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Lecture 2 The Apostolic Fathers 
The Early Apostolic Fathers: From the Apostles to the Second Generation of the 

Church 

-How does tradition treat what happened to the Apostles after Christ’s ascension? 

-How does tradition detail how each of the Apostles died and in what missionary context?  

Introduction: The Church After the Apostles 

When we study the early history of Christianity, one of the most important transitions to 
understand is the movement from the apostolic age into what is often called the post-
apostolic or subapostolic age. The New Testament gives us the writings and ministries 
of the apostles and their immediate associates. But Christianity did not disappear when the 
apostles died. It flourished. The churches they established continued to gather, worship, 
teach, evangelize, appoint leaders, preserve apostolic traditions, and defend the Christian 
faith. 

The men we are going to study today are particularly important because they stand very 
close to the apostles historically. They are commonly called the Apostolic Fathers, a 
designation used for a group of early Christian leaders, pastors, theologians and writers 
whose lives and writings belong approximately to the late first and early second centuries. 
They are not apostles in the New Testament sense. Rather, they are important Christian 
leaders who lived during the generation immediately following the apostles and who 
provide some of our earliest evidence for how Christians understood and practiced 
the faith after the New Testament writings began circulating. 

Among the most important names are Clement of Rome, Ignatius of Antioch, Polycarp 
of Smyrna, Papias of Hierapolis, and several other writers and works traditionally 
associated with the Apostolic Fathers, including the author of the Didache, the author of 
the Epistle of Barnabas, the author of the Shepherd of Hermas, and the unknown 
author of the Epistle to Diognetus. 

One of the great values of studying these people is that they help us answer a very 
important historical question: What did Christianity look like immediately after the New 
Testament period? 

These writers give us evidence concerning Christian worship, church government, 
baptism, the Lord's Supper, martyrdom, Scripture, apostolic tradition, Christian ethics, 
false teaching, and the relationship between local congregations and their leaders. 

We should also remember that the Apostolic Fathers do not constitute a second Bible. 
Their writings are historically important precisely because they help us understand the 
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world into which the New Testament was received and the way early Christians interpreted 
and lived out the apostolic message. 

Clement of Rome 
Clement of Rome is traditionally regarded as one of the earliest post-apostolic Christian 
leaders about whom we have substantial literary evidence. His significance 
comes especially from a document known as 1 Clement, a letter written from the church at 
Rome to the church at Corinth. 

The historical details of Clement's life are surprisingly limited. Later Christian tradition 
identifies him as a bishop of Rome and places him among the earliest successors of the 
apostles. Irenaeus, writing in the second century, identifies Clement as having known and 
worked with the Apostles. Later traditions identify him as the Clement mentioned by Paul 
in Philippians 4:3, although that identification cannot be established with certainty. It is 
safer historically to say that an early Christian leader named Clement became associated 
with the Roman church and that his letter gives us unusually valuable evidence concerning 
Christianity at the end of the first century. 

The traditional dating of 1 Clement is around A.D. 96, although some scholars have 
proposed somewhat different dates. The traditional date is particularly attractive because 
the letter appears to come from the period following the persecution associated with 
the emperor Domitian and because its circumstances fit the Roman church of the late first 
century. 

The occasion of the letter is fascinating. A serious dispute had developed in the church at 
Corinth. Some younger or newer members had apparently removed established church 
leaders from office. Clement writes from Rome to urge the Corinthians to restore peace 
and order. 

This is significant because it gives us an early glimpse of the practical problems 
confronting Christian congregations after the deaths of the apostles. 

Clement does not approach the problem merely as a personality conflict. He treats the 
issue as a theological and ecclesiastical problem. His fundamental concern is that the 
church must live in peace, humility, order, obedience, and love. 

One of the most important themes in 1 Clement is what we might call Christian order. 

Clement argues that God is a God of order. He points to the order of creation, the orderly 
arrangement of the Old Testament priesthood, and the orderly ministry established by the 
apostles. According to Clement, the apostles appointed leaders and made provision for the 
continuation of Christian ministry after their deaths. 
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This makes 1 Clement one of our earliest witnesses to the developing 
understanding of Christian leadership and succession. 

