
        
            [image: cover]
        


Continuing History of

 


the Church of God

 


from the 1st to 21st centuries



By Bob Thiel, Ph.D.






Copyright 2014-2021 by Nazarene Books. Edition 5.2.
Produced for the Continuing Church of God and Successors, a
corporation sole. 1036 W. Grand Ave., Grover Beach, California,
93433, U.S.A. ISBN # 978-1-64106-072-1.

Photograph on front cover is of the remains of
ancient Philadelphia taken in 2008 by Joyce Thiel. Back cover
photograph is part of the original Church of God building in
Jerusalem taken in 2013 by Dr. Bob Thiel.

The Book of Revelation mentions a continuing group
of seven churches that are Christian, plus an eighth (including her
daughters) that is part of the synagogue of Satan. Do you know how
the Bible and church history points out the differences between
true and false churches?

There are many churches that claim to be Christian,
yet they often disagree on major points of doctrine. Where is the
true Christian church today that kept the original faith? What
would it look like? What has it looked like throughout history?

Do you really know? Who changed doctrine? Who
continued with the faith once for all delivered to the saints (Jude
3)?

Could the small (by worldly standards) Continuing
Church of God currently be the most faithful continuation (Hebrews
13:1) and remnant of the Philadelphia portion of the true church
(Revelation 3:7-13)? If so, how might its existence impact the 21st
century?

All who wish to truly be faithful Christians really
need to know what happened to the church that Jesus founded.
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1. Two Possibilities and Seven Church Eras

​Was there an
early, original form of Christianity that was so persecuted and so
maligned, yet continued from c. 31 A.D.? Even today would it be
overlooked by most who profess Christ?

Jesus, Himself, taught that the gates of Hades
(death) would not prevail against His church (Matthew 16:18). From
a biblical perspective, then there must still be a true Christian
church in existence that has continued from the Day of Pentecost in
Acts 2.

Do you really know where Jesus' true church
is?

Two Possibilities

Despite the fact that there were many early heretics,
there are really only two possibilities for Christ’s true church in
the 21st century: it is either a highly Greco-Roman influenced
group of one or more churches, or it is a church or group of
churches from some other, more truly apostolic and biblical,
source.

For those of us who believe the Bible, there are no
other options.

Could a small group and/or collection of small groups
actually be the continuation of the true church? Or must the true
church be a relatively large group or organization? In the 21st
century, would Jesus’ true church be scorned by the world or be a
major player highly involved in the world’s political scene?

The Church of God has the Right Name and the Right
Size

The predominant biblical name of the true Church in
the New Testament is “Church of God” (Acts 20:28; 1 Corinthians
1:2; 10:32; 11:16,22; 15:9; 2 Corinthians 1:1; Galatians 1:13; 1
Thessalonians 2:14; 2 Thessalonians 1:4; 1 Timothy
3:5,15)1.

Throughout history, the true church has normally used
a version of the expression “Church of God” (or “the churches of
Christ,” cf. Romans 16:16) though often with another word with it
(cf. 1 Corinthians 1:2; 1 Timothy 3:15). Various small Sabbatarian
“Church of God” (COG) groups, like the Continuing Church of
God (CCOG),2 claim to have doctrinal and ‘laying on of
hands’ succession ties to the original apostles and their true
spiritual descendants. Does this have biblical and historical
support?







Jesus taught that the true church would be a “little
flock” (Luke 12:32), hated by the world (Matthew 10:22), and
persecuted (Matthew 10:23). He also taught only a few would find
the way to eternal life in this age (Matthew 7:14; 20:16). The
Apostle Jude indicates that the number of saints in this age would
be relatively small (Jude 14), as did the Apostle Paul (Romans
11:5) and the Apostle John (cf. Revelation 14:1-9). The Bible shows
the true church faced tribulations (cf. John 16:33) and many who
falsely claimed to be part of it would arise (Acts 20:29-31). It is
inconceivable that there could be 2 billion real Christians
today.

