The Great Apostasy

Persecution

S. Kent Brown - Persecution was … the frequent lot of early Christians from the time of Jesus … For example, we read in Hebrews (10:32-33): "Call to remembrance the former days, in which, after ye were illuminated, ye endured a great fight of afflictions; partly, whilst ye were made a gazingstock both by reproaches and afflictions; and partly, whilst ye became companions of them that were so used.”  From this, it is apparent that some, as soon as they joined the church, became a public spectacle, or "gazingstock," through public harassment.  
No full-scale persecution was initiated against Christians in the Roman empire until A.D. 257 under the emperor Valerian.  Before this time, all Roman persecutions, as well as Jewish, were limited to certain localities …

Clement wrote his letter from Rome to the church at Corinth about A.D. 96.  In this letter, called 1 Clement,

it is evident that the interpretation of the Resurrection had been a central issue: some were denying the bodily resurrection while others were affirming it. (1 Clement 24)
A different misunderstanding of the resurrection had occurred some thirty years earlier in Ephesus. Paul wrote to Timothy concerning two men, Hymenaeus and Philetus, "who concerning the truth have erred, saying that the resurrection is past already; and overthrow the faith of some." (2 Timothy 2:17-18) Rather than denying the resurrection, as did those about whom Clement later wrote, these men were teaching that Christians had already experienced this renewal of life, presumably through baptism, and that they did not need to look forward to it at all since it was now past.

Docetism, docetics – “to seem -ism”  - maintained that Jesus only seemed to live among men, to suffer, and to die. In reality, they said, the heavenly Christ did not come into contact with the world of matter, for that would have defiled his divine nature. We can readily see that such a view of the Messiah negates the idea that salvation came as a result of Jesus' suffering, death, and resurrection.

Gnosticism, gnostics - the notion evolved that the Christ was merely a messenger or teacher who had brought to earth a special, secret knowledge that would allow the elect to escape the evil and corrupt world and to make their way back to the presence of the Father. This special knowledge was denoted by the Greek word gnosis and those who championed such a view of the Messiah became known as Gnostics …
Most of the difficulties arose from within the church, as Paul said they would. (Acts 20:29-30) Clement of Rome, for instance, implied that in his day it was impossible to tell a true Christian from a false one unless his attitude toward the resurrection was known. (1 Clement 14, 24ff)
In the New Testament, problems like these not only were prophesied as being future by the early apostles and disciples but were also attested to as already having a disabling presence in the Christian communities of the first half of the first century A.D., less than fifteen years after Jesus' death and resurrection.  (S. Kent Brown’s chapter titled “Whither The Early Church?” in Studies in Scripture, Vol. 6: Acts to Revelation, starting on p. 276.)

The Apostles Predicted The Apostasy

S.  Kent Brown - The one fact uniformly attested by the early Christian writers themselves was that the church would not survive.  The New Testament authors, as well as those of succeeding decades, continually underscored this theme.  The earliest Christian writer, Paul, was one of the best witnesses of the eroding forces that were already washing away the foundations of the church.  In one letter we read that within two or three years after he had spent considerable time in central Asia Minor, many Christians there had turned from the gospel he had preached to something else. (Galations 1:6-12; 3:15)  Near the end of his ministry, Paul wrote to Timothy that "all they which are in Asia" had turned away. (2 Timothy 1:15)  His epistles to the church at Corinth illustrate how unstable were the Christians there.  When we read his letters to the saints in Colossae, Thessalonica, and Ephesus, we sense that an intra-Christian struggle over points of doctrine and policy persisted and festered continuously.  Further, a great portion of chapters 2 and 3 of Hebrews is devoted to warning the Christianized Jews lest they lose what they had received from the Savior's atonement.