Clement writes that the apostles knew there would be disputes about leadership and 
therefore appointed leaders and provided for their continuation. This does not mean that 
Clement gives us a fully developed later doctrine of church hierarchy. We must be careful 
not to read second or third-century ecclesiastical structures backward into the first century. 
Nevertheless, 1 Clement clearly demonstrates that organized leadership was already an 
important feature of Christian congregational life. 

Another important feature of Clement's theology is his use of the Old Testament. 

For Clement, Christianity is not a new religion unrelated to Israel's Scriptures. The God 
Christians worship is the God of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, and the prophets. The 
Old Testament provides examples of faith, humility, obedience, rebellion, judgment, and 
restoration. 

Clement repeatedly tells stories from Israel's history to teach Christian congregations how 
they should behave. 

He also demonstrates a remarkable familiarity with what Christians today call the New 
Testament. He refers to Paul's letters and seems particularly familiar with 1 Corinthians, 
which is especially interesting because the Roman church is now writing to the Corinthian 
church about problems similar to those Paul had addressed decades earlier. 

There is something historically fascinating about this. 

Paul had written to Corinth because the congregation was divided by factions. Several 
decades later, Clement writes to Corinth because the congregation is again experiencing 
serious division. Clement's letter therefore gives us the impression that the church 
at Corinth had not suddenly become a perfect Christian community simply because 
Paul had written to it. 

Church history students should take that observation seriously. The existence of apostolic 
Christianity did not eliminate human conflict. The early church experienced doctrinal 
disagreements, personality conflicts, leadership disputes, moral failures, persecution, and 
internal divisions just as later Christians have. 

Yet Clement's response is instructive. He appeals to the Christian community to recover 
the virtues of humility and love. 

Clement's discussion of faith and works is also particularly important. He emphasizes 
salvation by God's grace while also stressing that genuine Christian faith 
produces obedience and good works. This makes Clement an interesting early witness 
to the relationship between faith (orthodoxy) and Christian conduct (orthopraxy) 
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One of his most memorable theological emphases concerns the resurrection. Clement 
appeals to examples from nature, including the changing seasons and the growth of 
plants, as illustrations of God's power to bring life from apparent death. His argument is 
essentially that the God who governs creation is fully capable of raising the dead. 

Clement therefore helps us see that resurrection was not merely a peripheral Christian 
belief. It was fundamental to the Christian hope. 

His letter also contains an important early Christian prayer for civil authorities. Clement 
encourages Christians to pray that God would grant rulers peace and wisdom. This is 
significant because it shows Christians attempting to live faithfully within the 
Roman Empire even though the empire could also become an instrument of persecution. 

The final portion of 1 Clement contains an extended prayer that is especially valuable for 
students of early Christian worship. 

One of the most interesting historical questions concerns Clement's relationship to the New 
Testament. Clement's letter is not part of the New Testament canon, but it demonstrates 
how deeply apostolic teaching had already penetrated Chrisitan communities. 

The church at Rome apparently knew Paul's writings. Clement assumes familiarity with 
biblical stories and Christian teaching. He speaks of Jesus Christ, the resurrection, 
repentance, faith, love, humility, and Christian leadership as realities already established 
within the church. 

This makes Clement important for understanding the continuity between the apostolic 
and post-apostolic churches. 

There is also an interesting historical tradition concerning Clement's death. Later sources 
associate him with martyrdom and even with exile and death by drowning, traditionally 
involving an anchor. However, these details come from later traditions and should not be 
treated with the same historical confidence as the evidence provided by 1 Clement itself. 

That distinction is important for church history students. Early Christian tradition 
is valuable, but historical tradition must be evaluated according to the date, nature, and 
reliability of the source. Early tradition narratives could be just that. Traditional stories 
without true historical reliability or historiographical corroboration.  

Perhaps the greatest contribution of Clement to Christian history is therefore not a 
dramatic story of martyrdom but his testimony concerning continuity, church order, 
biblical authority, Christian unity, and apostolic tradition. 

If we wanted to summarize Clement in one sentence, we could say this: 
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*Clement represents the church learning how to preserve apostolic Christianity after 
the apostles themselves were disappearing from the scene. 

