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First Century Church “Shopping” 

• What Time is the Service? 

• Where does the church 
meet? 

• Is the auditorium 
comfortable? 

• What is the service like? 

• What kind of music does it 
have? 

• Is the service 
“contemporary” or 
“traditional”? 



Roman Religious 

Context: 
Perfomance, Liturgy, Clergy  

& Sacrifice 



The Catacombs 

 

• One of the first Christian  underground 
burial spots was south of Rome along the 
Appian way, at a place called Catacumbus, 
hence “catacombs.” 

• Christians for the most part did not worship 

in the Catacombs 



Archaeologists say that in one set of 

catacombs, if all the tunnels were stretched 

end to end it would traverse the entire length 

of Italy 

Archaeologists have estimated that as many as 

4 million graves were built in the catacombs 

of Rome 

Extent of Catacombs 



Construction of Catacombs 



Aspects of Early Church  

Learned from the Catacombs 

• Egalitarian: no references to 
worldly titles, no indications of 
slave or free. 

• Divinity of Christ is 
Unquestioned. 

• No evidence of prayers to saints 
or on behalf of saints or any 
concept of purgatory (you’d 
expect this among graves if it was 
practiced) 

• Firm belief in resurrection of the 
body 

• No Crosses or Priest Images, No 
clear clerical/laity distinctions 

• Mary portrayed as human 

• No evidence of Infant Baptism 



When Did 

the Early 

Church 

Meet?  

Why is this important to 
discuss?   

 
Talk to a Seventh Day 

Adventist or a Messianic Jew  
and you’ll know. 



The Earliest Meetings Were Daily  
• "And day by day continuing with one mind in the temple, and 

breaking bread from house to house, they were taking their meals 
together with gladness and sincerity of heart, praising God, and 
having favor with all the people. And the Lord was adding to their 
number day by day those who were being saved" (Acts 2:46-47). 

 

• "And everyday, in the temple and from house to house, they [the 
apostles] kept right on teaching and preaching Jesus {as} the 
Christ" (Acts 5:42). 



Soon, the Church Met Sunday 

Evenings 

• Upon the first day of the week let every one 
of you lay by him in store, as God hath 
prospered him 

• 1 Corinthians 14:15 

• And upon the first day of the week, when 
the disciples came together to break bread, 
Paul preached unto them, ready to depart 
on the morrow; and continued his speech 
until midnight. 

• Acts 20:7 



They asserted, however, that the sum and substance of 

their fault or error had been that they were accustomed 

to meet on a fixed day before dawn and sing 

responsively a hymn to Christ as to a god, and to bind 

themselves by oath... When this was over, it was their 

custom to depart and to assemble again to partake of 

food--but ordinary and innocent food. 

    Pliny the Younger 

Governor of Pontus/Bithynia from 111-113 AD 

Letter to the Emperor Trajan 

Pliny Says Church Met Sunday Mornings 



Sunday Or Sabbath?  

• This was not the Sabbath which was 

considered like circumcision. Justin 

Martyr, Tertullian. 

• There was no prohibition on work. Sunday 

was a typical work day. There was no 

“weekend” 

• “But Sunday is the day on which we all hold 

our common assembly, because it is the 

first day on which God, having wrought a 

change in the darkness and matter, made 

the world; and Jesus Christ our Savior on 

the same day rose from the dead."  

– Justin Martyr, First Apology, 67 

 



Epistle of Barnabas 

Sunday, Not 

Sabbath 
• Further, He says to them, “Your 

new moons and your Sabbath I 
cannot endure.” Ye perceive 
how He speaks: Your present 
Sabbaths are not acceptable to 
Me, but that is which I have 
made, [namely this,] when, 
giving rest to all things, I shall 
make a beginning of the eighth 
day, that is, a beginning of 
another world. Wherefore, also, 
we keep the eighth day with 
joyfulness, the day also on which 
Jesus rose again from the dead 



Constantine and “Sunday” 

• The Christian Sunday was ordered placed into the same legal 
position as the pagan feasts, and provincial governors were 
instructed to respect the days in memory of the martyrs and to 
honor the festivals of the churches. (321 A.D.) 



