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DEVELOPMENT AND DIVERSITY IN EARLY CHRISTIANITY
d. jeffrey bingham*
i. roman hellenism and christianity
According to Tiberius, divine justice had little to do with human religious
administration. Pagan leadership had only a minor role to play in managing
any disrespect shown to the gods. In the emperor’s mind the maxim was clear:
deorum iniurias dis curae, “wrongs done to the gods were the concern of the
gods” (Tacitus, Annals 1.73.5). 1 Humans were to concern themselves with
other things. Or so it has been argued. 2 Pagan religious syncretism was such
that concepts of heresy and orthodoxy were not central to the pagan religious
culture. Doctrinal formulations, such as metaphysical constructs, were not
essential to true religion. Instead, religious concerns centered on much more
social interests. 3
Doctrinal preoccupation, then, may have been typical of early Christianity,
but not of the pagan syncretism contemporary with it. 4 The argument that
Phillips makes regarding the uniqueness of the concepts of heresy and orthodoxy within early Christianity finds agreement in the position of Richard
Lim. 5 He notes the philosophers’ disapproval of “authoritative ‘givens,’ ”
“dogmatic beliefs,” or “blind trust in the dictates of an authority,” emphasizing instead that neither Greco-Roman religion nor philosophy functioned
with categories of heresy or orthodoxy. Instead, the Romans engaged in polemic, rivalry, disputation, debate, “philosophical demonstration,” and “a dialectic of inquiry.” Prior to a change beginning in the third century, Roman
culture had been satisfied with eclecticism, disagreement, rather than consensus, concord, and uniformity. 6
* Jeffrey Bingham is professor of historical theology at Dallas Theological Seminary, 3909
Swiss Ave., Dallas, TX 75204. This paper was originally presented as a plenary address at the
Annual Meeting of the Evangelical Theological Society in Philadelphia, PA on November 17, 2005.
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This thesis regarding the toleration of Roman paganism in sharp contrast
to the unique, social intolerance of Christianity finds its roots, at least in
modern discussion, in David Hume’s The Natural History of Religion (1757). 7
“So sociable is polytheism,” he says, “that the utmost fierceness and antipathy,
which it meets within an opposite religion, is scarcely able to disgust it, and
keep it at a distance.” 8 It is not difficult to find contemporary advocates,
some more nuanced than others. 9 J. H. W. G. Liebeschuetz absolves the Roman gods of jealousy: “The gods of Rome insisted that they must be offered
punctiliously all honours due to them but they did not worry about what
honours were paid to other gods or to men.”10 Ramsay MacMullen speaks of
Rome as “completely tolerant,” yet “not quite completely.”11 Romans were expected to honor the gods, to preserve and perpetuate the cult while certain
groups were occasionally persecuted and certain practices forbidden.12 On the
other hand, the study of John Ferguson emphasizes Roman religious accommodation, but the exclusivity of the Jews and Christians, and ultimately the
“unloving intolerance” of the Christians. 13
Peter Garnsey, however, has argued strongly against a culture of religious toleration among pagans in antiquity. 14 A plurality of gods, even
those from other national religions, was incorporated in Greco-Roman
paganism, but such incorporation should be understood as relatively rare.
Usually it occurred as a response to crisis or the result of expansion by warfare through which other gods were made subject to the pantheon of the
victor. Gods “were simply annexed,” and by virtue of its power, Rome exhibited a religion “in many ‘foreign’ forms.” 15 Each state religion was exclusive,
but not in the sense of being “truer” or more privileged than the religions of
other communities. “Exclusiveness” had more to do with maintaining the
social order which was itself linked to a web of relationships involving the
emperor, the gods, and civic elites. 16
Romans perceived, in measure, their own superiority to other cults.17 Since
religion contributed to Roman unity and identity in significant measure, the
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public context expected religio, or behavior that honored the gods of the state.
Such devotion, however, was not to involve superstitio. That is, it was not to
be excessive, particularly by moving toward magic or unacceptable foreign
cults. The regulation of religious practice, of course, always had religio in
mind. Some societies were permitted to meet while others were prohibited;
some activity of divination was declared illegal as was magic and human sacrifice. It needs to be said, also, that propagandistic concerns were not unique
to Christians. 18
What becomes quite evident, especially by observing Rome’s relationship
to oriental cults, is that Rome had it both ways. Rome established religious
limits, but also integrated foreign gods; Rome was both intolerant and tolerant, exclusive and syncretistic. Robert Turcan demonstrates the tension
convincingly. 19 So while Varro, Cicero, Juvenal, and even Lucian of Samosato,
a Hellenized Syrian, could despise the influx of foreign gods, these same
gods were being Romanized and shown favor by Caligula, Claudius, Nero,
Vespasian, and Marcus Aurelius. Roman religion took on the nature of
hybridity. It was not a question of whether Rome embraced a concept of religious exclusivity, but rather the degree to which Rome embraced it.
Recent studies have reoriented our understanding of Roman religion and
now allow us to appreciate both its diversity and unity. Questions of orthodoxy and heresy, tolerance and intolerance, exclusivity and syncretism are
issues common to both Roman Hellenism and Christianity. It is historically
inaccurate to continue to present, as some have done, the Romans as admirably tolerant and the early Christians as disappointingly intolerant.20 No
doubt there is a difference of degree.21 The struggle to define truth and communities was a common concern of groups in the second and third centuries.
For our interests, this is an important perspective to grasp. We are interested in various accounts of development and diversity in early Christianity. Some accounts reflect a theory of exclusivity and intolerance within
Christianity and Roman Hellenism. We shall return to the role of such
theories later.
The manner in which scholars have understood the struggle of early Christian self-definition reflects diversity and development itself. From the classical
18
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view to the old historicism to post colonialism, the discussion has manifested
anything but continuity. Instead, it reveals shifts in the interpretation of ancient religion, historiography, metaphysics, and literary criticism, frequently
in parallel to shifts in biblical studies. My purpose here is to portray the landscape of the discussion with some of its more brilliant colors and angles, and
then to offer a brief suggestion of theological parameters which may help to
shape evangelical historical reflection.