If a very small body of believers could be “the true
and most faithful church,” does it make sense that God is mainly
working through a relatively few during the church age? Most
professing Christians apparently doubt that fact. But is that the
case? If so, how does this impact salvation? Which church is
faithful?

History Holds Clues to the Identity of the Faithful
Church

Jesus’ teachings prove that there must be a group (or
multiple groups) that constitutes the true church. If history can
show what the early apostolic and faithful post-apostolic church
believed, the only real candidates for that church would be those
who still have those same teachings and practices today.

When looking into early church history beyond the
biblical account, we are faced with looking at whatever documents
are left that were not destroyed by imperial or religious sources.
But the sincere believers can know the truth (cf. John 8:32;
17:17).

Seven Churches of Revelation

Seven towns that were consecutively served by an
ancient mail route are discussed in the first three chapters of the
Book of Revelation. Partially because they were consecutive, number
seven (which biblically indicates completion), and Jesus is
discussed walking in the midst of them (Revelation 1:11-13), etc.,
some scholars have taught that the seven churches represent a
prophetic outline of Christ’s church throughout
history.3

It is also true that some of the characteristics of
each of the seven churches exist through the entire Church Age—this
may be part of why Christians are repeatedly admonished to hear
“what the Spirit says to all of the churches” (Revelation
2:7,11,17,29; 3:6,13,22). An eighth, but larger and false,
church is also discussed—and twice it is referred to as the
‘synagogue of Satan” (Revelation 2:9; 3:9).







The 19th century theologian Joseph A. Seiss wrote of
the seven:

These seven churches, then, besides being literal
historical churches, stand for the entire Christian body...the
seven churches represent seven phases or periods in the Church's
history, stretching from the time of the apostles to the coming
again of Christ, the characteristics of which are set forth partly
in the names of these churches...It is simply the
predominance...which distinguishes the seven eras from each other.
The seven periods, in other words, coexist in every period, as well
as in succession, only that in one period the one is predominant,
and in another the other.4

The Book of Revelation is clearly a book of prophecy
(Revelation 1:3) as several statements made to the seven churches
(e.g. Revelation 1:19; 2:22; 3:3; 3:10) simply cannot have been
intended to be completely fulfilled by the physical churches they
were addressed to in the late 1st century. Therefore, scripture
itself proves that many of the messages to those churches were
prophetic, with some of those prophecies intended for those in the
21st century.

Will you be like the Bereans of old to search the
scriptures to see if these things are so (Acts 17:10-11)? Can you
accept the authority of scripture (2 Timothy 3:16) and true history
to prove this and hold fast to what is good (1 Thessalonians 5:21,
KJV)?







2. Location of the Early Church: Jerusalem, Pella,
and Asia Minor

​The Bible shows
that the New Testament Church began in Jerusalem of Judea on the
day of Pentecost around 31 A.D. (years from 27-33 A.D. have been
proposed, with 30 or 31 the most likely).

The Bible records that after being filled by the Holy
Spirit on that day, the disciples began to preach and thousands
were added to the true Church that day (Acts 2).

Most, today, do not seem to realize what early
Christians believed, practiced, or taught. Most will not accept the
truth.

The early 20th century theologian J.J.L. Ratton
reported:

The early Church at Jerusalem, retained most of the
distinctive customs of the Jews, such as circumcision, kosher
meats, the Jewish Sabbath, the Jewish rites, and worship of the
Temple. Our Lord, Himself, lived the exterior life of a Jew, even
so far as the observance of Jewish religious customs was concerned.
The early Church of Jerusalem followed His example. The Jews looked
upon the Hebrew Christians in Jerusalem simply as a Jewish sect,
which they called the sect of the Nazarenes ... S. John was a
leader of the Nazarenes.5

Although the apostles with the true and original
faith dispersed from Jerusalem, the Bible shows that Jerusalem, not
Rome, was where the early church leaders conferred on topics of
importance (see Acts 15; Galatians 1:18; 2:1-9).

It should also be understood that the Bible shows
that the so-called “Jewish” practices were observed by Christian
leaders outside of Jerusalem in places like Damascus (cf. Acts
22:11-13) and Asia Minor (Acts 13:14), and even praised in
Thessalonica.