Early Church Holy Days 

• Easter (controversy over when) 

• Pentecost 

• Epiphany (baptism of Christ, 
celebrated January 6 

• No “Christmas” during this era. 

• Weekday Fast Days 



Where Did Early 

Christians Meet? 
 In Private Homes  

or “House Churches” 

From the very beginning in 

Jerusalem the church met in 

multiple small assemblies in each 

metropolitan area 



House Churches:  

Some New Testament Evidence 
• "The churches of Asia 

greet you. Aquila and 
Prisca [Priscilla] greet you 
heartily in the Lord, with 
the church that is in 
their house" (1 Corinthians 
16:19). 

 

• "Greet Prisca [Priscilla] 
and Aquila, my fellow 
workers in Christ Jesus, . 
. . also {greet} the church 
that is in their house. " 
(Romans 16:3-5). 

• “…and to Apphia our 
sister, and to Archippus 
our fellow soldier, and to 
the church in your house: 
" (Philemon 1-2). 

 

• "Greet the brethren who 
are in Laodicea and also 
Nympha and the church 
that is in her 
house"(Colossians 4:15). 
 



Roman Religious Context: 
Private Worship At  Home Was Common Place at that Time 



What the Early Church Buildings  

Did Not Look Like 

This type of architecture emphasizes a sacramental system 



What Early Church Buildings  

Did NOT Look Like 

This architecture emphasizes a performance being watched by an audience 



Roman Houses 

The “Domus” 

• Roman home had no running water.  Fountains and latrines were communal.  



Likely Example of  

Early House Church Meeting Room 

This type of architecture is intimate and conducive of fellowship and sharing. 



Dura Europa (Iraq) 

Oldest Church Building 
• A House church at Dura Europa on the bank of the Euphrates 

River, dating from about 232 AD 

• Note: immersion style baptistery. 



5 MINUTE BREAK 



What Was the 

Service Like? 

Full of Music, 

Informal, 

Unstructured and no 

Liturgy 



Elements of the 

Service 
Apostle’s Teaching 

 

Breaking of bread,  

Acts 2:42, I Cor 11:17ff  

 

Prayer, Acts 2:42, I Cor 14:13-17 

Giving, I Cor 16:2. 

 

Exhortation and teaching, 
prophecy, tongues, and 
interpretation of tongues, I Cor 
14:3, 19, 26; Acts 2:42  

 



A Sharing Service,  

Not a Performance By Professionals 
• When you come together, 

everyone has a hymn, or a 
word of instruction, a 
revelation, a tongue or an 
interpretation. All of these 
must be done for the 
strengthening of the church.  

• 1 Corinthians 15:26-27 



Influence of 

Synagogues 

• Rectangular Meeting Room with 

benches forming a U shape 

• Kitchens and Eating Areas 

• Libraries and Meeting Rooms 



Justin Martyr on the  

Order of Worship Service 
• "And on the day called Sunday, all who live in cities or in the country 

gather together to one place, and the memoirs of the apostles or the 
writings of the prophets are read, as long as time permits; then, when the 
reader has ceased, the president verbally instructs, and exhorts to the 
imitation of these good things. Then we all rise together and pray, and, as 
we before said, when our prayer is ended, bread and wine and water are 
brought Having ended the prayers, we salute one another with a kiss.  

• (First Apology, 67)  

 

Fascinating Use of  
“Agape” in Latin, instead 
Of Greek! 



Tertullian on the Church Meeting 

 

 

“We meet together as an assembly and congregation, that, offering up 
prayer to God as with united force, we may wrestle with Him in our 
supplications. This violence God delights in. We pray, too, for the emperors, 
for their ministers and for all in authority, for the welfare of the world, for 
the prevalence of peace, for the delay of the final consummation. We 
assemble to read our sacred writings, if any peculiarity of the times 
makes either forewarning or reminiscence needful. However it be in that 
respect, with the sacred words we nourish our faith, we animate our hope, 
we make our confidence more steadfast; and no less by inculcations of God's 
precepts we confirm good habits. In the same place also exhortations are 
made, rebukes and sacred censures are administered. For with a 
great gravity is the work of judging carried on among us, as befits those who 
feel assured that they are in the sight of God . . . On the monthly day, if he 
likes, each puts in a small donation; but only if it be his pleasure, and 
only if he be able: for there is no compulsion; all is voluntary. One in mind 
and soul, we do not hesitate to share our earthly goods with one another. All 
things are common among us but our wives."  