His primary surviving work is 1 Clement, while a second work known as 2 Clement was 
once attributed to him, but is generally regarded today as the work of another Christian 
author. 

For students of church history, Clement should be remembered as an early witness that 
the church at the end of the first century was already organized, deeply rooted in Scripture, 
conscious of apostolic tradition, concerned about legitimate Christian leadership, and 
deeply committed to unity. 

 
Ignatius of Antioch 
If Clement gives us an important window into the church at the end of the first 
century, Ignatius of Antioch gives us an extraordinarily vivid picture of 
Christian leadership, worship, martyrdom, and theology in the early second century. 

Ignatius was bishop of Antioch, one of the most important Christian centers of the ancient 
world. Antioch was the city from which Paul and Barnabas were sent on missionary work, 
and according to Acts, it was also the place where the disciples were first called Christians. 

Ignatius therefore ministered in a city with an extraordinary apostolic heritage. 

The details of his early life are uncertain. We do not know exactly when he was born, and 
we should be cautious about later traditions that attempt to connect him personally with 
individual apostles. What we know with much greater confidence is that he became a 
prominent Christian leader in Antioch and was eventually arrested and transported to 
Rome, where he expected to be executed. 

His journey to Rome produced one of the most important collections of early Christian 
documents outside the New Testament. 

Ignatius wrote seven letters that are generally regarded as authentic: letters to 
the churches at Ephesus, Magnesia, Tralles, Rome, Philadelphia, Smyrna, and a 
personal letter to Polycarp, the bishop of Smyrna. 

These letters are extraordinarily valuable because they provide information about Christian 
theology and church organization only a few decades after the New Testament period. 

Ignatius's journey to Rome was not simply a geographical journey. It became a theological 
journey. 
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As he traveled under guard, Christians from various communities came to meet him. 
Ignatius wrote letters to churches along the route and urged them to remain united. 

One of the most striking features of his writings is his passionate desire to imitate Christ, 
even to the point of death. Ignatius expected martyrdom. 

His letter to the Romans contains some of the most famous expressions of early Christian 
martyr spirituality. He asks the Roman Christians not to interfere with his martyrdom. He 
does not want them to obtain his release. 

From a modern perspective, this can sound astonishing. 

Ignatius believed that martyrdom could become an ultimate testimony to Christ. He did not 
seek suffering merely because suffering itself was good. Rather, he understood martyrdom 
as a profound confession that Christ was more valuable than physical life. 

His letters therefore provide students with an important window into the psychology and 
spirituality of early Christian martyrdom. 

At the same time, Ignatius's theology is highly Christ-centered. 

He repeatedly emphasizes the real humanity and real divinity of Jesus Christ. This is 
especially important because Ignatius was writing at a time when various forms of false 
teaching were beginning to challenge Christian understandings of Christ. 

Some opponents appear to have emphasized Christ's divinity in a way that diminished his 
genuine humanity. Ignatius responds by insisting that Jesus Christ truly was born, truly 
suffered, truly died, and truly rose again. 

This is one of the earliest post-New Testament examples of the church defending the 
Christological doctrine of Incarnation: that Jesus Christ is both truly divine and truly 
human (fully God and fully man). 

Ignatius's theology therefore anticipates controversies that would become even more 
prominent in the second, third, and fourth centuries. 

For example, in his Letter to the Smyrnaeans, Ignatius emphasizes the reality of Christ's 
incarnation and suffering. His argument is essentially that Christian salvation depends 
upon a real incarnation and a real resurrection – Jesus representing as the federal head 
(all of humanity), Jesus being the Second Adam (Rom. 5:18; 1 Cor. 15:45-49). 

If Jesus only appeared to suffer, then Christian redemption collapses. 

This makes Ignatius extremely important for the history of Christology, the theological 
study of the Person and work of Christ. 
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Another major contribution of Ignatius concerns the centrality of the Lord's Supper in 
Christian worship. 

Ignatius speaks about the Lord’s Supper in remarkably strong language and connects 
participation in Communion with Christian unity and confession of Christ. His writings 
therefore provide early evidence concerning the central place of the Lord's Supper in 
Christian worship. 