In a related vein, as we read the first letter to Timothy we are impressed that here Paul was calmly laying down straightforward instructions to his longtime friend who had recently been called as an ecclesiastical authority in Ephesus.  However, in 2 Timothy we sense that Timothy had by now become deeply discouraged because of the severe problems that faced the church, for people were turning away from the true path in droves.  (From his chapter titled “Whither the Early Church?” in Studies in Scripture, Vol. 6: Acts to Revelation, starting on p. 276.)
Hugh Nibley - [Referring to ancient documents talking about what the Lord taught during his 40-day ministry after his resurrection] – In a standard 40-day situation the apostles, deeply worried, ask the Lord what lies ahead for them and their work, and receive an appalling reply: They are to be rejected by all men and take their violent exit from the world, what time corrupters and false shepherds will appear within the church, where a growing faction of the worldly-minded will soon overcome and annihilate what remains of the faithful saints.  The sheep turn into wolves as the Wintertime of the Just settles down; the lights go out and the long age of darkness begins ...  
There is indeed a promise of comfort and joy, but it is all on the other side and in the distant return of the Lord.  The apostles protest, as we do today: Is this a time for speaking of death and disaster?  Can all that has transpired be but for the salvation of a few and the condemnation of many?  But Jesus remains unyielding: that is not for us to decide or to question.  
The grim picture is confirmed by the Apostolic Fathers [Christian writers within the hundred years after the apostles], who are convinced that they are beholding the fulfillment of these very prophecies, and are driven by a tragic sense of urgency and finality.  After them the [Christian leaders thereafter] accept the pattern with heavy reluctance …

Nobody would willingly invent such a depressing message or accept it without the highest credentials.  The picture, though full of familiar elements from the earlier Jewish [writings], is not derived from them.  The actors are not prophets and kings of other ages but the very men sitting before the Master; the predictions are not for distant ages but limited to a scope of two generations; and what is described is not the fate of the world or even of Israel, nor titanic upheavals of nature, but the undoing of the Christian society by perverters and corrupters in its midst.  (Mormonism and Early Christianity, p. 14)

Break-Away Churches Began Quickly

Some groups broke away from the Church and followed their own interpretation of the gospel.  Two such groups were the Ebionites [from the first centuries after Jesus] and Elchasaites [already existed by 75 A.D.].  Both considered themselves to be Christians but continued to hold to the Jewish practices of circumcision and Sabbath observance. (Gaye Strathearn from her chapter in Apostle Paul, His Life and His Testimony: The 1994 Sperry Symposium on the New Testament, p. 190)
The Great Apostasy

Interview with Elder Alexander B. Morrison, author of Turning from Truth: A New Look at the Great Apostasy. (http://deseretbook.com/store/interview?sku=4920231)
Interviewer: …This is really the first book that has dealt with this topic since Elder Talmage's book almost a century ago called The Great Apostasy.  That's quite a void of a hundred years.

Elder Morrison: … This is really the first attempt in nearly a century to look, with the background of modern historical evidence, at what happened to the Christian Church in the first couple of hundred years, or two or three or four hundred years before it became the great, established, and only accepted religion.

Elder Morrison:  … I was not assigned to do this.  No one asked me to write it.  The First Presidency did not ask me to write it.  I wrote it and then took it to the First Presidency, as is a general custom with General Authorities, to determine whether they would agree to having it published.  And they agreed, after it was carefully read by somebody--I don't know who--in the Twelve.  Then, and only then, did I go to Deseret Book and say, "This is a manuscript which has been approved by the Brethren, and would you consider publishing it?" They did, so there it is.

Elder Morrison: There's a lot of new materials, although, it's amazing how much was available in earlier times.  People didn't look at it in quite the same way that we would look at historical data now.  It used to be thought, for example, that during the so-called Dark Ages some terrible blanket of complete darkness had fallen on the world and that that was uninterrupted from the time of the apostasy until the time of the Restoration.  … That's certainly not true.  There was a lot of light in the world, there were lots and lots of people that were both learned and intellectually curious, as well as spiritually receptive during those times.  And so the notion that the Dark ages were dark in that sense is simply not true, and we have to get away from that and recognize that all kinds of things happened and life pretty much went on as it had been for many, many years and for many, many people.