The Apostle Paul commended the Thessalonians in
Greece for following the practices of Christians in Judea:

13 For this reason we also thank God without
ceasing, because when you received the word of God which you heard
from us, you welcomed it not as the word of men, but as it is in
truth, the word of God, which also effectively works in you who
believe. 14 For you, brethren, became imitators of the churches of
God which are in Judea in Christ Jesus (1 Thessalonians
2:13-14).

According to the Apostle Paul, a way to determine the
true from the false church was to see how well religious leaders
followed the practices of the Church of God in Judea. Paul also
warned against those that differed rising up (2 Thessalonians
2:7).







According to the 4th century Greco-Roman Catholic
historian Eusebius of Caesarea, starting in the 1st century, the
first fifteen bishops/overseers of Jerusalem “received the
knowledge of Christ in purity.”6

Those leaders kept the seventh-day Sabbath, avoided
unclean meats, were considered to be Nazarenes, and had other
practices that many today consider to be Jewish.7

Christians May Have Been Warned to Flee to Pella

Near the time of the deaths of the Apostles Peter and
Paul, major changes happened in Jerusalem. Beginning in 66 A.D.,
there were revolts in Jerusalem by the Jews that resulted in
probably all the Christians fleeing and ended in Jerusalem’s
destruction by the imperial Roman authorities in 70
A.D.8 The Jewish Temple was destroyed then (but
Christians ended up with some of its bricks).

One difference between those of the Jewish and
Christian faiths in Jerusalem then was that the Christians did not
fight against the Romans.9 Prior to the final siege the
Christians left for Pella, reportedly by being warned by God's Holy
Spirit.10

Some Christians later came back and built what seems
to be the first Christian building in Jerusalem. It was built on a
hill known as Mount Zion, resembled a synagogue, and seems to have
been originally made from bricks from the destroyed Jewish
Temple.11

The faithful who claimed to have fled Jerusalem for
Pella and returned were called Nazarenes. This may be because Jesus
Himself was prophesied to be called by that name (Matthew 2:1, 23)
and/or because the Apostle Paul was reported to be a leader of the
Nazarenes (Acts 24:5).

Later, the Nazarenes ended up in “synagogues of the
East” according to the Roman Catholic priest and doctor
Jerome.12

Jerome reported that the Nazarenes taught the
millennial reign of Jesus Christ on the Earth.13 Those
Jerome referred to essentially ended up dwelling in Syria, Asia
Minor and Armenia (while others went elsewhere). The Greco-Roman
Catholic historian Epiphanius wrote that the Nazarenes who fled to
Pella from Jerusalem, professed Christ, believed the entire Bible,
kept the Sabbath, and had various practices he considered to be
Jewish.14

Modern theological scholars, like Larry Hurtado, have
realized the early Christians, including the Nazarenes, held what
has been termed a semi-arian or binitarian, not unitarian nor
trinitarian, view of the Godhead.15 So did Jesus (cf.
Matthew 11:27).







There Were Changes in Jerusalem

Until about one hundred years after Jesus Christ was
killed, it appears that the majority of Christian communities not
affiliated with Simon Magus (Acts 8:18-23) or his followers
(ignoring those with Alexandria, some Ebionites, and some small
groups) practiced true New Testament Christianity.

The majority of the early professors of Christ in
Jerusalem were what has been termed
Judeo-Christians.16 Despite influence from people
associated with Simon Magus,17 they were the majority of
professors of Christ in Jerusalem until the death of Bishop
Judas,18 possibly about 134 A.D.19

They may also have been the majority of professors of
Christ in Jerusalem during parts of the 3rd and 4th centuries (some
Nazarene Christians claimed continuity of succession from the 1st
through at least the 4th centuries to the present).