ii. development and diversity in modern description
1. The classical theory. Discussion about development and diversity in
Christian thought as well as about the difference between orthodoxy and
heresy used to be so simple. Or at least that was what the Church had told
itself. What H. E. W. Turner labeled the “classical theory” seemed to settle
the question for the early Church. 22 Originally, in this theory, the Church
kept the Lord’s teaching and the apostolic tradition untainted and pure. It
understood orthodoxy as temporally prior to heresy. Heresy was a crooked
deviation from orthodoxy, a heretic one who departed from the truth. Orthodoxy’s temporal priority could be seen in Scripture’s prophecies of heresy
while the crookedness of the heretics’ doctrine was believed to follow from

22
H. E. W. Turner, The Pattern of Christian Truth: A Study in the Relations Between Orthodoxy
and Heresy in the Early Church (London: A. R. Mowbray, 1954). A. J. Hultgren refers to it as the
“traditional view” in which “truth preceded error” (The Rise of Normative Christianity [Minneapolis: Fortress, 1994] 7–8). The following discussion of the classical view and modern objections
is informed by Turner, The Pattern of Christian Truth 3–35, who points out that the heretics,
however, raised objections to the manner in which the “classical theory” categorized them. Some
claimed that rather than being innovators, they were conservative guardians of elements of the
faith. Marcion, for instance, preserved the new covenantal nature of Christianity. The Gnostics
believed that their myths were to be found in revealed traditions ancient and secret. Furthermore,
the heretics of all stripes constructed their arguments from the Scriptures and linked themselves
to Jesus Christ and took his name. Modern scholarship was doubtful abut the classical theory:
“But what tells most against the adequacy of this view is the assumption that orthodoxy represents a fixed and unyielding deposit of faith. A modern investigator finds it difficult to accept the
static conception of orthodoxy which the classical view presupposes. Its arguments either ignore the
presence within orthodoxy of factors which it regards as peculiar to heresy or else by an historical
anachronism read back into the earlier period a degree of definition only later attained, and then
only within relatively narrow limits” (Turner, The Pattern of Christian Truth 8–9). The modern
objections to the ancient notion of an orthodoxy without development or diversity are valid in
measure. First, orthodoxy demonstrated aspects of fluidity; therefore heresy cannot be defined
essentially as a deviation from an unchanging norm. Orthodoxy itself would need to answer this
charge. Second, the classical position is also challenged by orthodoxy’s development. Shorter, simpler
affirmations gave way to fuller statements; theologians revered in one age were replaced by the
theological rock stars of another; doctrinal emphases normative at one time and place were assessed
as intolerably imbalanced by another. Therefore, what appeared to Turner as such obvious diversity
and development in early Christian thought brought him to the following perspective. The patristic
theological journey to decipher the meaning of the One and the Many in relation to the Christian
God (the problems of Trinity and Christology) indicates shifts in the composition of orthodoxy.
Orthodoxy in the fourth and fifth century differed from that in the second. Even in the same century measurements of orthodoxy for different doctrines varied in terms of degrees of completeness
and debate.
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the adulterous, factious, criminal intent of their motives. They preferred to
choose novelty rather than to receive that which was handed down.
For early Christianity, the ideological variety and diversity of heresy confirmed its corrupt nature. Heresy’s illegitimacy was also evident in its geographical limitation, while orthodoxy was assumed to be universal. Heresy
also had to be other than Christian, for it was thought to be an alloy forged
from Hellenistic philosophy and apostolic tradition. Nevertheless, Turner
himself recognized certain validity in objections to the “classical theory.” In
1954 he argued that orthodoxy’s journey manifested its own fluidity, shifts
and evolution.
2. The decline of primitive Christianity. Both prior and subsequent to
Turner, historians have offered alternatives to the “classical theory.” It is
now appropriate to review a few important ones. 23 We begin with Adolf
Harnack who argued that the development in Christian doctrine out from
the simple spirituality of the Gospel of Jesus should be understood as secularization. 24 Christian theology had united itself to a Hellenistic philosophy
which led to perverse metaphysical reflection and dogmatic definition. The
Gnostics were the first to “transform Christianity into a system of doctrines
(dogmas),” and their systems “represent the acute secularizing or Hellenizing
of Christianity.” 25
In the conclusion to his History of Dogma Harnack wrote: “The Gospel
entered into the world, not as a doctrine, but as a joyful message and as a
power of the Spirit of God, originally in the forms of Judaism.” 26 Because
of the degenerating effects of dogmatic Christianity’s amalgamation with
Roman Hellenism, the world would not see the Gospel as a “glad message”
again until Martin Luther. 27 Doctrinal development in early Christianity,
for Harnack, meant change in the gospel, its misdirection, its impairment.
Harnack sought to answer the question of how early catholic Christianity
developed from primitive Christianity and attempted to understand it in
terms of Hellenism as an exterior structuring force. 28
23
For brief summaries of Harnack, Werner, and Bultmann see Turner, The Pattern of Christian Truth 16–35, which has helped inform some aspects of the following presentation. For a short
biography of Harnack see W. H. C. Frend, “Church Historians of the Early Twentieth Century:
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J. C. B. Mohr, 1886–1890); ET: History of Dogma (trans. 3d German ed.; 7 vols.; trans. N. Buchanan
et al.; London: Williams and Norgate, 1894–1899).
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The same, to a degree, could be said about Friedrich Loofs with the qualification that he wished
to keep the dynamics of primitive, or apostolic, Christianity, distinct from the development of early,
post-apostolic Christianity. For the latter period Judaism and Roman Hellenism were determinative,
and the catholic construct of the Trinity was a dogma disassociated from the NT. See Leitfaden
zum Studium der Dogmengeschichte (Halle-Saale: M. Niemeyer, 1889); M. Werner, The Formation
of Christian Dogma (trans. S. G. F. Brandon; New York: Harper and Bros., 1957) 6; O. W. Heick,
A History of Christian Thought, 2 vols. (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1965) 1.10.