Elder Morrison:  … We don't know when the priesthood was lost, we just aver [affirm positively; declare] that it was.  We do believe that once the apostles disappeared from the scene--the original twelve, and the few others that we know were also called to be apostles--once they disappeared, we believe that the apostolic authority began to disappear.  And we believe that it wasn't long thereafter--but we can't put a specific date on it and probably never will be able to.

Excerpts From His Book

[Note: We are not saying that this book is the authority, but merely showing examples of recent research by faithful LDS scholars.  For an even more in-depth study see Early Christians In Disarray, Contemporary LDS Perspectives on the Christian Apostasy, 2005, by the Maxwell Institute.]

Advances in modern scholarship over the last century have shown that nineteenth-century views on the so-called Dark Ages, though embraced by most historians of the period, require revision.  The view that changes in the early church resulted in the descent of a blanket of stygian darkness over the entire earth, such that humankind had no contact with God or the Spirit for nearly two millennia, simply doesn’t stand up to the scrutiny of modern scholarship.  Scholars of today, benefiting from perspectives and information not readily available a century ago, understand that the “Dark Ages” were not nearly so dark as previously had been thought.  (Turning from Truth, p. 2)
We must, however, conclude that mortals, illuminated by the Spirit and the light of Christ – that which “giveth light to every man that cometh into the world” (D&C 84:46) – still enjoyed at least a measure of spiritual enlightenment and blessings during the time between apostasy and restoration.  Though bereft of apostolic direction, there were many good men and good women upon the earth during that long period of time – people who strove with all their hearts to follow Christ and His teachings to the best of their abilities.  (ibid., p. 4)
The Dark Ages

John Taylor - I have a great many misgivings about the intelligence that men boast so much of in this enlightened day.  There were men in those dark ages who could commune with God, and who, by the power of faith, could draw aside the curtain of eternity and gaze upon the invisible world.  There were men who could tell the destiny of the human family, and the events which would transpire throughout every subsequent period of time until the final winding-up scene.  There were men who could gaze upon the face of God, have the ministering of angels, and unfold the future destinies of the world.  If those were dark ages I pray God to give me a little darkness, and deliver me from the light and intelligence that prevail in our day … (I Know That My Redeemer Lives: Latter-day Prophets Testify of the Savior, p. 38)
Dallin H. Oaks - We believe that most religious leaders and followers are sincere believers who love God and understand and serve him to the best of their abilities.  We are indebted to the men and women who kept the light of faith and learning alive through the centuries to the present day.  We have only to contrast the lesser light that exists among peoples unfamiliar with the names of God and Jesus Christ to realize the great contribution made by Christian teachers through the ages.  We honor them as servants of God.  (The Prophet and His Work: Essays from General Authorities on Joseph Smith and the Restoration, p. 69-70)  (Lesson by Zan and Misty Larsen)
Presentation Notes
Quiz –

1. Define “apostasy”.

2. In history there have been multiple apostasies, or fallings away from the truth.  Name some.

3. About when did “the Great Apostasy” begin and when did it end?  You don’t have to use dates or years.  Just describe approximately.  (This sets up the idea that it was already going on in New Testament times and is still going on now.)
4. In a spiritual sense, what was it like during the Middle Ages?

5. What were the causes of the Great Apostasy?

6. What specific doctrines caused people to fall away or not agree with?
7. What order are the books of the New Testament in?

8. Chronologically, what are the last words in the New Testament.

9. Jesus said regarding prophets in the last days, “By their roots ye shall know them.”

Divide the class into 4 groups.  Assign each group one of the following areas -
1. Preach My Gospel, p. 34-35.

2. Topical Guide, “Apostasy of Individuals”

3. Topical Guide, “Apostasy of Israel”

4. Topical Guide, “Apostasy of the Early Christian Church”

Each person in each group is to come up with one or more items that was new, interesting or in the case of Preach My Gospel, especially well worded.  Perhaps move potential missionaries into the group that does Preach My Gospel.

