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One-Sentence Summary 

This English summary presents the core arguments and findings of our German study, 

making these insights accessible to international readers interested in understanding how 

Christianity transformed from a marginal Jewish reform movement into the dominant 

religion of the Roman Empire. 

 

About This Book 

Publication Details: 

• Authors: Isabella Tsigarida, Michael von Prollius 
• Title: Der historische Jesus, das frühe Christentum und das Römische Reich 
• Publisher: Books on Demand (BoD) 
• ISBN: 978-3-8311-4743-4 (Print), 978-3-8391-5841-8 (E-Book) 
• Publication Date: January 21, 2003 
• Format: 160 pages, 12x19 cm paperback 

Genesis and Methodology: 

This book emerged from an intensive research seminar in Ancient History conducted by 

Professor Volker Fadinger at the Free University of Berlin. The seminar's exceptional 

intellectual cohesion led to an unusual collaborative effort: nearly all participants 

reconvened during the first week of semester break to attend and discuss a comprehensive 

presentation of the authors' structural analysis. 

The work began as an extensive interpretive synthesis paper designed to identify and 

systematize the essential patterns underlying Christianity's emergence and establishment. 

The authors' goal was to create a structured, accessible introduction to this complex 

historical development - filling a gap they identified in existing literature, which either 

provided overwhelming detail or insufficient systematic analysis. 

The two-year development process (conducted alongside other commitments) involved 

transforming seminar insights into a comprehensive yet concise overview suitable for 

readers seeking rapid but thorough understanding of early Christianity's historical 

trajectory. The structural approach prioritizes coherent analysis of "what belongs together 

historically" and "how this fits into broader contexts" over purely chronological narrative. 

Author's Note: 

This study represents our attempt to provide what we found missing in the extensive 

literature on early Christianity: a systematic, well-structured introduction with overview 

character. Through condensed presentation of essential facts and structures, readers can 
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quickly grasp and understand this complex topic. The book is designed for readers who 

want to gain comprehensive understanding of the historical Jesus, early Christianity, and 

the Roman Empire in a relatively short time. 

 

Book Abstract No.1  

The Historical Jesus, Early Christianity 

and the Roman Empire 

A Structural Analysis of Christianity's Rise to Power 

(7/6 BCE - 395 CE) 

Introduction 

This study addresses one of history's most remarkable transformations: how Christianity 

evolved from a marginal Jewish reform movement centered around an obscure Galilean 

preacher into the official religion of the Roman Empire within four centuries. The analysis 

employs a structural approach, examining not merely chronological events but the 

underlying patterns, forces, and interconnections that made this unprecedented 

development possible. 

The central question guiding this investigation is: How did Christianity manage to 

develop from a localized Jesus movement into a major institutional church and 

ultimately into the state religion of the Roman Empire within approximately 400 

years? 

I. Historical Context and Foundations 

The Roman World at the Time of Jesus 

When Jesus was born (7/6 BCE), the Roman Empire under Augustus had achieved 

unprecedented stability through the pax romana. This "Roman Peace" created ideal 

conditions for religious and cultural exchange across the Mediterranean world. The 

empire's polytheistic religious system tolerated diverse local cults while requiring 

participation in the imperial cult as a demonstration of political loyalty. 
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Palestine, where Christianity began, was a Roman province characterized by acute religious 

and political tensions. The Jewish population was divided among several competing 

religious factions: 

The Sadducees represented the aristocratic, temple-based establishment, cooperating with 

Roman authorities while maintaining strict adherence to written law and rejecting 

eschatological beliefs about resurrection. 

The Pharisees formed a popular lay movement emphasizing oral tradition alongside 

written law, strict ritual observance, and Messianic expectations. They sought to extend 

temple purity laws into daily life. 

The Essenes were an ascetic community (exemplified by Qumran) that had withdrawn 

from mainstream society, viewing themselves as the true Israel awaiting God's final 

intervention. 

This religious diversity, combined with Roman political control and economic exploitation, 

created a volatile environment ripe for apocalyptic movements and Messianic expectations. 