Ignatius is also extremely important for the development of the church's understanding 
of bishops (Grk: Episcopos -lit. overseer), elders, and deacons. 

His letters repeatedly emphasize unity around the bishop (the Lead elder), together with 
the presbyters/plurality of elders and deacons. 

This is one of the places where church historians must be careful. 

The New Testament itself uses several terms for church leadership, and the precise 
development of the offices of bishop and elder/presbyter is a subject of 
considerable scholarly discussion. Ignatius, however, unquestionably provides one of our 
earliest clear witnesses to a form of single-bishop (elder) leadership within local 
churches. The Bishop is the Lead pastor of that church, and by default, of that city/town in 
which the church resides. 

For Ignatius, the bishop is not merely an administrator. The bishop serves as a visible 
center of Christian unity in pastoral ministry. Ignatius repeatedly urges Christians to 
remain united with their bishop, elders/presbyters, and deacons. 

This becomes one of his central answers to division and false teaching. 

His concern makes sense when we consider the historical circumstances. Christianity was 
expanding across cities and regions. Different teachers claimed Christian authority. Some 
taught doctrines that other Christians regarded as incompatible with Apostolic teaching. 

Ignatius therefore sees the unity of the church as inseparable from the preservation of 
Apostolic Christianity. 

His letters also demonstrate how interconnected early Christian communities already 
were. The churches of Asia Minor communicate with one another. Leaders know 
one another. Letters travel from one congregation to another. Christian communities care 
about the imprisonment and suffering of leaders in distant cities. 

This is important because Christianity was never simply a collection of isolated 
congregations. The early Christian movement had an increasingly recognizable network of 
churches. 
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One of Ignatius's most famous statements occurs in his Letter to the Smyrnaeans, where 
he uses the expression "Catholic Church." The word "catholic" in this early context 
means universal or worldwide. Ignatius is therefore an important early witness to the 
concept of Christianity as a worldwide community, connected by Christ, rather than a 
collection of disconnected local sects. 

Ignatius's letter to the Romans is perhaps his most famous writing. 

He asks the Roman Christians not to prevent his martyrdom and uses striking imagery 
to describe his desire to become a genuine disciple of Christ through suffering. 

His language is passionate and sometimes poetic. 

For church history students, it is important to remember that Ignatius should not be 
reduced merely to a martyr. He was a theologian, pastor, bishop, letter writer, 
and defender of Christian unity. 

His most significant contributions include his teaching concerning the incarnation, 
resurrection, Lord’s supper, church unity, Christian leadership, and the 
relationship between orthodox Christian teaching and ecclesial unity. 

His death is traditionally placed in Rome during the reign of Trajan, probably in the early 
second century, perhaps around A.D. 107–110, although the precise date remains 
uncertain. 

Later Christian tradition says that Ignatius was thrown to wild beasts in Rome. 

His death became part of the developing Christian memory of martyrdom. 

Perhaps the most helpful way to remember Ignatius is this: 

Ignatius shows us a church becoming more conscious of its visible unity, its 
sacramental life, its pastoral leadership, and the centrality of Christ's 
incarnation and resurrection. 
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Polycarp of Smyrna 
Our next figure is Polycarp of Smyrna, one of the most beloved figures in early 
Christian history. 

Polycarp is especially valuable because he appears to stand at the intersection between 
the Apostolic generation and the second-century church. 

Unlike some early Christian leaders about whom we know mainly through later tradition, 
Polycarp is connected with several independent and important sources. 

He was bishop of Smyrna, one of the major cities of Asia Minor. Smyrna is the modern 
Turkish city of İzmir -near Ephesus on the coast.  

The date of Polycarp's birth is uncertain, but ancient testimony portrays him as an 
elderly man when he was martyred, traditionally around A.D. 155 or 156. Some scholars 
have proposed a somewhat later date, perhaps around A.D. 167. The chronology of his life 
has generated considerable historical discussion. 

The most important ancient source for his martyrdom is the Martyrdom of Polycarp, a 
letter written by Christians associated with the church of Smyrna. 

This document is one of the earliest surviving Christian martyrdom narratives. 

Polycarp is also associated with the Letter to the Philippians, which survives under his 
name and provides valuable evidence concerning early Christian teaching and church life. 