With the class divided into groups, maybe even pairs, ask them to discuss the following thoughts –

1. “By their roots ye shall them.” (Matthew 7:16,20)  What’s the difference between roots and fruits?

2. Not that the apostasy is evidence of the restoration, but that the restoration is evidence of the apostasy.  What difference does this make in talking to investigators, compared to the reverse?  (Truman Madsen: “Joseph Smith came to report not that the apostasy was evidence of the restoration but that the restoration was evidence of the apostasy.” From the article “Are Christians Mormon?”)
Possible role-play questions from an investigator –

1. There are already lots of different churches.  Why do we need another one?

2. I thought it says in the Bible that there can be no more revelation.
3. I heard some shady things about Joseph Smith.


Extra Material
Sources –

· Final Testimonies in Charting The New Testament: 18:11,12,13-2.  

· "Challenges Faced by the Early Church" section of "Saga of Early Church" from Studies in Scripture. 

· Studies in Scripture chapter on Jude.

· "Whither The Early Church"" chapters from Studies in Scripture.

· New Testament Backgrounds: The Epistles of John
· The Passing of the Primitive Church: Forty Variations on an Unpopular Theme, by Hugh W. Nibley
Persecution

Here is a fuller version of the S. Kent Brown quote – 
Persecution was … the frequent lot of early Christians from the time of Jesus, and such continued to the last great empire-wide pogrom begun under Diocletian in A.D. 303. Often, Christians would meet resistance as soon as they joined the church.  For example, we read in Hebrews 10:32-33: "Call to remembrance the former days, in which, after ye were illuminated, ye endured a great fight of afflictions; partly, whilst ye were made a gazingstock both by reproaches and afflictions; and partly, whilst ye became companions of them that were so used.”  From this, it is apparent that some, as soon as they joined the church, became a public spectacle, or "gazingstock," through public harassment.

No full-scale persecution was initiated against Christians in the Roman empire until A.D. 257 under the emperor Valerian.  Before this time, all Roman persecutions, as well as Jewish, were limited to certain localities.  In the first century, the most severe of the devastations suffered by Christians was that under Nero.  During the night of July 19, A.D.  64, a fire broke out in some shops in the southeast portion of the Circus Maximus in Rome.  The fire burned out of control for seven nights and six days, sweeping generally northward through the city.  The blaze then broke out afresh on the estate of Tigellinus, a close associate and friend of Nero.  Because of this and because of Nero's reported happiness over the conflagration, he was accused by Seutonius and Tacitus, two notable Roman authors, of having started the blaze so that he could rebuild the crowded city according to a grander and more organized scheme.

Naturally, Nero did not want to be thought of as the instigator of the blaze, so he blamed the destruction on the city's Christians, a hated and misunderstood sect who were thought to have broken away from the ancestral religion of the Jews.  Nero was condemned for this unjust action, again by Tacitus.  This famous Roman historian, along with the Christian writer Clement of Rome, described in some detail the horrible sufferings of the Christians in this period.  Clement, in fact, reported that it was in connection with the persecution by Nero that Peter and Paul were martyred on account of their testimonies.  (1 Clement 4-5)
Clement wrote his letter from Rome to the church at Corinth about A.D. 96. In this letter, called I Clement,

it is evident that the interpretation of the Resurrection had been a central issue: some were denying the bodily resurrection while others were affirming it. (I Clement 24)
A different misunderstanding of the resurrection had occurred some thirty years earlier in Ephesus. Paul wrote to Timothy concerning two men, Hymenaeus and Philetus, "who concerning the truth have erred, saying that the resurrection is past already; and overthrow the faith of some." (2 Timothy 2:17-18) Rather than denying the resurrection, as did those about whom Clement later wrote, these men were teaching that Christians had already experienced this renewal of life, presumably through baptism, and that they did not need to look forward to it at all since it was now past.

