviewing its history.

The strategies of the early Church were a combination of urban sophistication rivaling
modern demographics, and Holy Spirit leading.  One example Green cites is the fact Beroea was
chosen, not the greater city, Pella.  Yet for the most part the apostles reached out to the most
sophisticated urban populations, and followed strategically along the established trade routes.  While
they viewed the gospel as being for all people, they were keen to its advance among key, influential
people. This says to me that the church should ultimately be open to the leading of the Holy Spirit.
It is incumbent upon the Church to seek knowledge through every available resource, whether texts,
formal empirical studies, skill-set and spiritual gifting analyses, demographic results, and the like.
Yet, in the final analysis, what must be contended for is specific assurance that one is following the
direction of the Lord.  Moreover, it is crucial for each local church to feel a sense of unity regarding
purpose and guidance of the Holy Spirit.  This informs the current emphasis on noses and nickels.
There are more important considerations than attendance and budgets, as important as these are.
This is especially true now when there is a move toward smaller being better as relates to church
preference among postmoderns.

A particularly poignant point in history, for Green, is that Gentiles were included in the plan
of salvation.  This does not contradict the Judaism of the Old Testament.  Numerous scriptures tilt
towards the inclusion of all nations.  God chose Israel not to the exclusion of the rest; rather, he
wished to reach out to his chosen people Israel as a model of how he would rescue all peoples.  It is
instructive that the followers of Jesus were first called Christians in Antioch. Here they were not
just Jews or Gentiles, but more importantly, Christians.  These Christians were comprised of people
from both the Jewish nation and pagan Gentile nations – all those who embraced Jesus Christ and
turned from sin to him. This conversion was a new idea in the world.  Conversion was not even on
the radar screen to rabbinical Jews.  It is, however, entrenched it the Hebrew idea of returning from
the wrong way to God.  Green brings out that this conversion involves the work of God and the
acceptance by humanity.  For God’s part he offers justification and regeneration.  From the vantage
point of humanity it involves a new birth borrowing imagery from Jesus’ description to Nicodemus
in John 3 in which he speaks of being born from above.  It is important to understand that
historically this has meant a break with the past. Conversion is especially crucial in a first-century
context in which individuals are leaving a polytheistic environment to embrace the monotheistic
God of the Bible.

One very helpful insight Green offers is in regards to polity from church history.  Apostles
were individuals who didn’t stay in one place too long.  They were typically marked by poverty,
though this could be argued for most Christians of the era.  But it is informative that an element of
the apostle’s role was to be a “sent one.”  This may inform contemporary Missionary efforts.
Interestingly, bishops and presbyters were apparently given strongly to teaching ministry. Yet,
importantly, the evangelistic effort is not seen as the responsibility of the priestly class early on.
That’s why Paul and Jesus are invited to speak when they show up at the local synagogues. One of
the most effective patterns for evangelism, though, was through laity “gossiping the gospel.”  This
imagery is etched permanently on my psyche and I am most thankful for it.

- Keith W. Howard


