
Origins of Christianity 
 
Jesus of Nazareth 
Jesus of Nazareth was the man many people believed was the Messiah—a great leader the ancient Jews 
predicted would come to restore the greatness of Israel.Jesus was a great leader and one of the most 
influential figures in world history.Jesus’s life and teachings form the basis of a religion called Christianity. 
However, we know relatively little about his life. Everything we do know is contained in theBible, the holy 
book of Christianity. 
     The Christian Bible is made up of two parts. The first part, the Old Testament, is largely the same as the 
Hebrew Bible. The second part, the New Testament, is an account of the life and teachings of Jesus and of the 
early history of Christianity. 
 
 
The Birth of Jesus 
According to the Bible, Jesus was born in a small town called Bethlehem (BETH-li-hem) at the end of the first 
century BC. Jesus’s mother, Mary, was married to a carpenter named Joseph. But Christians believe God, not 
Joseph, was Jesus’s father. 
 As a young man Jesus lived in the town of Nazareth and probably studied with Joseph to become a carpenter. 
Like many young Jewish men of the time, Jesus also studied the laws and teachings of Judaism. By the time he 
was about 30, Jesus had begun to travel and teach. Stories of his teachings and actions from this time make up 
the beginning of the New Testament. 
 
 
The Crucifixion 
As a teacher, Jesus drew many followers with his ideas. But at the same time, his teachings challenged the 
authority of political and religious leaders. According to the Bible, they arrested Jesus while he was in 
Jerusalem in or around AD 30. 
     Shortly after his arrest, Jesus was tried and executed. He was killed by crucifixion (kroo-suh-FIK-shuhn), a 
type of execution in which a person was nailed to a cross. In fact, the word crucifixion comes from the Latin 
word for “cross.” After he died, Jesus’s followers buried him. 
 
The Resurrection 
According to Christian beliefs, Jesus rose from the dead and vanished from his tomb three days after he was 
crucified. Now Christians refer to Jesus’s rise from the dead as the Resurrection (re-suh-REK-shuhn).  
     Christians further believe that after the Resurrection, Jesus appeared to some groups of his disciples (di-SY-
puhls), or followers. Jesus stayed with these disciples for the next 40 days, teaching them and giving them 
instructions about how to pass on his teachings. Then Jesus rose up into heaven.  
     Early Christians believed that the Resurrection was a sign that Jesus was the Messiah and the son of God. 
Some people began to call him Jesus Christ, from the Greek word for Messiah, Christos. It is from this word 
that the words Christian andChristianity eventually developed. 

Jesus’s Acts and Teachings 
During his lifetime, Jesus traveled from village to village spreading his message among the Jewish people. As 
he traveled, he attracted many followers. These early followers later became the first Christians. 
 
 
Miracles 
According to the New Testament, many people became Jesus’s followers after they saw him perform miracles. 
A miracle is an event that cannot normally be performed by a human. For example, the books of the New 
Testament tell of times when Jesus healed people who were sick or injured. One passage also describes how 



Jesus once fed an entire crowd with just a few loaves of bread and a few fish. Although there should not have 
been enough food for everyone, people ate their fill and even had food to spare. 
 
 
Parables 
The Bible says that miracles drew followers to Jesus and convinced them that he was the son of God. Once 
Jesus had attracted followers, he began to teach them. One way he taught was through parables, or stories that 
teach lessons about how people should live. Parables are similar to fables, but they usually teach religious 
lessons. The New Testament includes many of Jesus’s parables. 
     Through his parables, Jesus linked his beliefs and teachings to people’s everyday lives. The parables 
explained complicated ideas in ways that most people could understand. For example, in one parable, Jesus 
compared people who lived sinfully to a son who had left his home and his family. Just as the son’s father 
would joyfully welcome him home, Jesus said, God would forgive sinners when they turned away from sin. 
     In another parable, Jesus compared society to a wheat field. In this story, a farmer plants wheat seed, but an 
enemy comes and plants weeds among the wheat. The farmer lets the weeds and wheat grow in the field 
together. At harvest time, he gathers the wheat in his barn, but he burns the weeds. Jesus explained this parable 
by comparing the wheat and weeds to good people and evil people who must live together. However, in the end, 
Jesus said, the good people would be rewarded and the evil people would be punished. 
 
 
Jesus’s Message 
Much of Jesus’s message was rooted in older Jewish traditions. For example, he emphasized two rules that were 
also in the Torah: love God and love other people. 
     Jesus expected his followers to love all people, not just friends and family. He encouraged his followers to 
be generous to the poor and the sick. He told people that they should even love their enemies. The way people 
treated others, Jesus said, showed how much they loved God. 
     Another important theme in Jesus’s teachings was salvation, or the rescue of people from sin. Jesus taught 
that people who were saved from sin would enter the Kingdom of God when they died. Many of his teachings 
dealt with how people could reach God’s kingdom. 
     Over the many centuries since Jesus lived, people have interpreted his teachings in different ways. As a 
result, many different denominations of Christians have developed. A denomination is a group of people who 
hold mostly the same beliefs. Despite their differences, however, Christians around the world share many basic 
beliefs about Jesus. 
 
 
 
Christian Holidays 
 
For centuries, Christians have honored key events in Jesus’s life. Some of these events inspired holidays that 
Christians celebrate today. 
     The most sacred holiday for Christians is Easter, which is celebrated each spring. Easter is a celebration of 
the Resurrection. On Easter Christians usually attend church services. Many people also celebrate by dyeing 
eggs because eggs are seen as a symbol of new life. 
     Another major Christian holiday is Christmas. It honors Jesus’s birth and is celebrated every December 25. 
Although no one knows on what date Jesus was actually born, Christians have placed Christmas in December 
since the 200s. Today people celebrate with church services and the exchange of gifts. Some people reenact 
scenes of Jesus’s birth. 
 