A 10th-11th century Arabic Islamic manuscript
contains a section that shows that Jesus’ disciples kept the
biblical Holy Days. It also says (around 135 A.D.) the Romans
offered a deal: those who professed Christ, but would compromise in
how they worshiped and would eat unclean meats like the Romans
would gain support, and those that would not would be subject to
persecution.20

Those whose descendants ended up in the Greco-Roman
churches took the deal, while those in the Church of God refused.
The Greek Orthodox said that their bishop Marcus (who they claim
succession through) attained goodwill from the Roman
Emperor,21 presumably for accepting that type of
deal.

Yet, the COG faithful would no longer associate with
the compromisers. The compromising group then convinced the Romans
to persecute, and the other group fled the persecution. The report
also shows that the COG faithful were the ones with the actual New
Testament—they apparently had much (if not all) of the entire
“canon;” yet the compromisers did not (this may partially explain
why the Greco-Romans took centuries to finalize their canons of
scripture).22

The historian E. Gibbon reported this split between
those called Nazarenes and those who followed a possibly Latin
bishop named Marcus occurred around 135 A.D., after Hadrian
defeated the Jews and established Ælia Capitolina.23
Roman Catholic scholars correctly have claimed that true ‘apostolic
succession’ in Jerusalem ended when Ælia Capitolina was
erected.24

Around 135 A.D., the Christians in Judea were forced
to make a decision: either they continue to keep the Sabbath and
the rest of Jesus’ commands and flee Jerusalem or they could
compromise and support the heretical Marcus who would not keep the
Sabbath, etc. Sadly, most compromised and fell away from the truth.
But not all did.







Splits in Jerusalem and Sunday Passover

History shows that there were at least three early
splits in Jerusalem. The first split was from the heretical
original Ebionites who did not believe in the virgin birth. The
second split (completed c. 135) was from those who now claim to be
the Eastern Orthodox (they followed Marcus) who did not believe in
truly following God’s law (although they claim otherwise).
Thus, only a small number from Jerusalem remained faithful.

Something similar seems to have occurred in Rome
because of Emperor Hadrian’s anti-Jewish views. In the 2nd century,
a Sunday Passover was accepted in the Greco-Roman world to replace
the Nisan 14th Passover that the early Christians (as well as
Jesus) kept. This change may have been part of an attempt to
persuade Emperor Hadrian that many who professed Christ in Rome
were distancing themselves from practices considered to be closely
tied to the Jews (who were now out of favor because of their
revolts).

The third “split” in Jerusalem was more of a 4th
century takeover. After Hadrian, some Christians and Jews did
return to Jerusalem. Later history records that Constantine’s
supporters started to take over the Christian “synagogues” in the
early part of the 4th century and completed that takeover once the
“Byzantium empire had completely pervaded the
country25.” At that time, the Orthodox bishops basically
ceased using the title of “Bishop of Ælia Capitolina” and instead
switched to “Bishop of Jerusalem.”

Many scholars realize that the second century change
to Easter-Sunday and to a weekly Sunday was apparently related to
the persecution from Hadrian. The 19th century scholar J.B.
Lightfoot wrote:

The Church of Ælia Capitolina was very differently
constituted from the Church of Pella and the Church of
Jerusalem…the Churches of Asia Minor…regulated their Easter
festival by the Jewish Passover without regard to the day of the
week, but…those of Rome and Alexandria and Gaul observed another
rule; thus avoiding even the semblance of Judaism.26

Change set in among those in Hadrian’s new city.
There were differences between the faithful of Pella and Asia Minor
and the compromisers in Rome, Alexandria, Gaul, and Ælia
Capitolina—not keeping the original date of Passover was one of
them.

Faithful Christian leaders that refused to switch
from Passover on the 14th to a Sunday observance have been labeled
Quartodecimans (essentially Latin for fourteenth) by most
historians—with many of the Christian leaders so identified
apparently being in Asia Minor near the end of the 2nd century.







Was the True Church Expected to Change Doctrine?

Of course, an important question is, “Was the church
supposed to change its beliefs and practices throughout history or
be faithful to what the apostles originally received?”