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But Martin Werner was a bit different. 29 He followed F. C. Baur, who
saw the early history of doctrine as a discipline concerned with comprehending development in light of causes or tendencies internal or implicit to
the Hellenization of early Christianity. What were the inner presuppositions
of primitive Christianity which served as impulses for early catholic doctrine?
He found the answer in Jesus’ catastrophic eschatology, which eventually was
de-eschatologized. This change led to primitive Christianity’s transformation
into Hellenized dogmatism; the new eschatology of a more personal, realized
type was not the “consequence of [Christianity’s] Hellenization,” but rather
“the cause of it.” 30
Thus, Martin Werner offered another way to understand development.
For Werner, only the consistent eschatology of Albert Schweitzer (to whom
he dedicated his book) accurately portrayed the viewpoint of primitive
Christianity. The history of the development of Christian dogma, from his
perspective, is the history of a departure from the eschatological expectation of authentic Christianity and the theological and Christological elements inherent within it. In doctrinal development, the primitive gospel is
de-eschatologized and transformed into the dogmas of Catholic and, eventually, Protestant orthodoxy. There is an intersection with the thought of
Harnack, as Werner speaks of early dogmatic Christianity as a Hellenistic
mystery religion. Later orthodoxy, in the mind of Werner, “is virtually an ersatz production with little or no real continuity with the faith of the New
Testament.” 31
3. Early diversity and the establishment of orthodoxy. These first two
modern attempts to explain development in early Christianity share a belief
in an original, primitive form of gospel, although their concepts of this form
and its evolution differ. A drastic change occurred in the fourth decade of the
twentieth century when Walter Bauer published his paradigm-shaping book
Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest Christianity (ET 1971). 32 In Bauer’s argument, orthodoxy was a late development, which in Edessa, in Eastern Syria,
was preceded by Marcionism with orthodoxy becoming “the decisive influence”
only at the close of the third and beginning of the fourth century.33 In Egypt,
a clear differentiation between orthodoxy and heresy was still wanting into
the third century. In the late second century, Egyptian Christianity, for him,
was “decidedly unorthodox,” with a Gnostic representation. There was little
evidence for an originally orthodox Egypt. 34
29
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1971).
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His picture of early Christianity in Asia Minor, Macedonia, and Crete is
just as bleak in its portrayal of the early, substantial presence of orthodoxy. 35 The reliability of Ignatius of Antioch is suspect. 36 Bauer finds it unlikely that the orthodoxy of the bishop of Antioch was the stable, majority
view throughout the cities in Asia Minor.37 The expectations Ignatius places
upon Polycarp indicate a very sad state for orthodoxy in early second-century
Asia Minor. Orthodoxy “was in danger of being driven back, if not routed
from the field, by Gnostic heresy.” 38 The Gnostics were so strong in Antioch
that they were freely identifying themselves as Christians. 39 The struggle
was not limited to Antioch. Bauer sees at least one “Gnostic anti-bishop” in
Smyrna. 40 Therefore it is, in his mind, impossible to speak of firmly established orthodox episcopates in Asia Minor in which orthodox bishops had
clearly separated from the Gnostics. 41
In sum, according to Bauer, Ignatius was unable “to free himself from
Gnosticism,” and Polycarp never successfully restrained heresy in Smyrna,
including that of Marcion, which stood alongside orthodoxy there.42 Even
Philippi and Thessalonica had heretical bishops representative of the majority. 43 Crete, too, originally held to a non-Pauline Christianity, while the
epistle to Titus indicates an attempt to convert Crete to orthodoxy.44
Furthermore, for Bauer, orthodoxy’s desperate situation among the cities
of Asia Minor is evident also in John’s Apocalypse and 1 Peter.45 Not even
Ephesus avoided the scourge prior to Ignatius. 46 In his survey of other NT
documents, which cannot be located with certainty in Asia Minor, he argues
again for a strong early presence of heretics. 47
35
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Ibid. 61.
37
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Ibid. 65, 69.
39
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45
John’s rebuke of Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, and Laodicea in the Apocalypse, along with the
absence of Ignatian correspondence with these communities, indicates that they were already in
the hands of the heretics without orthodox bishops. The same thing can be said for Colossae,
Laodicea, Hierapolis, Lycia Pamphylia, and Cilicia from the silence of John and 1 Peter. There
was nothing for the Orthodox to gain in these cities of the heretics (Bauer, Orthodoxy and Heresy
79–80).
46
Rom 16; 1 Cor 16; Acts 20; Rev 2; 1–2 Tim manifest a dangerous presence of heresy at Ephesus
and ultimately the loss of the consciousness of Paul and to a significant degree, his heritage. As
the story unfolds, Gentile Christianity takes on Gnostic aspects, and it is only the immigration of
orthodox Jewish Christians that will eventually, in later times, preserve orthodoxy for the Church
(Bauer, Orthodoxy and Heresy 82–89).
47
Jude, in his reading, evidences an important Gnostic influence within the community described, one which probably arose from inside the group. The Pastoral Epistles, for him, also reveal a deep conflict between the orthodox and heretical which are not to be viewed as the
“majority and minority,” or original and deviant. Likewise, in the Johannine epistles, orthodoxy
here appears to have been pushed completely onto the defensive, and to be severely restricted in
its development. Rather than understanding these letters to reflect the retreat and departure of
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The final element of Bauer’s main argument comes in his treatment of
Rome. 48 It is this city which is the original “center and chief source of power
for the ‘orthodox’ movement within Christianity.” 49 As a matter of fact, it
is the majority in Rome who represent the type of Christianity known as
orthodoxy. And it is Rome which takes its orthodoxy eastward, defeating
heresy and establishing orthodoxy, through persuasion and polemic, so that
eventually Rome draws “everything within reach into the well-knit structure
of ecclesiastical organization.” 50
Bauer, then, was testing what he labeled “the ecclesiastical position.”51
From this vantage point the Church understood that from Jesus to the
apostles to their immediate successors, pure doctrine had passed and been
maintained and conversions were originally in continuity with that purity.