Perhaps the most famous tradition concerning Polycarp is his personal connection with the 
Apostle John. 

Irenaeus, who had known Polycarp, says that Polycarp had been taught by Apostles and 
had interacted with people who had personally known the Lord. 

This makes Polycarp enormously important for understanding the concept of Apostolic 
succession and historical memory. 

Imagine the chronological significance: 

-The Apostle John belongs to the first Christian generation (those who were with Christ). 

-Polycarp belongs to the generation immediately following. 

-Irenaeus belongs to the next generation. 
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This means Irenaeus could say, in effect, "I knew Polycarp, and Polycarp knew the Apostle 
John and those who had known Jesus and the Apostles." 

This chain of personal memory became extremely important in early Christian arguments 
concerning authentic teaching. 

Polycarp's Letter to the Philippians is pastoral in tone. 

He quotes or alludes extensively to apostolic writings, particularly Paul's letters and other 
Christian traditions. His emphasis is practical: Christians should live faithfully, avoid greed, 
practice righteousness, care for widows, honor church leaders, and remain faithful to 
Christ. 

This is an important characteristic of Polycarp. 

Where Ignatius often writes with intense theological and rhetorical passion, Polycarp often 
sounds like an experienced pastor encouraging ordinary Christians to live faithfully. 

His teaching reflects the close relationship between Christian doctrine and Christian ethics. 

For Polycarp, what Christians believe and how Christians live cannot be separated. 

One of the fascinating episodes in Polycarp's life concerns his encounter with Marcion, an 
influential second-century religious teacher (and later deemed a heretic). 

According to Irenaeus, Polycarp encountered Marcion and refused to recognize him as a 
legitimate Christian teacher. When Marcion reportedly asked whether Polycarp recognized 
him, Polycarp answered with a memorable rebuke, identifying him as the "firstborn 
of Satan." J  

Whether every detail of the story has been preserved exactly as it occurred is impossible 
to determine. Nevertheless, the story illustrates Polycarp's reputation as someone strongly 
committed to preserving apostolic teaching. 

The conflict with Marcion is historically important. 

Marcion argued for a radical distinction between the God of the Old Testament and the 
God revealed in Jesus Christ (a form of Gnosticism). He rejected the Old Testament and 
developed a reduced Christian canon. 

Polycarp and other leaders represented a very different understanding. 

They saw Christianity as the fulfillment of the Old Testament rather than a rejection of it. 

This is one reason Polycarp matters for the history of the biblical canon. 
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He demonstrates that early Christians were already using Apostolic writings alongside 
Israel's Scriptures (OT) as authoritative Christian texts. 

The story of Polycarp's martyrdom is one of the most moving narratives from early 
Christianity: 

According to the Martyrdom of Polycarp, Roman authorities eventually sought him for 
being outspoken of the corruption of the Roman Empire and the need for Christian worship 
overagaint the polytheism and paganism of Rome. 

At first, Polycarp was not in the city. His fellow Christians urged him to hide, and he moved 
from one location to another. Eventually, however, he was discovered. 

The narrative says that when the authorities arrived, Polycarp could have attempted to 
escape but instead accepted his arrest. He was brought before the authorities and urged 
to renounce Christ. The famous response traditionally attributed to him is: 

"Eighty and six years I have served him, and he has done me no wrong." 

The precise translation and textual history deserve careful attention, and scholars debate 
whether Polycarp meant that he had been a Christian for eighty-six years or simply that he 
had served Christ throughout his long life. But the larger point is unmistakable: 
Polycarp refused to deny Christ. 

When threatened with burning, Polycarp reportedly answered that the authorities were 
unable to understand the fire of divine judgment. 

The narrative then describes his execution. 

One of the remarkable features of the Martyrdom of Polycarp is its theology of martyrdom. 

Polycarp does not compete with Christ. The Christian martyr imitates Christ but does not 
replace Christ. This distinction is important because early Christian martyr literature could 
easily have developed into a glorification of heroic personalities. Instead, the Martyrdom 
of Polycarp repeatedly redirects attention toward Jesus Christ. 

Another striking feature of the account is the church's attitude toward Polycarp's body. 

