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2    Chapter One

THE HISTORY OF THE CHURCH

INTRODUCTION

In the days following the Death of Christ, the Apostles and disciples were 
afraid. Their Master had been crucified, and they now feared for their own 

lives. Christ’s Death left them confused and uncertain of the future. 

After his Resurrection, Christ appeared to his disciples to teach them and 
reassure them, but he only remained forty days before ascending into 
Heaven. He did not leave them alone, however. Before departing, Christ 
declared to his disciples that they would soon receive the Holy Spirit. Ten 
days later, on the Jewish feast of Pentecost, the Holy Spirit descended upon 
the disciples and emboldened them in the mission Christ had given them. 
Through the power of the Holy Spirit, the Church of Christ with St. Peter as 
Christ’s vicar — “the rock” upon whom the Church would be built — would 
stand throughout all time as a living sacrament of his love, truth, and power.

In the years following the Resurrection, the first Christians, filled with 
the grace of the Holy Spirit, boldly set about the great task of building the 
Kingdom of God. They proclaimed the Good News that the long-awaited 
Messiah had come and that by his Death and Resurrection he had paid the 
price for the redemption of all mankind. Christianity began to spread quickly 
through this first evangelization, which carried the message of salvation all 
over the known world. 

Thus begins the history of the Church — a unique history that, simply stated, 
reflects Christ’s constant presence in the Church that engages humanity  
at all times. The history of the Church is a record of the life and actions 
of men and women under the guiding light of the Holy Spirit acting in the 
Church. This narrative about the growth of Christ’s Kingdom on earth is 
developed as the Church interacts with and responds to every culture and 
historical situation.

“Among these [Apostles], Peter 
alone almost everywhere deserved 
to represent the whole Church.”  
— St. Augustine

OPENING ACTIVITY

For many centuries, the Jewish people 
had been looking for the Messiah, the 
Redeemer whom God had promised 
to send. When Jesus Christ began 
his mission on earth, however, many 
Jews — even many Jewish leaders and 
scholars — did not recognize him and 
rejected him. Why is that? Discuss.

BASIC QUESTION

This chapter attempts to answer the 
following Basic Question:

Z Why and how did Jesus Christ 
establish his Church on earth? 

KEY IDEA

The Key Idea of this chapter is:

Z The Church reflects God’s original 
plan to draw people into communion 
with himself so as to share in his 
divine life. He prepared his Chosen 
People and called them together 
to unite as one. In the fullness of 
time, he sent his Son, Jesus Christ, 
to redeem sinful humanity. Christ 
established his Church to continually 
call everyone to redemption and 
union with God. He entrusted the 
Church, headed by the successors of 
St. Peter and the Apostles, with his 
message of salvation to be taught to 
all generations.

CHAPTER 1

The Foundation of the Church

Sermon on the Mount by Olrik. 
Through the power of the Holy Spirit, the Church stands throughout all time as  

a living sacrament of Christ’s love, truth, and power.
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Chapter One    3

Chapter 1: The Foundation of the Church

THE CHOSEN PEOPLE 

 Although it was Jesus Christ who established his Church on earth, the  
 history of the Church really dates to the moment of creation. In creating 

man, God desired that all of humanity would share in his divine life and 
exist in communion with him. The Church is this communion, the gathering 
of God’s people — those who respond to the divine invitation — into one body 
so that they may receive salvation. The Church, then, is prefigured in the 
original harmony of creation. After the Fall of humanity into sin, the Church 
began to take visible shape as God called together his faithful ones and 
formed them into his Chosen People. 

The Jewish people had a special role in God’s providential plans. In a world 
plunged in paganism and polytheism, one of the unique characteristics 
of the Chosen People was their belief that there is only one God, and that 
he is a personal God. A long history of suffering and oppression served 
to mold a people who looked in expectation for the promised Redeemer. 
Being cognizant of their obligation to worship the one true God and keep  
his Commandments, they were called to shun the religious and immoral 
ways of the pagan cultures around them. Although his people often fell into 
sin, God always called them back to repentance and continued to prepare 
them for the Redeemer.

The world in which Christ lived was a crossroads of cultures, creating a 
Jewish culture different than the earlier one depicted in the Old Testament. 
Influenced by Greek thought and ideas, many groups of scholars, priests, 
and ascetics developed new schools of Jewish theology. Although Jews had 
freedom to worship, they otherwise were subordinate to Rome. Roman law, 
not the Law handed down from Moses, governed Palestine, which during the 
life of Christ was rife with religious and political tensions and expectations. 

Many Jews were waiting for the Messiah — a Hebrew term for “the anointed 
one” — who had been promised by the prophets. They expected this Messiah 
to free Israel from the Roman occupation. Few, if any, were expecting the 
Son of God himself to be born as the child of a poor family, then grow to 
adulthood and preach about love, mercy, and repentance. Thus many devout 
Jews did not recognize Christ — from the Greek word for “messiah” — for who 
he was.

Focus Question 1: 
How is the Church prefigured in 
creation? 

Focus Question 2: 
How did God prepare his Chosen People 
for his Church? 

Focus Question 3: 
What kind of Messiah were many of the 
Jews expecting?

Focus Question 4: 
Although he was born in poverty and 
simplicity, did anyone recognize the 
significance of Christ? Explain. 

VOCABULARY

COMMUNION 

From the Latin for “mutual participation” 
or “oneness together,” a bond of union 
between God the Father and God the 
Son, and/or with other faithful Christians 
in the Church.

MESSIAH 

Hebrew for “anointed.” This is used 
in reference to Christ because he 
accomplished perfectly the divine 
mission of priest, prophet, and king, 
signified by his being anointed as Christ.