Jesus’s Followers 



Shortly after the Resurrection, the Bible says, Jesus’s followers traveled throughout the Roman world telling 
about Jesus and his teachings. Among the people to pass on Jesus’s teachings were 12 chosen disciples called 
Apostles (uh-PAHS-uhlz) and a man called Paul. 
 
 
The Apostles 
The Apostles were 12 men whom Jesus chose to receive special teaching. During Jesus’s lifetime they were 
among his closest followers and knew him very well. Jesus frequently sent the Apostles to spread his teachings. 
After the Resurrection, the Apostles continued this task. 
     One of the Apostles, Peter, became the leader of the group after Jesus died. Peter traveled to a few Roman 
cities and taught about Jesus in the Jewish communities there. Eventually, he went to live in Rome, where he 
had much authority among Jesus’s followers. In later years after the Christian Church was more organized, 
many people looked back to Peter as its first leader. 
 
 
The Gospels 
Some of Jesus’s disciples wrote accounts of his life and teachings. These accounts are called the Gospels. Four 
Gospels are found in the New Testament of the Bible. 
     The Gospels were written by men known as Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. All the men’s accounts differ 
slightly from one another, but together they make up the best source we have on Jesus’s life. Historians and 
religious scholars depend on these stories for information about Jesus’s life and teachings. The Gospels tell of 
miracles Jesus performed. They also contain the parables he told. 
 
 
Paul 
Probably the most important person in the spread of Christianity after Jesus’s death was Paul of Tarsus. 
Although he had never met Jesus, Paul did more to spread Christian beliefs and ideals than anyone else. He had 
so much influence that many people think of him as another Apostle. After Paul died, he was named a saint, a 
person known and admired for his or her holiness. 
 
     Like most of Jesus’s early followers, Paul was born Jewish. At first he did not like Jesus’s ideas, which he 
considered a threat to Judaism. For a time, Paul even worked to prevent followers of Jesus from spreading their 
message. 
     According to the Bible, though, something happened to Paul one day as he traveled on the road to Damascus. 
He saw a blinding light and heard the voice of Jesus calling out to him. Soon after that event, Paul became a 
Christian. 
     After his conversion, Paul traveled widely, spreading Christian teachings. As you can see on the map, he 
visited many of the major cities along the eastern coast of the Mediterranean. In addition, he wrote long letters 
to communities throughout the Roman world. These letters helped explain and elaborate on Jesus’s teachings. 
     In his letters Paul wrote at length about the Christian belief in the Resurrection and about salvation. He also 
mentioned the idea of the Trinity. The Trinity is a central Christian belief that God is made up of three persons. 
They are God the Father, Jesus the Son, and the Holy Spirit. This belief holds that, even though there are three 
persons, there is still only one God. 
     Paul’s teachings attracted both Jews and non-Jews to Christianity in many areas around the Mediterranean. 
In time, this growing number of Christians helped the Christian Church break away from its Jewish roots. 
People began to recognize Christianity as a separate religion. 

The Spread of Christianity 
Early Christians like Paul wanted to share their message about Jesus with the world. To do that, Christians 
began to write down parts of Jesus’s message, including the Gospels. They distributed copies of the Gospels 
and other writings to strengthen people’s faith. Because of their efforts, Christianity spread quickly in Roman 
communities. 



 
 
Persecution 
As Christianity became more popular, some Roman leaders became concerned. They looked for ways to put an 
end to this new religion. Sometimes local officals challenged the Christians trying to spread their beliefs. Some 
of these officials even arrested and killed Christians who refused to worship the gods of Rome. Many of the 
leaders of the early Christians, including Peter and Paul, were killed for their efforts in spreading Christian 
teachings. 
     Most of Rome’s emperors let Christians worship as they pleased. However, a few emperors in the 200s and 
300s feared that the Christians could cause unrest in the empire. To prevent such unrest, these emperors banned 
Christianity. Christians were often forced to meet in secret. 
 
 
Growth of the Church 
Because the early church usually had to meet in secret, it did not have any single leader to govern it. Instead, 
bishops, or local Christian leaders, led each Christian community. Most of these early bishops lived in cities. 
 
     By the late 100s Christians were looking to the bishops of large cities for guidance. These bishops had great 
influence, even over other bishops. The most honored of all the empire’s bishops was the bishop of Rome, or 
the pope. Gradually, the pope’s influence grew and many people in the West came to see him as the head of the 
whole Christian Church. As the church grew, so did the influence of the pope. 
 
 
Acceptance of Christianity 
As the pope’s influence grew, Christianity continued to spread throughout Rome even though it was banned. 
Then an event changed things for Christians in Rome. The emperor himself became a Christian. 
     The emperor who became a Christian was Constantine (KAHN-stuhn-teen). According to legend, 
Constantine was preparing for battle against a rival when he saw a cross in the sky. He thought that this vision 
meant he would win the battle if he converted to Christianity. Constantine did convert, and he won the battle. 
As a result of his victory, he became the new emperor of Rome. 
     As emperor, Constantine removed bans against the practice of Christianity. He also called together a council 
of Christian leaders from around the empire to try to clarify Christian teachings. Almost 60 years after 
Constantine died, another emperor banned all non-Christian religious practices in the empire. Christianity 
eventually spread from Rome all around the world. 
 