The narrative indicates that Christians valued his memory but were careful not to worship 
him as though he were Christ. This is historically interesting because it gives us 
evidence concerning the developing Christian understanding of the martyrs. 

Christ is Lord. The martyrs are simply and literally “witnesses.” 
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Polycarp's death therefore contributes to the development of Christian martyr spirituality 
and the later ‘cult of the saints,’ while still demonstrating the early church's 
distinction between worship owed to God and honor given to faithful Christians. 

Polycarp's life also demonstrates something else that is easy to overlook. 

Christianity was not merely spreading geographically; it was developing institutional and 
theological memory. 

A man like Polycarp represented continuity. He could say, in effect, "This is what 
we received from those who came before us." That concern for continuity would become 
enormously important as the church confronted competing interpretations of Christianity. 

Polycarp therefore stands as a bridge between the apostles and the second-century 
church. 

**If Clement emphasizes continuity and order, and Ignatius emphasizes unity and 
Christological truth, Polycarp gives us an especially vivid picture of faithfulness across 
generations. 

His primary writings are the Letter to the Philippians and the Martyrdom of Polycarp, 
although the latter was written by members of the Smyrnaean church rather than by 
Polycarp himself. 

For church history students, Polycarp should especially be remembered as a link between 
apostolic Christianity and the later church, as a witness to early Christian use of Scripture, 
as a defender of apostolic teaching, and as one of the earliest clearly documented 
Christian martyrs. 

 
Papias of Hierapolis 
Papias of Hierapolis is one of the most intriguing figures among the Apostolic Fathers 
because his writings have largely disappeared. 

Unlike Clement, Ignatius, and Polycarp, Papias is known primarily through fragments 
quoted by later Christian writers. 

Papias was associated with Hierapolis, a city in Asia Minor near Colossae and Laodicea. 

He probably lived around the late first and early second centuries. His exact dates are 
uncertain, but he appears to have been active in the first half of the second century. 
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Irenaeus identifies Papias as a hearer of John and a companion of Polycarp. Later 
Christian writers provide somewhat different descriptions of his relationship to the 
apostles, so historians must be careful when reconstructing his life. 

Papias wrote a work traditionally known as An Exposition of the Sayings of the Lord, 
apparently consisting of five books. 

Unfortunately, the work itself has not survived. 

What we have are fragments quoted by later authors, particularly Eusebius of Caesarea. 

This makes Papias extremely important for students of early Christian literature. 

He gives us a glimpse into how second-century Christians thought about the transmission 
of Christian traditions. 

Papias famously says that he valued information obtained from people who had personally 
heard the Apostles. He appears to have been interested in oral traditions about Jesus 
and the apostles (i.e. Luke’s Gospel) 

This is enormously important because modern students sometimes imagine that 
everything in the early church was immediately written down. 

Papias demonstrates that oral transmission was a major component of early 
Christian memory. 

People remembered teachings, stories, sayings, interpretations, and accounts of the 
apostles and passed them from one generation to another. 

Papias is also important for the history of the Gospels. 

Eusebius preserves a passage in which Papias discusses the origins of the Gospel 
according to Mark and Matthew. 

According to the tradition preserved by Papias, Mark served as an interpreter or associate 
of Peter and accurately recorded what he remembered from Peter's preaching, though not 
necessarily in a chronological sequence. 

Papias also says that Matthew compiled or arranged the sayings in a particular way, 
although the exact meaning of the Greek terminology has been debated extensively. 

This passage has been important throughout Christian history because it represents 
one of the earliest surviving external testimonies concerning the origins of the 
canonical Gospels. 
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However, church history students should learn to handle Papias carefully: 

Papias is not giving us a modern biography of Jesus. He is not presenting a 
complete theory of Gospel composition. His fragments are preserved by later writers, and 
the precise interpretation of his comments remains debated. 

This is a perfect example of why historical theology requires both appreciation and caution. 

Papias also preserves an interesting story concerning Judas Iscariot based on oral 
tradition (reliable??) 

Eusebius reports a gruesome account attributed to Papias describing Judas's death and 
physical deterioration. The account is very different in detail from the brief accounts 
found in Matthew and Acts. 