But, eventually, pure doctrine was abandoned. The order of the ecclesiastical
position was: “unbelief, right belief, wrong belief ” without “the faintest notion
anywhere that unbelief might be changed directly into what the Church calls
false belief. No, where there is heresy, orthodoxy must have preceded.”52 In
reply, he formulated two theses: (1) “heresy,” for most of the Mediterranean
Christian communities, was earlier and more dominant than “orthodoxy”; and
(2) the later victorious development of “orthodoxy” was largely due to the influence of Rome.
Development in early Christianity, then, for Bauer, is the journey from
heresy or “false belief ” to orthodoxy or “right belief.” Or as MacRae put it,
“orthodoxy is not the presupposition of the early church but the result of a
process of growth and development.” 53 Early Christianity becomes orthodox;
it was not so from the beginning.
It is difficult to exaggerate the importance of the Bauer thesis for either
NT or patristic studies in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Although
penned in 1934, its impact outside of Germany was not felt, for the most
part, until an English translation was produced in 1971. Within Germany,
however, it had already impacted Rudolf Bultmann.
In a departure from Harnack and Werner, Bultmann saw survival of the
old in the new, not replacement of the old by the new. 54 Hellenistic culture,

those who helped to a form of Gnosticism, Bauer prefers to argue that it was the orthodox who withdrew in a state of weakness. The epistles, especially 3 John, show us an attempt by an orthodox
leader to victoriously promote orthodoxy within other communities (Bauer, Orthodoxy and Heresy
89–94).
48
Ibid. 95–129, 229–31.
49
Ibid. 229.
50
Ibid. 231.
51
Ibid. xxxiii.
52
Ibid. xxiii.
53
“Why the Church Rejected Gnosticism,” in Jewish and Christian Self-Definition, vol. 1:
The Shaping of Christianity in the Second and Third Centuries (ed. E. P. Sanders; Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1980) 127.
54
Theologie des Neuen Testaments (4 vols.; Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1948–1953); ET: Theology
of the New Testament (2 vols.; trans. K. Grobel; New York: Scribner, 1951–1955); Das Urchristentum
im Rahmen der antiken Religionen (Zürich: Artemis, 1949); ET: Primitive Christianity in its Contemporary Setting (trans. R. H. Fuller; London: Thames and Hudson, 1956).
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of course, necessarily impacted primitive Christianity so that the original
sect, Jewish and eschatological in nature, merged with elements of Gnostic
dualism and mystery. With Bultmann, both the primitive and the Gnostic continue in tension.
His thesis was already specifically informed by Bauer. 55 Hellenistic
Christianity was a diverse, syncretistic movement, characterized by conflicting expressions and formulations, some of which only later would be
branded heretical by the victory of orthodox Christianity. “Thus,” Bultmann
wrote,
Hellenistic Christianity is no unitary phenomenon, but, taken by and large, a remarkable product of syncretism. It is full of tendencies and contradictions, some
of which were to be condemned later on by orthodox Christianity as heretical.
Hence also the struggles between the various tendencies, of which the Pauline
Epistles give such vivid impression. 56

Yet, for Bultmann, there is also a unity underlying the diversity: a particular view of human existence which stands out from the other instances
of affinity and differences between Gnosticism and Christianity.57
Unsurprisingly, two of Bultmann’s students in America also took account
of Bauer’s book. The same year the English version appeared, a collection of
eight essays was published as a single volume with focused intention. James
Robinson and Helmut Koester introduced their own thesis influenced partly
by Bauer under the title Trajectories through Early Christianity. 58 Both
of the authors “are involved in the current indigenization of the Bultmann
tradition on American soil.” 59 The authors do not explain, however, why the
indigenization of Bultmann on American soil must occur.60 Their own perspective differs somewhat from that of their teacher.
The overarching thesis of this important book has to do with reorienting
modern NT scholarship’s metaphysical and historiographical perspective.
It has entered a “period of crisis” in which its basic categories need to be
dismantled and reassembled. 61 Categories once fueled by modern historiography’s emphasis on the historic consciousness have become paralyzed and
antiquated due to the control of the traditional, static metaphysics in historical thinking. These established, now historically insensitive, categories
have prohibited authentic access to the “text itself ” despite the recognition
55

Cf. Bultmann, Primitive Christianity 178, 230, n. 2.
Ibid. 177.
57
Ibid. 12, 178–79, 203, 208.
58
James Robinson and Helmut Koester, Trajectories through Early Christianity (Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1971) 16, 114, 119, n. 9. Four of the essays were published previously (1964–1971) to
their appearance in the book, while the introduction is an enlarged version of an earlier publication. Only the final three chapters/essays are original to the volume. Cf. H. Koester, “The Theological Aspects of Primitive Christian Heresy,” in The Future of Our Religious Past: Essays in
Honour of Rudolph Bultmann (ed. J. M. Robinson; trans. C. E. Cariston and R. P. Scharlemann;
New York: Harper & Row, 1971) 65–66.
59
Robinson and Koester, Trajectories through Early Christianity 1.
60
Cf. F. Stagg’s review of Robinson and Koester, Trajectories through Early Christianity in
Review and Espositor 71 (1974) 396.
61
Robinson and Koester, Trajectories through Early Christianity 4.