Moses on Mount Sinai by Gerome. 
One of the unique characteristics of the Chosen People was their belief that there is 

only one God, and that he is a personal God.
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4    Chapter One

THE HISTORY OF THE CHURCH

JESUS CHRIST, THE REDEEMER 

The Gospels amply record how Jesus of Nazareth fulfilled the messianic 
prophecies even from his Birth. He was born in Bethlehem, the birthplace 

of David, and he was a descendant of David, from whose line the Messiah  
was to come. The Gentile wise men came from afar to worship the infant 
Jesus, which signified that Christ was the newborn King of all people, both 
Jew and Gentile, and that all peoples would be invited into his Kingdom. When 
Joseph and Mary brought the child Jesus to the Temple to be consecrated  
to God in compliance with Jewish Law, the prophet Simeon recognized him  
as the Messiah (cf. Lk 2: 22-39). Later, his preaching ministry and his  
Passion, Death, and Resurrection would fulfill the Old Testament prophecies 
in ways even the Apostles would not fully understand until after his Ascension  
into Heaven.

The Gospels give us few details about Christ’s childhood and early adulthood, 
but it is safe to assume he led a normal life for a first-century Jew, obedient 
to his parents, faithful in his religious observance, and industrious in his 
labors. He would begin his public ministry at around the age of thirty. After 
his baptism by St. John the Baptist and forty days of prayer and fasting in 
the wilderness, Christ began to reveal himself publicly, teaching openly and 
gathering his Apostles. 

CHRIST CALLS HIS TWELVE APOSTLES

From the start of his public ministry, Christ’s preaching and healing of the 
sick attracted great crowds of people. Some sought signs and wonders; 

others perhaps were just curious. Many others, however, were sincerely 
attracted to his message and came to believe in him. The Gospels refer to 
these people as Christ’s disciples, from a Greek word meaning “student” or 

VOCABULARY

REDEEMER 

From a word that literally means “being 
bought back,” a title given to Jesus 
Christ, who through his sacrificial Death 
on the Cross set us free from the slavery 
of sin, thus redeeming or “buying us 
back” from the power of Satan. 

GUIDED EXERCISE 
Read the first two chapters of the Gospel 
according to St. Luke. Also read the 
second chapter of the Gospel according 
to St. Matthew. These are the only 
accounts in Scripture about the early life 
of Christ. Using these chapters, construct 
a timeline listing the events in the life of 
Christ from the time of the Incarnation 
to the time he began his public ministry 
at about the age of thirty (see Luke 3). 
What does your timeline tell you about 
our knowledge of Christ’s childhood and 
young adulthood? Discuss for a moment 
what the early life of Christ might mean 
for us today.

Presentation in the Temple (detail) by Champaigne. 
When Joseph and Mary brought the child Jesus to the Temple to be consecrated to God 

in compliance with Jewish Law, the prophet Simeon recognized him as the Messiah.

Christ was the newborn King of  
all people, both Jew and Gentile.
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Chapter 1: The Foundation of the Church
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6    Chapter One

THE HISTORY OF THE CHURCH

“one who learns from the teacher.” These disciples — hundreds of men and 
women of all ages and backgrounds — often followed Christ, traveling with 
him as he went from town to town.

This growing number of disciples offers the first glimpses of the Church 
taking shape. We can observe both the invisible spiritual communion 
between the disciples and Christ as well as the visible form of the community 
itself. 

From among his disciples, Christ called forth twelve called Apostles, whom 
he appointed “to be with him, and to be sent out to preach and have 
authority to cast out demons.”1 The word “apostle” comes from a Greek 
word meaning “one who is sent.” Although they were ordinary men — among 
them fishermen and a tax collector — they would become the leaders of his 
Church whom he would send forth to preach the Good News of salvation to 
all nations.

The number of the Apostles is highly significant. The Chosen People traced 
their ancestry to the twelve sons of Jacob (also named Israel), and so were 
divided into the Twelve Tribes of Israel. The prophets of the Old Testament 
had written of how the Messiah would bring about the restoration of Israel 
and its Twelve Tribes. How was this to happen? Christ told his Twelve 
Apostles they would sit in judgment over the Twelve Tribes (cf. Mt 19: 28;  
Lk 22: 30). In calling together the new People of God, with his Apostles as its 
leaders charged with continuing his saving mission to all nations, Christ was 
fulfilling this prophecy of a restored Israel in his Church.

Because of their special role, it was only to the Apostles that Christ explained 
the deeper meanings of his teachings and purpose. Much of his teaching in 
the Gospels, in fact, was given to the Apostles alone. In doing this, Christ 
was equipping these twelve men to provide the foundation for his Church  
on earth.

Focus Question 5: 
What is an Apostle?

Focus Question 6: 
What is the significance in the number of 
the Apostles? 

Focus Question 7: 
Respond to this statement: In selecting 
his Apostles, Christ chose only the best, 
brightest, and most impressive men he 
could find.

DISCUSSION 

Imagine you are in charge of running 
a business and that you supervise a 
number of employees. From among this 
group, you select several individuals, 
take them aside, and present them 
with specialized instructions in order to 
educate them about the business and 
how it runs. What might be your reasons 
for doing this? What kinds of plans might 
you have for these select individuals? 
Discuss.

Focus Question 8: 
Why did Christ take care to explain the 
deeper meaning of his teachings to his 
Apostles?

VOCABULARY

APOSTLES 

From the Greek for “one sent forth.” 
It refers primarily to the Twelve chosen 
by Christ during the course of his public 
ministry to be his closest followers.

The Calling of St. Matthew by Terbrugghen. 
Although they were ordinary men — among them fishermen and a tax collector — they 

would become the leaders of Christ’s Church.
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