[Students should resist the temptation either to accept every detail as historical fact or 
to dismiss the entire tradition simply because it is strange.] 

Instead, the story should be used as evidence of how Christian traditions about biblical 
figures developed in the generations following the apostles. 

Papias also reportedly preserved traditions concerning unusual events and teachings 
associated with the apostolic period. 

Some of his traditions concern the future kingdom of God and the millennium. Later 
Christian writers would disagree strongly over how such traditions should be interpreted. 

Papias is therefore important not only for Gospel origins but also for the development of 
early Christian Eschatology. 

Another significant issue concerns Papias's relationship with John. 

Papias refers to an "elder John," and scholars have debated whether he is referring to the 
Apostle John, another Christian elder named John, or perhaps distinguishing two 
individuals. This has become an important issue in New Testament historical studies. 

The value of Papias is that he demonstrates how early Christians thought about their 
relationship to previous generations. 

He did not simply say, "I have a book." He was interested in living memory & oral traditions 
which is how much of Christianity had been preserved to that point in the known world. 

Who taught whom? Who heard the apostles? Who knew people who knew the apostles? 

Which traditions came from reliable sources? 
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This search for truth and authentic Christianity tells us something profound about the early 
church: 

Christianity was not simply a collection of abstract propositions. It was also a historical 
faith built around events, people, witnesses, preaching, and remembered testimony. 

Papias therefore helps us understand the transmission of Christian tradition. 

His lost work also reminds us how fragile early Christian literature was. 

We possess only a fraction of what early Christians wrote. 

Many documents disappeared because they were not copied frequently enough, because 
they were superseded by other texts, because persecution destroyed manuscripts, or 
simply because ancient manuscripts were extraordinarily vulnerable to deterioration. 

The survival of Christianity's literature was therefore not automatic. 

Papias's lost books remind us that the surviving early Christian writings represent only a 
portion of what once existed. 

His greatest contribution to church history is therefore his testimony concerning oral 
tradition, apostolic memory, Gospel origins, and early Christian interpretation of 
Jesus' teachings. 

For students, Papias should be remembered as a historian of Christian memory. 

He is particularly valuable because he shows us how Christians in the early second 
century attempted to connect their present faith with the eyewitness generation that 
preceded them. This would be foundational a hundred years later for the search for an 
authentic and faithfully compiled Canon.  
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The Didache. 

 

At this point, it is helpful to pause from individual personalities and examine one of the 
most fascinating anonymous documents from the period: the Didache, also known as 
the Teaching of the Twelve Apostles. 

The Didache is one of the earliest Christian manuals outside the New Testament. 

Its exact date is debated, but substantial portions may belong to the late first or early 
second century. 

Unlike Clement's letter or Ignatius's correspondence, the Didache is not primarily a 
theological argument. It reads more like a practical guide for Christian communities. 

It teaches Christians how to live. It discusses moral behavior, baptism, fasting, prayer, the 
Lord's Supper, traveling prophets, church discipline, and preparation for the return of 
Christ. 

The opening section famously presents a contrast between the way of life and the way of 
death. 

This demonstrates how early Christianity taught conversion not merely as intellectual 
assent but as entrance into a radically different way of living. 

The Didache also provides important evidence concerning baptism. 

It gives preference to baptism in running water, while allowing other forms when 
necessary. It also instructs Christians to baptize in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit. 

This is valuable evidence for the practice of baptism in the early church. 

The document also discusses fasting. Interestingly, Christians are instructed not to fast 
on the same days as certain other religious groups. This illustrates how early Christians 
were increasingly conscious of developing a distinctive Christian identity. 

The Didache is also particularly important for the history of Christian worship. 

It contains prayers associated with the Eucharist and gives instructions concerning 
Christian gatherings. 
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It therefore helps us understand that Christian worship was already structured 
and communal very early in the church's history. 

One of the most interesting aspects of the Didache concerns traveling prophets 
and teachers. 

The document warns Christians not to be naïve. A person claiming to speak in the 
Spirit should not automatically be trusted. The community is given criteria for evaluating 
teachers. This tells us that the early church had to wrestle with what is faithful teaching by 
trustworthy preachers, prophets, and traveling evangelists.  

 