56
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that this was their original intent. 62 Whether “Palestinian” or “Hellenistic,”
“background,” “environment,” or “context,” “Rabbinic Judaism” or “Gnosticism,” “orthodoxy” or “heresy,” all basic categories require reconfiguration.63
The problem with NT scholarship is its metaphysics and the integration of its
metaphysics into its historiography. A shift from “essentialist” to “historic”
metaphysics is required. 64
The traditional static, substantial, essence/accidence-oriented metaphysics
which gave our inherited categories their most basic form [needs to be replaced] with a dynamic, historic, existence/process-oriented new metaphysics,
in terms of which a whole table of restructured categories may be envisaged. 65

Robinson and Koester acknowledge the benefits of “modern historicism,”
but they are unhappy with the manner in which it is being practiced; they
wish to drive it toward a dynamic metaphysics. 66
The concept of “trajectories” reflecting the new metaphysics of the dynamic
process replaces the static notions associated with the terms “background”
or “context.” The crisis arises out of the tendency to regard these concepts
as indicating a single, unmoving position. Instead, events, persons, and texts
can only be understood “in terms of the trajectories in which they are caught
up,” and these trajectories involve “a plurality of spinning worlds, with conflicting gravitational fields.” 67 The various features of the environment in
which Christianity is developing are not themselves static, but moving and
shifting. These features have their own trajectories, and the trajectories of
Christianity cannot be understood outside these dynamic cultural factors.68
Although both note the importance of Bauer, it is a mistake to understand
their work as fundamentally a consequence or pure development of Bauer’s
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thesis. 69 Robinson notes Bauer’s argument as “epochal,” but it is merely one
trajectory, a bifurcating one. So, too, is the thesis he refers to as the dialectic
one, which mirrors that of Werner. He lists also the trajectory of the classical
thesis. Each is one trajectory or category with the risk of being Procrustean:
forcing those things which belong together into separate beds. The agenda of
Robinson and Koester is to recategorize these Procrustean categories. Here
there is a movement beyond Bauer.
For Robinson and Koester, there is the earthly Jesus, but there is no
“clearly formulated point of departure, like the primitive kerygma, or the
biblical Christ.” 70 Instead, there are trajectories—diverse, sometimes paradoxical solutions to the offensive, demanding problem of the human Jesus,
all of which are related to other trajectories in the complexity of development
within history. 71
But development within early Christianity, for these authors, is not
random. Courses can be traced, there is connection, there is sequence, there
is determinism, and there is freedom. 72 As Robinson notes, “the term trajectory may suggest too much determinative control at the point of departure, the angle at which the movement was launched, the torque of the initial
thrust,” but there is still control, angle, and torque. 73 Our authors see not
only “specific trajectories,” but also speak of an “overarching movement” of
a trajectory or “overarching trajectories.” 74 All connections and trajectories
related to early Christianity find their point of origin and departure, find
their “criterion” and “roots,” in the earthly Jesus, for it is “beyond dispute
that the historical origin of Christianity lies in Jesus of Nazareth, his life,
preaching, and fate.” 75 Within their metaphysics, then, we are to understand
that Christianity is development and diversity and therefore Robinson and
Koester leave us only with many solutions to the challenge of Jesus. Yet it
is important to note that while there are many trajectories, indeed, many
Christianities, Robinson speaks not of realities, but of reality. The fruit of
historical study, and therefore of NT studies, is the revision and enlargement of our understanding of the unity of reality. 76 This singular reality is
the ultimate cause or essence which determines all that becomes visible in
history.
The fundamental relationship between a philosophical construct and
early Christian and biblical studies should come as no surprise. Metaphysical assumptions have always determined exegetical and historical
study. Robinson and Koester have simply made the relationship between
metaphysics, historiography, and such study explicit. For them there can be
69
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no original truth less subject to the contingencies of history and culture
than the “purely human man, Jesus,” who was “fully subject” to those contingencies. 77 Their opinion here resonates with that of Kurt Rudolph, expressed in the Koester Festschrift, where he says that his argument provided
no support for the notion that there was a “pure and unadulterated” Christianity
in a historical sense even in its beginnings. This indeed could not have been the
case, since the canonical writings of the New Testament, including the Gospels,
and even Jesus himself did not propagate a message that was “pure” and isolated from the surrounding world. For the history of religions, there has never
been a “pure religion”; this would be an ahistorical construct. . . . It makes no
historical sense to speak of an “essence” of Christianity, except to say that the
“essence” of Christianity is its history. 78

Rudolph here is advocating a historiography closest to that of classical
historicism linked in his case to the likes of Friedrich Meinecke (1862–
1954), an association we would not be far wrong to assume for Robinson and
Koester. In his Haskell Lectures at the University of Chicago published in
1985, Rudolph contrasts his preferred historiography to Hegel’s which the
latter expressed in his Lectures on the History of Philosophy (1892). 79 Hegel
had argued for a particular conception of “development” which involved two
distinguishable states: the state of “being-in-itself ” (An-sich-sein), which
entails capacity and power and the state of “being-for-itself ” (Für-sich-sein),
which entails actuality. Or, to put it another way, the former relates to that
which is inherent, that which is “in embryo,” that which is “implicit,” subjective, “in word,” that which is in “germ,” that which “is yet hidden and
ideally contained within itself.” The former, Rudolph says, addresses “the
predisposition, the possible.” 80 On the other hand, the latter relates to that
which is “explicit,” that which has “become an object,” that which “comes into
existence,” that which “is the fruit or the produce of the germ.”81
For Hegel, however, no complete rupture can be introduced between the
two. Development, he argues, finds its most helpful analogy in the field of
horticulture. “The germ cannot remain merely implicit, but is impelled
towards development,” so that it “will produce itself alone and manifest
what is contained in it.” 82 Yet although the subject, that which was implicit,
is different from the object produced, that which is explicit, as fruit is different from the original seed, they are also the same. Development has a
doubling effect, but it is the effect of separating into two things that which
in content is the same. 83 Thus development is when something subjective is
77
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objectified, when that which is implicit “becomes explicit.” 84 Development
means to “unfold,” “unroll,” “unwrap.” 85 No novel content has been produced,
yet difference exists, and this difference is the result of development.
Rudolph, in his history-of-religions approach, thinks this notion of development is untenable. To his aid he calls Meinecke, the defender and
strengthener of Leopold von Ranke (1795–1886), the theorist of nineteenthcentury historicism. With Meinecke, he offers an alternative understanding
of development, an understanding rooted in the historical rather than the
ideological, or the natural. In historicism, one finds a rejection of the static
notion of Being (C. J. Braniss [1848]), an emphasis upon the temporal and
spatial (C. Prantl [1852]), the replacement of a generalizing approach with
one that is individualizing (Meinecke [1936]). 86 In general, historicism
reads history as a scene which displays the diversity of human existence in
a dizzying variety of forms. As a critique of the Enlightenment, classical
historicism assumes that there is no human nature, there is only history.