The Bible says the church was not to change its core
doctrines, as Jude wrote:

3 Beloved, while I was very diligent to write to you
concerning our common salvation, I found it necessary to write to
you exhorting you to contend earnestly for the faith which was
once for all delivered to the saints (Jude 3).

Yet, history shows that many people who claim
Christianity did not heed Jude’s admonition. Many consider the
truth too difficult to actually live by, especially if others
influence them. Jesus warned that “tares” acting like Christians
would be sown by the enemy (Matthew 13:24-43), and history confirms
this.

Despite compromise by many, there were still
apparently faithful Christians in parts of Palestine during the 2nd
and 3rd centuries according to Roman Catholic reporters, such as
Priest Bagatti:

The followers of the Lord remained also in
Capharanum…At Tiberius we have evidence of the Judaeo-Christians,
called Minim, from Jewish sources which tell of disputes in the 2nd
and 3rd centuries…

Sakin…Nearby is Bainah, called an “engulfed” village
just because it was inhabited by
Judaeo-Christians.27

By the 3rd and later centuries, Greco-Romans tended
to minimize the importance of those that held to original Christian
teachings.

Although many do not believe that Christians should
have certain practices similar to Jews (such as the Sabbath), the
New Testament refers to true Christians as “Jews” (Revelation 2:9;
3:9; cf. Romans 2:28-29). Hence from the beginning, God intended
that His true church would appear to be somewhat “Jewish.”

But as history shows, pretty much all real Christians
left Jerusalem in 135 A.D. and the majority of those who professed
Christianity in the Jerusalem area immediately thereafter were not
faithful to the original teachings of the Christian church.

That was a difference between the true and false
church that remains even until the 21st century. Jesus said that
His real followers were to be set apart/sanctified by the
truth/God's Word (John 17:17).

Can you believe and live by the truth? The original
faith?







3. Rome, Jerusalem, and Asia Minor

​The New
Testament clearly shows that there were faithful Christians in Rome
(e.g. Romans 16:1-16). There undoubtedly were many true Christians
in Rome for decades, if not possibly centuries. However, during the
2nd and 3rd centuries, the majority of those who professed Christ
in Rome seem to have shifted from following original Christianity
to various forms of “Christianity” based to a degree on allegory
and human tradition.

While certain Roman Catholics have tried to persuade
the world that Rome succeeded Jerusalem as headquarters of the
Christian Church (as early as 42 A.D. by some Roman
accounts28), this is not supported by the Bible nor the
early records of history.

Peter Was Not Given the Title Bishop of Rome

Since Rome is a Gentile dominated area, was there a
bishopric for Rome given to Peter?

The Apostle Paul wrote the following, which is from
the Rheims New Testament of 1582 (RNT)—which is a Roman
Catholic approved translation of the Latin Vulgate into
English:

7. …to me was committed the Gospel of the prepuce,
as to Peter of the circumcision 8. (for he that wrought in Peter to
the Apostleship of the circumcision, wrought in me also among the
Gentiles) (Galatians 2:7-8, RNT).

These verses would seem to eliminate even the
possibility that Peter was intended to be Bishop of Rome as it was
essentially a Gentile city. As the letter/epistle to the Galatians
was written approximately 50 A.D., at least that late, Peter was
not considered to have been the Bishop of Rome.

The Catholic Encyclopedia, even admits about
Peter, that “we possess no precise information regarding the
details of his Roman sojourn.29” No precise
information means that the Roman Church has essentially relied
on late accounts, that claim that Peter was in Rome and/or died in
Rome. In the 3rd century,

Hippolytus of Rome wrote of Peter’s early
whereabouts:

Peter preached the Gospel in Pontus, and Galatia,
and Cappadocia, and Betania, and Italy, and Asia.30

Thus, even Roman accounts suggest that Peter could
not have been in Rome very long, if at all, in the first
century.







Peter and the Founding of the Church in Rome

The Bible shows that Peter and Paul did not start the
Church in Rome. Paul makes it clear in Romans 15:20-22 that he did
not found (nor co-found) the church in Rome. Also, the Bible
indicates that no one prior to Paul preached publicly to the Jewish
leaders there (Acts 28:17-23).