Docetism docetics – “to seem -ism”  - maintained that Jesus only seemed to live among men, to suffer, and to die. In reality, they said, the heavenly Christ did not come into contact with the world of matter, for that would have defiled his divine nature. We can readily see that such a view of the Messiah negates the idea that salvation came as a result of Jesus' suffering, death, and resurrection.

Gnosticism gnostics - the notion evolved that the Christ was merely a messenger or teacher who had brought to earth a special, secret knowledge that would allow the elect to escape the evil and corrupt world and to make their way back to the presence of the Father. This special knowledge was denoted by the Greek word gnosis and those who championed such a view of the Messiah became known as gnostics.

Both 1 and 2 John were written partly to correct such ideas.  For instance, in John's first letter we read: "Many false prophets are gone out into the world.  Hereby know ye the Spirit of God: Every spirit that confesseth that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh is of God: and every spirit that confesseth not that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh is not of God: and this is that spirit of antichrist, whereof ye have heard that it should come; and even now already is it in the world.”  (1 John 4:1-3) Later, John repeated the following in his second epistle: "Many deceivers are entered into the world, who confess not that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh.  This is a deceiver and an antichrist." (2 John 1:7) …

In its earliest forms, gnosticism had begun to make an impact within certain areas of Christianity even before Paul's death.  Some modern students of Paul's letters have observed that Paul employed many terms familiar to Gnostics in his letters to Ephesus and Colossae in an effort to reverse their errant understanding of the Savior's mission and of the nature of the church.  In addition, we can look to his first letter to Timothy for an explicit attack on Gnosticism.  In the Revised Standard Version, which is clearer than the King James translation at this point, we read: "O Timothy, guard what has been entrusted to you.  Avoid the godless chatter and contradictions of what is falsely called knowledge [gnosis], for by professing it some have missed the mark as regards the faith." (Revised Standard Version, 1 Timothy 6:20-21)
What we see at the end of the first century is a church full of problems and dissensions. All of the apostles were now gone, and no one could appeal to the "living voice" of God that came through his appointed servants. It is interesting to note that Eusebius, writing in the fourth century, knew of only one person, a man named Quadratus, who possessed the gift of prophecy as late as the middle of the second century.

Most of the difficulties arose from within the church, as Paul said they would. (Acts 20:29-30.) Clement of Rome, for instance, implied that in his day it was impossible to tell a true Christian from a false one unless his attitude toward the resurrection was known. (I Clement 14, 24ff.)

In the New Testament, problems like these not only were prophesied as being future by the early apostles and disciples but were also attested to as already having a disabling presence in the Christian communities of the first half of the first century A.D., less than fifteen years after Jesus' death and resurrection.  (S. Kent Brown’s chapter titled “Whither The Early Church?” in Studies in Scripture, Vol. 6: Acts to Revelation, starting on page 276.)



Can’t find this on the net - 

It is true, the real church is going to be there for a time, but the story is one of constantly deepening gloom until, to use Polycarp's famous phrase, after the apostles "the light went out."  (Mormonism and Early Christianity, p. 271-272)
Polycarp was a Christian bishop of Smyrna (now in Asiatic Turkey) in the second century. He died a martyr.  (www.answers.com/polycarp)

President Gordon B. Hinckley – For centuries the heavens remained sealed. Good men and women, not a few—really great and wonderful people—tried to correct, strengthen, and improve their systems of worship and their body of doctrine. To them I pay honor and respect. How much better the world is because of their bold action. While I believe their work was inspired, it was not favored with the opening of the heavens, with the appearance of Deity.