Furthermore, it assumes that history is not a flowing stream of continuity,
but a series of spaces contiguous, but discontinuous; that all knowledge and
experiences are historically conditioned; that there are no natural laws, only
those which arise within particular historical contexts; that truth is a function of historical situatedness; and yet, that there is at least some notion of
continuity between diverse historical occurrences. 87
As Rudolph points out in his analysis of Meinecke, the notion of development within historicism differs from that of the idealism of Hegel; it is not
purely organistic, natural, or necessary. 88 Instead, Meinecke sees development as “an uninterrupted continuity of activity” resulting primarily from
the creative, ineffable power of the individual within the dynamic drama of
particular historical circumstances. 89 Determinative, external influences are
84
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not entirely discounted. To the freedom of the individual within history,
Meinecke adds a concept of necessity, but one which is not suprahistorical.
In Meinecke’s, as in Ranke’s historicism, “Individual historical development is no mere evolution of tendencies already present in the germ cell.
Rather does it possess a large measure of plasticity, of capacity to change and
be regenerated as it is worked upon by the ever-changing forces of time.”90
To the “notion of a purely biological development, including the plant world
(in fact, an evolution from innate tendencies),” historicism adds individuality
with its “plastic capacity to change its forms under the influence of specific
factors.” 91 In order to do this historicism had to break down “the rigid ways
of thought attached to the concepts of Natural Law” and had to alter the
notion of an “unchanging human nature.”92 “The essence of historicism is the
substitution of a process of individualizing observation for a generalizing
view of human forces in history.” 93
The development of early Christianity, then, for Robinson, Koester, and
Rudolph must be understood within the parameters of classical historicism
as a pattern of individualized interpretations of Jesus effected by the freedom
and necessity within dynamic historical situatedness. 94 Here one finds the
cosmological metaphor of Robinson: development in early Christianity must
be understood as a dynamic taking place amidst “spinning worlds” and “conflicting gravitational fields.” It is not the implicit germ becoming explicit,
although some have argued that Robinson’s view of trajectories is heavily
deterministic with his assumption that history is “always composed of sequential developments which lead to terminal points.” 95 Whether from a
perspective of tradition history (Robinson/Koester) or the history of religions
(Rudolph), representatives of these approaches are advocating a classical
historicism with a deeper commitment to a process-oriented metaphysics,
rather than Idealism, as a model for the interpretation of early Christianity.
Rudolph is happy to place all models, from Bauer to Bultmann to Robinson
and Koester, under the influence of the history-of-religions school on account
of their emphasis on understanding early Christianity within the context of
its environment. 96 Here it has been freed from a historiography which was
theologically and canonically restrained. Even Bauer takes a few words to
clue the reader into his allegiance to such a historiography.97 Each model continues Hermann Gunkel’s emphasis on the syncretistic nature of Christianity,
yet they understand the dynamic of development differently.98 The first sees
90
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it as the integration and coexistence of the nascent and the Gnostic. The
second sees it as the late introduction and ultimate victory of orthodoxy. The
third understands it as a pattern of historically situated interpretations of
a primitive religious figure, Jesus. Gone in the second and third is the concept
of an original, primitive, nascent orthodoxy. The same perspective holds for
our next model, which expands and partly redirects the earlier Bauer. This
is a bit unexpected, because here the momentum of Robinson and Koester is
somewhat stalled. The focus returns to Bauer’s thesis.
According to Bart Ehrman in his monograph, Lost Christianities,
Bauer’s study “was arguably the most important book on the history of early
Christianity to appear in the twentieth century.”99 Ehrman’s own book begins
by arguing for early Christian diversity in ideology and practice in questions
of Christology, asceticism, soteriology, and ethics. He does this by examining four early non-canonical Christian texts.100 Following his analysis of literary texts, Ehrman makes the same argument for early Christian diversity
through a consideration of four social groups. 101
For our purposes, Ehrman’s pivotal discussion comes next. With Hermann
Reimarus (1694–1768), F. C. Baur (1792–1860), and Walter Bauer (1877–
1960), who “changed forever how we look at the theological controversies
prior to the fourth century,” he moves his reader away from the classical
theory of developments in early Christianity to one which echoes and extends that of Bauer. 102 His theory rests upon his previous evidence for early
diversity, his skepticism concerning the historical accuracy of the Gospel
sources, the Acts of the Apostles, and Eusebius, and the literature and polemics of proto-orthodoxy: (1) “the doctrines of orthodox Christianity must
have developed at a time later than the historical Jesus and his apostles,
later even than our earliest Christian writings”; (2) the extent of protoorthodoxy in the second and third centuries was even less than Bauer had
estimated; (3) “early Christianity was even less tidy and more diversified”
than Bauer had realized; and (4) the victory of the proto-orthodoxy group
had less to do with the influence of Rome than with polemical strategies in
the art of literary combat. 103 Ehrman presents us with a revised version of
Bauer’s argument. Development in early Christianity is a movement away
from an originally broad variety of Christianities, ideologically in conflict
with proto-orthodoxy, to a later, but strategically superior, “orthodoxy.”
Next, I briefly mention the thesis of Einar Thomassen who not only
reconfigures Bauer’s thesis, but also the very notion of the creation of
99
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“orthodoxy.” He is unable to accept Bauer’s “view of early Roman orthodoxy
and uniformity.” 104 The early diversity of Christianity also characterized
Rome. There was no Roman exception and until the middle of the second
century no group had excluded others from the general definition of “Christian.” Not until Marcion and Valentinus, he argues, do we find restrictive,
exclusive self-definition and the establishment of orthodoxy.105 Remarkably,
his view argues that the first Roman “orthodox” Christians were the “heretics”
Marcion and Valentinus. Here we have the orthodoxy of heresy. Unsurprisingly, Thomassen clarifies his preference for a conception of the dynamic
rather than the static in the interpretation of historical development.106
Our final model assumes Bauer’s thesis of early heresy and diversity but is
not focused upon expanding or reconfiguring its main components. Instead, it
offers a way to understand the early development of Christianity’s diversity
in relation to Roman Hellenism.