The Emergence of Jesus 

Jesus of Nazareth emerged from this context around 28-30 CE, initially as a disciple of John 

the Baptist. John was an influential apocalyptic preacher who proclaimed the imminent end 

of the world and offered baptism as preparation for God's coming judgment. Jesus adopted 

and transformed John's message, but with crucial differences: 

While John emphasized divine wrath and judgment, Jesus proclaimed God's unconditional 

love and forgiveness. Where John offered baptism as protection from coming judgment, 

Jesus taught that God's kingdom was already breaking into the present world. Most 

significantly, Jesus replaced external ritual observance with internal religious 

transformation, teaching direct relationship with God without institutional intermediaries. 

Jesus's core message can be summarized in three elements: 

1. Apocalyptic proclamation: God's kingdom is already present and will soon be 
consummated 

2. Ethical revolution: Love of God and neighbor (including enemies) as the supreme 
commandment 

3. Religious democratization: Direct access to God for all people, regardless of social 
status 

This message brought Jesus into conflict with both Jewish religious authorities and Roman 

political powers, ultimately leading to his crucifixion as a political insurgent around 30 CE. 
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II. The Foundation Period: From Jesus Movement to 

Early Church 

The Primitive Community (30-64 CE) 

The crucifixion should have ended the Jesus movement, as it did for other Messianic 

claimants. Instead, resurrection experiences among Jesus's followers transformed defeat 

into triumph and became the foundational event of Christianity. The disciples returned to 

Jerusalem, forming a community (the Urgemeinde) that initially remained fully within 

Judaism while developing distinctive practices. 

This early community was characterized by: 

• Eschatological expectation: Belief in Jesus's imminent return 
• Communal organization: Shared resources and collective decision-making 
• Ritual innovation: Baptism "in the name of Jesus" and commemorative meals 
• Missionary activity: Initially limited to fellow Jews 

The community's leadership structure remained fluid, with the twelve apostles (particularly 

Peter, James, and John) serving as primus inter pares rather than hierarchical authorities. 

Paul and the Gentile Mission 

The transformation of Christianity from Jewish sect to universal religion was primarily the 

work of Paul of Tarsus (c. 5-64 CE). As a Hellenistic Jew with Roman citizenship, Paul 

uniquely combined the movement's Jewish roots with Greco-Roman cultural sophistication. 

Paul's revolutionary contribution was recognizing that Jesus's message had universal 

application. His missionary journeys (roughly 45-58 CE) established Christian communities 

throughout the eastern Mediterranean, but more importantly, he developed the theological 

and practical framework for including Gentiles without requiring conversion to Judaism. 

The Apostolic Council (48/49 CE) formally legitimized Paul's approach, deciding that 

Gentile Christians need not observe Jewish ritual law. This decision effectively separated 

Christianity from Judaism and opened the possibility of worldwide expansion. 

Paul's theological innovations included: 

• Christological development: Jesus as divine Son of God, not merely human 
Messiah 

• Soteriological universalism: Salvation available to all humanity through faith 
• Ecclesiological vision: Church as body of Christ transcending ethnic boundaries 
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Separation from Judaism 

The break between Christianity and Judaism occurred gradually but was essentially 

complete by 70 CE. Key stages included: 

The Apostolic Council (48/49 CE) created two distinct Christian communities: Jewish 

Christians who maintained Torah observance, and Gentile Christians who did not. 

The Jewish-Roman War (66-74 CE) forced a choice: Christians generally refused to 

participate in the revolt, leading Jews to view them as traitors to the national cause. 

The Temple's destruction (70 CE) eliminated the institutional center of Judaism and 

prompted both communities to redefine their identities. The birkat ha-minim (curse against 

heretics) added to Jewish liturgy around 90 CE formally excluded Christians from 

synagogue worship. 

Gospel composition (70-100 CE) crystallized Christian identity in written form, often 

portraying Jews as responsible for Jesus's death and emphasizing Christianity's 

independence from Judaism. 

III. Conflict and Consolidation: Christianity and 

Roman Power 

Roman Religious Policy and Christian Challenge 

The Roman Empire's religious system was fundamentally pragmatic. The state tolerated 

diverse local cults provided they did not threaten public order and participants 

demonstrated loyalty through imperial cult observance. This system worked effectively for 

ethnic religions tied to specific peoples and territories. 