We love those of other churches. We work with them in good causes. We respect them. But we must never forget our roots. Those roots lie deep in the soil of the opening of this, the final dispensation, the dispensation of the fullness of times. (Ensign, Nov. 2002, p. 78)
Let me say that we appreciate the truth in all churches and the good which they do. We say to the people, in effect, you bring with you all the good that you have, and then let us see if we can add to it. That is the spirit of this work. That is the essence of our missionary service.  (Ensign, Aug. 1998, p. 72)
Fruits v. Roots

And suddenly [in modern Christianity] the recognition comes that Christ did not say there would be no prophets (that would have been a categorical way of enabling Christians to avoid deception).  Instead he gave tests for distinguishing the true from the false. (“Are Christians Mormon?” by Truman G. Madsen, BYU Studies, vol. 15 , No. 1 - Autumn 1974, p. 79)
John Henry Evans - Anyway, the test of an idea or religious truth, whether in one country or another, is not, as every one knows, a matter of origin.  As Professor James says, "By their fruits, not by their roots, shall ye know them.”  If it were a matter of originality, the very teachings of Jesus would suffer.  For only a small part indeed (some say none) of these was original with him.  (Joseph Smith, an American Prophet, p. 222)

Adele Brannon McCollum - Here we have the testimonies of a philosopher/psychologist and of a believer/historian attesting to the same thing: we must judge religious experience by criteria different from those applied to other phenomena.  And in some way both James and Joseph Fielding Smith direct us to faith as a useful instrument in this evaluative process.  James is further helpful in pointing out that theories which discredit religious experience because of its origins are not only unsuccessful but unintelligent as well.  No one, he claims, would attack the findings of a genius in the natural sciences by discoursing upon his medical history, family financial status, moral conduct, or otherwise.  Neither, says James, can we discredit religious genius by referring to epilepsy, syphilis, disreputable occupations, etc.  "By their fruits ye shall know them, not by their roots.”  It is, then, what issues from a religious experience that counts, not the past life of the visionary.  Were that not the case we could not listen at all to Paul or to Siddhartha Gautama or to Mahavira the Jain, all of whom seemed given to excess at one time in their lives.  As James says, let "the bugaboo of morbid origin … scandalize your piety no more."  (From her chapter in Literature of Belief: Sacred Scripture and Religious Experience, edited by Neal A. Lambert, p.181 – 182)


See “NT Books Chronology, Scriptures Insert.doc” for the last words written in the New Testament.
Canonization of the New Testament

The process of canonization was complex and lengthy.  It was characterized by a compilation of books that Christians found inspiring in worship and teaching, relevant to the historical situations in which they lived, and consonant with the Old Testament.

Contrary to popular misconception, the New Testament canon was not summarily decided in large, bureaucratic Church council meetings, but rather developed very slowly over many centuries.  This is not to say that formal councils and declarations were not involved, however.  Some of these include the Council of Trent of 1546 for Roman Catholicism (by vote: 24 yea, 15 nay, 16 abstain),[3] the Thirty-Nine Articles of 1563 for the Church of England, the Westminster Confession of Faith of 1647 for Calvinism, and the Synod of Jerusalem of 1672 for Greek Orthodoxy.

According to the Catholic Encyclopedia article on the Canon of the New Testament: "The idea of a complete and clear-cut canon of the New Testament existing from the beginning, that is from Apostolic times, has no foundation in history.  The Canon of the New Testament, like that of the Old, is the result of a development, of a process at once stimulated by disputes with doubters, both within and without the Church, and retarded by certain obscurities and natural hesitations, and which did not reach its final term until the dogmatic definition of the Tridentine Council."

In the first three centuries of the Christian Church, Early Christianity, there seems not to have been a New Testament canon that was complete and universally recognized.
… The New Testament canon as it is now was first listed by St.  Athanasius, Bishop of Alexandria, in 367 … Also cited is the Council of Rome, but not without controversy.  That canon gained wider and wider recognition until it was accepted at the Third Council of Carthage in 397.  Even this council did not settle the matter, however.  Certain books continued to be questioned, especially James and Revelation.  Even as late as the 16th century, theologian and reformer Martin Luther questioned (but in the end did not reject) the Epistle of James, the Epistle of Jude, the Epistle to the Hebrews and the Book of Revelation.  Even today, German-language Luther Bibles are printed with these four books at the end of the canon, rather than their traditional order for other Christians.  (Wikipedia.org, “New Testament”, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_testament#Date_of_composition, on 25 Nov. 2007)