4. Beyond hellenization and syncretism to hybridity. Rebecca Lyman, in
her presidential address to the North American Patristic Society in 2002,
moved forcefully beyond Bauer and Ehrman and the classical historicism of
Robinson and Koester. 107 She attempted to provide a model for development
in early Christianity based on a historiography informed by postcolonial
theory, in particular the work of Homi Bhabha on “hybridity” developed in
The Location of Culture. 108 In an earlier essay she had also brought Edward
Said into the discussion. 109
According to Lyman, further attention must be given to recent studies
which challenge the polarities usually assumed by European imperialism
to define cultural contexts and cultural production. The polarity of East and
West, she argues, is as false in its clarity as the polarity between Christianity
and Hellenism. To attempt to comprehend the development and diversity of
early Christianity within the limits of the latter polarity is to miss “the cultural and historical realities of second-century provincial life.”110
Lyman finds the narrative which seeks to explain the history of development and diversity within early Christianity by contrasting the static exclusivity and intolerance of Christianity with the diffuse Greco-Roman
culture of plurality to be confusing. Here, in the context of her argument,
104
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she opposes Lim and others. 111 Within the context of our discussion, she is
also in disagreement with Ehrman. 112 Although, traditionally, the literature
on the development of early Christianity understood Christian identity as
something defined in contrast to its surrounding culture, Lyman wants us to
see it, and believes recent studies point the way toward us seeing it, as a
function of “shared identifications.” 113 Christianity before Nicaea needs to be
understood, not as a translation of an essential orthodoxy into the categories
of Roman Hellenism, but as an “intellectual creation by particular individuals
within Roman Hellenism.” 114
Hellenism, recent studies have shown, was not a static entity. It shared
diversity with early Christian expression. But, Lyman also stresses, there
were quests for “universalism in histories of particular peoples as well as in
scholastic philosophies.” 115 Contemporary pluralism was viewed as a “decline
from the original unity of philosophy,” and it is within the context of this
search for unity that the propagandistic philosophical literature of the
second and third centuries should be understood. 116 It is also, for Lyman,
the setting in which early Christian development should be interpreted.
“The polemical contrast of ‘Hellenism’ to ‘Christianity’ was a product
of the fourth century.” 117 Thus in the second century, she argues, it is more
appropriate to conceive of Christians participating in a cultural movement
within Hellenism, rather than as “defecting” from it. 118 Wishing to reduce
the uniqueness of the perceived exclusivity in early Christianity, Lyman emphasizes that the problems faced by Christians in their concern to provide
an exclusive religious discourse were common also to Roman Hellenism.119
Justin, Irenaeus, and Clement, then, should be understood as participants
within a “larger cultural discussion on ancestral origins and the identity of
transcendent truth within a plurality of traditions.” 120 Early Christian development did not transform Hellenism, but rather was itself “a reconfiguring within the culture itself as a means of understanding universality and
identity.” 121
At this point, Bhabha’s concept of “hybridity” and “mimicry” become
helpful for her purposes. Selecting Justin as her case in point, she interprets his work as an “intellectual hybrid” which attempted, as the product
of a Christian, provincial philosopher, to present, within a culture of presentations, universal truth. 122 “Hybridity,” for Bhabha, created the possibility
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of negotiation, instead of negation, a position in between. It offers a construct which is not identified with the essentialism of the received tradition,
but which unsettles it, which deconstructs the polarities, and conveys the
reality that political, or philosophical, referents are not primordial or natural,
but historical. History is not teleological or transcendent. 123 “Mimicry,” a
“difference that is almost the same, but not quite,” results from the desire
for an other which can be recognized, but which is altered. Such mimesis, as
“hybridity,” subverts established authorities viewed as being essentialist.124
Since Justin, in her understanding, sees truth as diffuse, evidence of
the Logos may appear in all traditions, but these same traditions may also
contain error. Transcendent truth as well as error is found in sources other
than those identified as Christian. 125 Christianity may be superior to philosophy, but it is congruent with it, and therefore truth and error “remain
intertwined within the multiplicity of locative religions, texts, stories, and
competing philosophies.” 126 Justin does not assimilate Hellenism through
the lens of an authoritative tradition or community, instead he offers a portrayal of the unity and parameters of the multiple options reflected within
the second century in order to provide a platform for the transcendent faith
constructs of his conception of Christianity. Here he is both Hellenist and
Christian, his vision, a hybrid, a mimesis. There is a unity of truth which
he shares with his culture, an inclusive truth. So heresy, for Justin, must be
understood as “improper imitation of a common truth shared by philosophers,
Jews, and Christians.” 127 Justin’s “orthodoxy” is not a construction of “a priori
exclusive Christian belief into philosophical clothing.” 128 It is his own exercise to provide a hybrid representation of universal truth within the diverse
cultural patterns of his own day. Development of early Christianity, then,
is a participation in Hellenism, resulting in something truly “Christian”
and “Hellenistic,” not something “Hellenistic” or “Christian.” Justin, as a
Christian, is an example of Hellenism itself. 129 Bauer’s diversity, then, at
least in part, it seems, needs to be seen as multiple instances in which
locality and individuality produced different versions of negotiations between universalism and traditions within Roman Hellenism. 130 The eventual arrival of the discourse of imperial orthodoxy “hid its own origins and
hybridity.” 131 This, of course, allowed for an illegitimate argument of essentialism beyond particular cultures based on a false teleological view of history
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and the colonial polarity of cultures. It is this idea to which Lyman is firmly
opposed. 132
In summary, we have seen several models of development in early Christianity. First, we saw the theory of the decline of primitive Christianity into
Hellenized dogmatism. The early Hellenistic path to catholicity anticipated
its later impairment. Second, we saw the theory of the transition from early,
broadly distributed non-Roman expressions of Christianity, sometimes viewed
as syncretistic, hellenized versions of an earlier primitive Christianity, into
“orthodoxy” variously conceived. Third, we observed the departure from any
linear, evolutionary conceptions of development to one which conceives early
Christian diversity in more rotational, polaric terms. There is here no development “from” or “to” something, but rather developments “of ” something.