Christianity posed an unprecedented challenge because it was: 

• Universalist rather than ethnic 
• Exclusive rather than tolerant of other gods 
• Missionary rather than territorially bound 
• Transcendent in loyalty rather than politically accommodating 

Romans initially viewed Christians as a Jewish sect, affording them protection under 

Judaism's status as religio licita(legally permitted religion). However, as Christianity's 

independence became apparent, this protection disappeared. 
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Popular Hostility and State Response 

Christian practices seemed suspicious to Roman observers. Their exclusive monotheism 

appeared atheistic (denial of traditional gods), their closed meetings suggested conspiracy, 

and their refusal to participate in civic festivals marked them as antisocial misanthropes. 

Popular accusations against Christians included: 

• Atheism: Denial of traditional gods 
• Cannibalism: Misunderstanding of Eucharistic language 
• Incest: Misinterpretation of "love feasts" and address as "brother/sister" 
• Political subversion: Refusal of imperial cult participation 
• Economic disruption: Decline in pagan temple revenues 

Evolution of Imperial Policy 

Roman policy toward Christians evolved through several phases: 

Early Period (30-111 CE): Ad hoc responses to local disturbances. The Neronian 

persecution (64 CE) following Rome's great fire represented scapegoating rather than 

systematic policy. Domitian's measures (96 CE) targeted Christians among other political 

opponents. 

Trajanic Settlement (111-112 CE): Emperor Trajan's correspondence with Pliny the 

Younger established lasting precedent: Christians were not to be sought out, but if properly 

accused and refusing to recant, they should be executed. This created a legal framework 

that lasted until the mid-third century. 

Systematic Persecutions (249-311 CE): As Christianity grew and the empire faced crisis, 

three emperors launched empire-wide persecutions: 

Decius (250 CE) required all inhabitants to sacrifice to the gods and obtain certificates 

(libelli) proving compliance. This first systematic persecution aimed at forcing Christians to 

choose between faith and citizenship. 

Valerian (257-258 CE) specifically targeted Christian leadership, ordering bishops and 

prominent laypeople to sacrifice or face death. This represented recognition that 

Christianity had developed sophisticated organizational structures. 

Diocletian (303-311 CE) launched the most severe persecution, seeking to destroy 

Christian scriptures, churches, and institutional infrastructure. The failure of this final 

attempt demonstrated Christianity's organizational resilience. 
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IV. The Constantinian Revolution and Christian 

Triumph 

Constantine's Conversion and Policy 

The election of Constantine I as emperor (306 CE) and his victory at the Milvian Bridge (312 

CE) marked Christianity's definitive turn toward triumph. Whether Constantine's 

conversion was genuine religious experience or political calculation remains debated, but 

its consequences were decisive. 

The Edict of Milan (313 CE) granted Christians full legal equality with other religions, but 

Constantine's subsequent policies clearly favored Christianity: 

• Financial support for church construction and clerical maintenance 
• Legal privileges including exemption from certain civic duties 
• Judicial authority for bishops in civil disputes 
• Sunday legislation making the Christian Sabbath a public holiday 
• Gradual restrictions on pagan practices 

Church Organization and Imperial Structure 

Constantine's most lasting contribution was integrating church organization with imperial 

administration. The Council of Nicaea (325 CE) not only addressed theological disputes 

but aligned ecclesiastical structure with imperial governance: 

• Bishops corresponded to city magistrates 
• Metropolitan bishops supervised provincial regions 
• Patriarchs governed major territorial divisions 
• Synodal system provided legislative and judicial mechanisms 

This organizational revolution created a parallel power structure capable of surviving 

political upheaval and ultimately outlasting the western empire itself. 

Theodosius and Christian Monopoly 

The final phase of Christian establishment occurred under Theodosius I (379-395 CE): 

Edict "Cunctos Populos" (380 CE) declared Catholic Christianity the empire's sole official 

religion. 

Council of Constantinople (381 CE) confirmed this decision and established penalties for 

apostasy. 
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Systematic suppression of paganism (391-394 CE) closed temples, banned traditional 

festivals, and destroyed ancient religious institutions including the Olympic Games and 

Delphic Oracle. 