(Tertullian, Apology, 39)  
 



When Early Christians Prayed, How 

did they do it? 



Prayer by Men and Women Together 

Acts 1:14 They all joined together constantly 

in prayer, along with the women and Mary 

the mother of Jesus, and with his brothers.  

1 Corinthians 11:4-5, 13- Every man 

who has something on his head while 

praying or prophesying disgraces his 

head. But every woman who has her head 

uncovered while praying or prophesying 

disgraces her head, for she is one and the 

same as the woman whose head is shaved. 

…Judge for yourselves: is it proper for a 

woman to pray to God with her head 

uncovered?  

http://bible.gospelcom.net/bible?passage=ACTS+1:14&language=english&version=NIV&showfn=on&showxref=on
http://bible.gospelcom.net/bible?passage=1COR+11:4&language=english&version=NASB&showfn=on&showxref=on
http://bible.gospelcom.net/bible?passage=1COR+11:4&language=english&version=NASB&showfn=on&showxref=on
http://bible.gospelcom.net/bible?passage=1COR+11:4&language=english&version=NASB&showfn=on&showxref=on


Down On the 

Knees 

•  Acts 9:40 Peter 

sent them all out of the 

room; then he got 

down on his knees 

and prayed. 

• Acts 20:36 When he 

had said this, he knelt 

down with all of them 

and prayed.  

• Acts 21:5 …there on 

the beach we knelt to 

pray. 

http://bible.gospelcom.net/bible?passage=ACTS+9:40&language=english&version=NIV&showfn=on&showxref=on
http://bible.gospelcom.net/bible?passage=ACTS+20:36&language=english&version=NIV&showfn=on&showxref=on
http://bible.gospelcom.net/bible?passage=ACTS+20:36&language=english&version=NIV&showfn=on&showxref=on
http://bible.gospelcom.net/bible?passage=ACTS+21:5&language=english&version=NIV&showfn=on&showxref=on
http://bible.gospelcom.net/bible?passage=ACTS+21:5&language=english&version=NIV&showfn=on&showxref=on


Use of  Hands: The “Orant” 
• "I will therefore that men pray 

every where, lifting up holy hands, 
without wrath & doubting.“ 

• 1 Timothy 2:8 
 



Clement of Rome On Using Hands in Prayer 

 

 

 “with true earnestness of mind & a godly 

confidence, stretch forth your hands 

to God Almighty, beseeching Him to 

be merciful unto you, …Let us then 

draw near to Him with holiness of spirit, 

lifting up pure and undefiled 

hands unto Him, loving our gracious 

and merciful Father, who has made us 

partakers in the blessing of His elect.” 

 



Tertullian, On 

Using Hands in 

Prayer 

 

• But we more commend our prayers 
to God when we pray with modesty 
and humility, with not even our 
hands too loftily elevated, but 
elevated temperately and 
becomingly; and not even our 
countenance over-boldly uplifted. 
…The sounds of our voice, likewise, 
should be subdued; else, if we are to 
be heard for our noise, how large 
windpipes should we need! But God 
is the hearer not of the voice, but of 
the heart, just as He is its inspector.   

• Chapter XVII.-Of Elevated Hands. 



What Role Did 

Women in Worship? 

• Did Women Speak at Meetings of 
the Church? 

• Did Women Cover Their Heads? 

• History Review 
 

Roman women looked very modern, they did not typically wear 
veils!! 



Women in Roman Religious Context 



Most Scholars Believe these are Women. 

Note probable woman in the middle breaking bread. 