Fourth, we witnessed the description of development in early Christianity
as the participative merging of particular views of Christianity with Roman
Hellenism’s quest for universalism and transcendent truth by creative individuals in terms of hybridity and mimicry. Correct development, here, is
towards proper imitations of commonly shared truth. None seem to me to
offer a satisfactory account, or for that matter, a satisfactory historiography,
which is the root issue.

iii. conclusion
Although it is not my purpose here to critique these various models of
development and diversity or to offer a comprehensive model of my own,
perhaps you might allow a suggestion or two for evangelical reflection. It
seems to me that an evangelical historiographical model ought to reflect continuity with other theological commitments concerning diversity and development. Three come immediately to mind: bodily resurrection, the progress
from old economy to new, and the immensity of the Creator but the frailty of
the creature. Significantly, all were topics of discussion in the second century.
Caroline Walker Bynum explains how the Pauline seed metaphor for
resurrection (1 Cor 15:44) was embraced by theologians in the century after
Paul. 133 For Irenaeus (and Tertullian), the seed image and organic metaphors
are ever present. The change of resurrection highlights continuity: identity
necessitates material continuity, “what falls must rise,” substance remains,
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although there is an alteration of quality. 134 The tension for both is eased
only in confession of divine power and providence.
When we pause to consider Irenaeus’s understanding of the diversity and
continuity of the vision of God between the two covenants and kingdom we
find a similar concept. The vision of God comes in three stages for the bishop
of Lyons. 135 The first is prophetic, figurative, and anticipative, given by the
Spirit. The second is adoptive provided by the incarnate Son at his first
coming. The third is paternal, eschatological, and consummative, when the
glories of the Father are seen. The manner and degree in which the Father
is seen differ in each stage. Here there is diversity and development. But
the vision is always of the same Father. Here is unity. The times of the
“greater” vision are superior only in degree, not substance. No other god is
seen. The object is always the same.
But there is another theological construct for Irenaeus which must be
added to the first two. 136 In the mind of the Bishop of Lyons, there is tremendous distinction between Creator and creature, between the One who
dwells in the heavens and those who dwell here below. It is only God who is
always the same while the redeemed human creature always progresses
towards him. For redeemed humanity there is always new, fresh conversing
with God; there is always growth, progress, increase. Only in the immensity
of God is there changelessness.
These three theological conceptions may provide a paradigm and inform
a historiography for further evangelical discussion on the problem of development and diversity in early Christianity. In the providential and powerful
divine work of redemption either in resurrection or the vision of God, an unfolding takes place in which there is difference in form, or degree, but sameness in substance. The same subject is objectified differently, the substance
once implicit, becomes explicitly expressed differently. Although one may be
tempted to hear echoes of our earlier discussions of Hegel here, one should
instead recognize the voices of Irenaeus and Tertullian. The apostolic teaching, which is one in substance, believed by the faithful, explicitly displays and
proclaims, in the light of the Christ event, that which implicitly concerned
Christ in the teaching of the law and prophets. The development of orthodoxy
continues this process, though with much diversity and occasional departure.
Orthodoxy develops as the Church makes explicit, as it unfolds, that which
remains implicit, or folded, in the normative apostolic teaching. The language of the apostles requires explication and sound explication constitutes
orthodoxy. 137
Yet, as our third insight from Irenaeus suggests, human participation in
this unfolding will involve change and therefore inevitable diversity. Early
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Christian expression evidences diversity and change as principles essential
to Christianity are expressed, unfolded, as doctrinal ideas. But this is expected and anthropologically unremarkable. As Newman put it, great doctrinal principles “reappear under new forms,” as new ideas, for they, in a
world of changing forms, must change “in order to remain the same. In a
higher world it is otherwise, but here below to live is to change, and to be
perfect is to have changed often.” 138 Change within the human theological
enterprise of self-definition by the early Church was inevitable. Continuity,
due to an essential relation with the apostolic tradition, was just as inevitable. Because of the early Christian theological parameters set forth it
is doubtful that the historiography reflected in either the galaxy metaphor
of Robinson, or the hybridity metaphor of Lyman, are suitable to describe
the dynamic of development. The seed metaphor of the second century still
seems most appropriate.
Beard, North, and Price and Turcan have shown the process of “hybridity”
within Roman-Hellenism as Roman and local gods merged. 139 But although
early Christianity’s journey shared elements with Roman-Hellenism’s
enterprise, this conceptualization fails to satisfy the restrictions of the
early Christian theological commitments suggested above. Christianity was
not the only religion seeking to formulate a concept of its exclusivity, but it
sought to do it differently than Roman-Hellenism. Another historiography,
theologically sensitive to the early roots of evangelicalism, is required.
Lyman recommended “hybridity” as a way of accounting for some development in early Christianity and ultimately for the non-essentialist nature
of orthodoxy. Ehrman stressed the difference between the tolerant nature of
Roman Hellenism and the intolerance of orthodoxy. In this way the waywardness of orthodoxy is highlighted. 140 Both deny the absoluteness of orthodoxy.
Bultmann, Rudolph, Robinson, and Koester, with their history-of-religions
or tradition history, are not far different. Their orientation to “syncretism”
approaches that of Lyman’s postcolonial “hybridity.” Lyman, however, sees
herself adding the virtue of conscious negotiation to “syncretism” through
“hybridity.” She thereby views syncretism in a more positive manner. She
understands her work as an improvement upon Harnack, Bauer, and the
“syncretists.” 141 But neither extreme of “hybridity” or polarity will account
ultimately for the early development of orthodoxy.
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The precise description of the history of that formulation by evangelicals,
in many ways, still needs to be written. However, it must be consciously
written within the perspective of a theologically conditioned historiography.
Far too often we plunge into the data without having established coordinates.
In my mind the description needs to proceed within parameters consistent
with other early theological constructs. There is work ahead of us.
Orwell’s Winston was wrong when he said that “[o]rthodoxy means not
thinking—not needing to think. Orthodoxy is unconsciousness.”142 Orthodoxy
as the unfolding, as the explication of the Creator’s normative revelation,
within a context of creaturely change, requires more holy, conscious thought
than practically anything else. 143
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