The Battle of the Frigidus (394 CE) ended the last pagan imperial challenge, confirming 

Christian dominance throughout the empire. 

 

V. Institutional Development: The Catholic Church 

Organizational Evolution 

Christianity's organizational development proceeded through distinct phases: 

First Century: Charismatic leadership with fluid structures based on spiritual gifts rather 

than formal office. 

Second Century: Emergence of monarchical episcopate (single bishop per community) 

replacing collegial leadership. 

Third Century: Hierarchical stabilization with clear distinction between clergy (clerus) and 

laity (laicus). 

Fourth Century: Imperial integration creating a parallel administrative system. 

This evolution reflected both internal needs (maintaining unity, combating heresy, 

managing growth) and external pressures (persecution, legal recognition, state 

partnership). 

Key Structural Innovations 

Apostolic Succession: Claims of unbroken succession from Jesus through the apostles 

provided legitimacy and continuity. 

Canon Formation: Standardization of authoritative scriptures (completed by late fourth 

century) ensured doctrinal unity across diverse communities. 

Synodal System: Regular assemblies of bishops enabled collective decision-making while 

maintaining local autonomy. 
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Clerical Hierarchy: Professional religious leadership with defined career paths and 

economic support. 

Charitable Infrastructure: Systematic care for poor, sick, and marginalized created social 

networks extending beyond religious community. 

The Papacy and Papal Primacy 

Rome's emergence as Christianity's center reflected multiple factors: 

• Political significance as imperial capital 
• Apostolic foundation claimed through Peter and Paul 
• Economic resources enabling support for other communities 
• Administrative sophistication learned from imperial governance 

While papal supremacy developed gradually, Rome's bishop increasingly claimed authority 

over the universal church, a development that would define medieval Christianity. 

VI. Analysis: Factors of Success 

Internal Strengths 

Organizational Superiority: Christianity developed self-sufficient community structures 

capable of operating independently of state support. Each local church could function 

autonomously while maintaining connection to a broader network. 

Integrative Capacity: Unlike exclusive ethnic religions or abstract philosophical schools, 

Christianity absorbed diverse cultural elements while maintaining core identity. It 

successfully incorporated Greek philosophy, Roman organizational skills, and various ritual 

traditions. 

Universal Appeal: Christianity transcended traditional social boundaries of ethnicity, class, 

and gender. Its message of divine love and eternal salvation attracted people across the 

social spectrum. 

Ethical Attractiveness: Christian communities practiced mutual care, charity toward 

outsiders, and moral behavior that impressed even opponents. This "lived theology" 

provided compelling witness to Christian claims. 

Missionary Dynamism: Unlike static traditional religions, Christianity actively sought 

converts and developed sophisticated strategies for cultural adaptation and communication. 
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External Conditions 

Roman Infrastructure: The empire's road network, common languages (Greek and Latin), 

urban centers, and legal framework facilitated Christian expansion. 

Religious Tolerance: Initial protection under Jewish religio licita status allowed growth 

without persecution. 

Cultural Synthesis: Hellenistic culture provided philosophical vocabulary and concepts 

enabling Christian theological development. 

Political Stability: The pax romana created conditions where religious movements could 

develop without constant warfare. 

Imperial Crisis: Third-century political, economic, and military difficulties created demand 

for new sources of meaning and social cohesion. 

Historical Contingencies 

Failed Persecutions: Rather than destroying Christianity, persecutions often strengthened 

it by creating martyrs and demonstrating faith's power. 

Constantine's Support: Imperial favor at the crucial moment provided resources and 

legitimacy enabling rapid expansion. 

Organizational Resilience: Christian institutional structures proved more durable than 

traditional pagan institutions during periods of crisis. 

VII. Historical Significance and Long-term Impact 

Transformation of Roman Civilization 

Christianity's triumph represented more than religious change; it fundamentally altered 

Mediterranean civilization: 

Cultural Shift: From classical humanistic culture emphasizing civic virtue and intellectual 

achievement to transcendent culture focused on salvation and divine relationship. 

Social Revolution: New emphasis on charity, sexual morality, and care for marginalized 

populations. 
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Political Theory: Development of concepts about limited government, natural law, and 

individual dignity that would influence medieval and modern political thought. 