Note No Veils:  



 

Archaeological Evidence Indicates Women 

Spoke and Prayed at Church Meetings, but 

Covered Their Heads While Doing So 

This 
Veil 
looks 
remar
kably 
like a 
Jewish 
Prayer 
Shawl 

a 
woman 
with 
no veil 

Uncovered 
man 

uncovered 
woman 



When Praying,  

Always a Veil 

Note “Chi Rho”, we’ll 
discuss that in later 
classes 



In this photo you 
can’t see it but 
her arms are 
outstretched in 
the early church 
prayer posture 

Light 
lacy veil, 
Face not 
covered. 
No 
“Arab” 
like 
modesty 
Note 
exposed 
neck 
with 
jewelry 



Tertullian:  

Veils, Not Hats, Doilies or Turbans 

For some, with their turbans and woolen 
bands, do not veil their head, but bind it up; 
protected, indeed, in front, but, where the 
head properly lies, bare. Others are to a 
certain extent covered over the region of the 
brain with linen coifs of small dimensions- The 
region of the veil is [to be] co-extensive with 
the space covered by the hair when unbound; 
in order that the necks too may be encircled. 
… 

 



Geographic Extent of Veil Wearing 



The Head Coverings and Prayer Posture 
Survive for Hundreds of Years 

From 5th Century, 
Constantinople, Turkey From Spain, 4th Century 



Tongues 

• In my view, the best and 
most current scholarship 
concludes that the tongues 
were known human 
languages, even in Corinth, 
and not babble gibberish. 

This is supposed to be 

Shadrack, Meshak and 

Abednego, 

Note “orant” pose 

Daniel in 
the Lion’s 
Den 



Geographic Spread of Tongues 



When Did Tongues 

Cease? 

(Assuming they Did) 

Third Century: Tongues 

mentioned in present tense or as 

contemporary phenomenon by 

Irenaus (France), Tertullian (North 

Africa) and Novation Rome). 

Fourth/Fifth Centuries: John 

Crysostom and Augustine refers to 

tongues as having ceased, but 

Ambrose seems to have described it 

in his day. 



What Was the 

Music Like?  

1 Corinthians 14:15 

What is it then? I will 

pray with the spirit, and I 

will pray with the 

understanding also: I will 

sing with the spirit, and I 

will sing with the 

understanding also. 



Praise the Lord With Song! 

"Praise the 

Lord, all you 

Gentiles, and 

sing praises to 

him, all you 

peoples.“  

Romans 15:11 

quoting Psalm 

117:1  

Speak to one another with 

psalms, hymns and spiritual 

songs. Sing and make music in 

your heart to the Lord,  

Ephesians 5:19 
Let the word of 

Christ dwell in you 

richly as you teach 

and admonish one 

another with all 

wisdom, and as you 

sing psalms, hymns 

and spiritual songs 

with gratitude in 

your hearts to God.  

Colossians 3:16 

 

Is any one of you in trouble? He should pray. 

Is anyone happy? Let him sing songs of praise.  

James 5:13 



Flutes, Harps and 

Trumpets 

• Even in the case of lifeless things that make 
sounds, such as the flute or harp, how will 
anyone know what tune is being played 
unless there is a distinction in the notes? 
1 Corinthians 14:7 
 

• Each one had a harp and they were 
holding golden bowls full of incense, 
which are the prayers of the saints. 
Revelation 5:8 

• The music of harpists and musicians, 
flute players and trumpeters, will never be 
heard in you again.  Revelation 18:22 

• The sound I heard was like that of harpists 
playing their harps. Revelation 14:2 
 

• And I saw … those who had been 
victorious over the beast and his image and 
over the number of his name. They held 
harps given them by 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

http://bible.gospelcom.net/bible?passage=1COR+14:7&language=english&version=NIV&showfn=on&showxref=on
http://bible.gospelcom.net/bible?passage=REV+5:8&language=english&version=NIV&showfn=on&showxref=on
http://bible.gospelcom.net/bible?passage=REV+18:22&language=english&version=NIV&showfn=on&showxref=on
http://bible.gospelcom.net/bible?passage=REV+14:2&language=english&version=NIV&showfn=on&showxref=on
http://bible.gospelcom.net/bible?passage=REV+5:8&language=english&version=NIV&showfn=on&showxref=on
http://bible.gospelcom.net/bible?passage=REV+14:2&language=english&version=NIV&showfn=on&showxref=on


Contemporary Music 

• A fragment of an Early Christian 

hymn from the latter part of the 

3rd century was recently found at 

Oxyrhynchos in North Africa. 

From the Greek text and ancient 

musical notation, it is possible to 

establish its stylistic connection 

with the late Hellenistic musical 

tradition.  



Next Week: From Elders to Bishops 

The Evolution of Church Governance 