This historical understanding is confirmed by Eamon
Duffy, a Roman Catholic scholar and a former member of the
Pontifical Historical Commission, who wrote (bolding and
italics mine):

Neither Peter nor Paul founded the Church at
Rome, for there were Christians in the city before either of the
Apostles set foot there ... all the indications are that
there was no single bishop at Rome for almost a century after the
deaths of the Apostles...

Neither Paul, Acts, nor any of the Gospels tells us
anything direct about Peter's death, and none of them even hints
that the special role of Peter could be passed on to any single
'successor'. There is … nothing directly approaching a papal
theory in the pages of the New Testament ... Paul's epistle to
the Romans was written before either he or Peter ever set foot in
Rome.31

Early Claimed “Bishops of Rome”

According to the so-called Apostolic Constitution of
the year 270, Linus was appointed the first bishop of Rome by St.
Paul. After Linus came Clement, chosen by Peter. Yet, “the Catholic
Church has made it a point of faith that popes are successors of
St. Peter as Bishop of Rome. But Peter never held that title; he
was only invested with it centuries after he had
died.”32

Today, Roman Catholics teach that Peter ordained, and
was first followed by, Linus, who allegedly was followed by Cletus,
and then Clement.33 Many Eastern Orthodox do not believe
that Peter was ever a bishop of any city, including
Rome.34

As historians realize, certain Greco-Roman Catholic
writings simply are contradictory in regards to claimed early
bishops of Rome.35 Notice the following admission by
Roman Catholic scholar and priest Richard P. McBrien (bolding
mine):

Peter was not regarded as the first Bishop of
Rome until the late second or early third century ... History,
"the teacher of life", teaches that there were no popes in the
modern sense of the word (that is, as the sole Bishop of Rome)
until the middle of the second century. Until then, the church of
Rome was governed not by a single bishop but by a committee or
council of elders and presbyter-bishops ... Indeed, there is no
evidence that Peter himself ever functioned in an episcopal role in
Rome.36







Early reports, and even Roman Catholic writings,
essentially admit there is absolutely no clear early proof that
Peter founded an apostolic succession in Rome beginning with
Linus—yet that assertion is now the official Roman Catholic
position.

It was not until the middle of the 2nd century that
there were any who actually took the title “Bishop of Rome.”
History shows that it was not until Anicetus (circa 155) that
anyone was clearly considered to be a bishop of Rome. Some suspect
that Pius, who apparently preceded him, may have been the first—but
this is less certain than Anicetus. There was also no “College of
Cardinals” until the 11th century37 —this is another
change.

This “Bishop of Rome” title may have been the result
of Hegesippus coming to Rome in the 2nd century and asking some of
the Romans for the names of their early leaders.

While it is recognized that Asia Minor and Jerusalem
originally had bishops/overseers appointed by the original
apostles,38 since this was not the case in early Rome,
Hegesippus’ list of leaders were ultimately assigned dates of
“reign” and posthumously were called “Bishops of
Rome.39”

A Confederation Involving Rome Started to Form in
the 2nd Century.

Sometime in the 2nd century, a real confederation
between what became the Roman Catholics and the Alexandrian and
Ælia Capitolina branches of the Orthodox Church began to form.
Rowan A. Greer, professor of Anglican Studies at Yale Divinity
School, noted:

…the existence of the ecumenical Great Church, was
the achievement of the late second century rather than the
condition of the earlier period.40

The expression “ecumenical Great Church” is an
interesting one, as the Greco-Roman confederation (which included
the Latin post-135 A.D. Jerusalem) did end up adopting a variety of
beliefs and practices from even Gnostics and pagans who made some
profession of Christ and was ecumenical in that sense.

No Permanent City

Even though there are several churches that claim
direct descent from places such as Alexandria, Antioch, Asia Minor,
Jerusalem, and Rome (what the Orthodox call the “Apostolic
sees”41) one very real question is: Was it biblically
possible for any “headquarters” of the true church to remain in the
same city?
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