Institutional Legacy: Church organization became model for medieval European 

governance and provided continuity through political collapse. 

Bridge Between Ancient and Medieval Worlds 

Christianity served as crucial bridge between classical antiquity and medieval civilization: 

Preservation: Monasteries preserved classical texts and learning through barbarian 

invasions. 

Adaptation: Christian thinkers like Augustine integrated classical philosophy with biblical 

revelation. 

Innovation: New institutions (universities, hospitals, charitable organizations) emerged 

from Christian contexts. 

Universalism: Christian ecumenical vision provided framework for international law and 

diplomacy. 

Paradigm Transformation 

The rise of Christianity marked a fundamental shift in human consciousness: 

From Civic to Universal Religion: Loyalty transcended ethnic and political boundaries. 

From Ritual to Ethical Focus: Behavior mattered more than ceremonial correctness. 

From Elite to Popular Religion: Salvation accessible to all rather than philosophical or 

social elites. 

From Cyclical to Linear History: Events moved toward ultimate divine purpose rather 

than eternal recurrence. 

VIII. Critical Assessment 

Costs of Success 

Christian triumph came with significant costs: 



 

MvP-Book-Abstract 13 

Cultural Loss: Destruction of classical literature, art, and philosophical traditions. 

Religious Intolerance: From persecuted minority to persecuting majority within one 

century. 

Institutional Rigidity: Creative theological thinking discouraged in favor of orthodox 

conformity. 

Political Entanglement: Church-state partnership compromised Christian prophetic voice. 

Methodological Observations 

This structural analysis reveals several patterns relevant to understanding religious and 

social transformation: 

Organizational Innovation: Successful movements develop institutional forms adapted to 

their environments while maintaining core identity. 

Cultural Adaptation: Universalist movements must translate their messages across 

cultural boundaries without losing essential meaning. 

Political Relationships: Religious movements face constant tension between maintaining 

independence and seeking political support. 

Historical Contingency: Even the most successful movements depend on favorable 

circumstances and key individual decisions. 

Conclusion 

The rise of Christianity from obscure Jewish sect to Roman state religion represents one of 

history's most significant transformations. This development resulted from the complex 

interaction of compelling religious vision, superior organizational structures, favorable 

historical circumstances, and strategic adaptability. 

The study demonstrates that Christianity's success was neither inevitable nor purely 

spiritual, but emerged from specific historical conditions and human choices. 

Understanding this process illuminates broader patterns of religious, social, and political 

change that remain relevant for analyzing contemporary developments. 

The Christian transformation of the Roman Empire ultimately created the foundation for 

medieval European civilization and continues to influence modern Western culture. This 

analysis provides insight into how religious movements can achieve institutional 
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permanence and cultural dominance, while also highlighting the costs and compromises 

such success entails. 

Most significantly, this case study reveals how marginal movements can become dominant 

forces through organizational innovation, cultural adaptation, and effective leadership, 

fundamentally altering the civilizations they engage. The rise of Christianity thus offers 

lessons about social transformation that extend far beyond its specific religious context. 
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About This Abstract Series 

MvP Book Abstracts provide comprehensive English summaries of Michael von Prollius's 

German publications for international readers. Unlike promotional summaries, these 

abstracts offer substantial intellectual engagement with research findings and analytical 

frameworks. 

Series Coverage: 

• Historical Analysis (ancient through modern periods) 
• Economic History and Theory 
• Political and Ideological Development 
• Contemporary Policy Analysis 
• Institutional Studies 

Each abstract prioritizes detailed content over marketing, enabling meaningful engagement 

with the original research conducted in German scholarship. 

 

About the Authors 

Michael von Prollius is a German historian, economist, and author specializing in the 

intersection of ideas, institutions, and historical development. He holds degrees in history 

and economics and has conducted extensive research spanning ancient history, economic 

thought, political philosophy, and contemporary policy analysis. 

Co-Author Isabella Tsigarida (1970-2016) contributed specialized expertise in ancient 

history and religious studies as well as Greek language, bringing knowledge of early 

Christian development and Roman imperial history to this collaborative work. 
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