Early Church History
REL/HIST 341
Time: T/Th 2-3:15pm
Room: Library 231
Instructor: Christy Cobb, Ph.D.
Email: C.Cobb@wingate.edu

Office: Burris 22A
Phone: 704-233-8690
Office Hours: 8-9am MWF; 1-4pm MW
(Tues/Thurs available by appointment)

Course Description:
How did the early Christian church begin? How did this small group of Jewish devotees of Jesus
develop into a large religion spread around the world? What did early Christians believe? This course
will explore these questions through close readings of primary texts from the period of the New
Testament to the fourth century CE. In this seminar, we will pay close attention to topics including
martyrs, the creation of heresy, imperialism, gender, the formation of the canon, and the development of
Christian theology. Pedagogical strategies will be employed in this class encouraging active learning and
role-playing so that students will experience ancient history first-hand and be able to connect it to our
lives and context today.
Course Objectives:
• Students will gain an understanding of the development and history of the early Christian church.
• Students will read and analyze primary texts from the first five centuries of the Common Era.
• Students will develop their ability to express their views through writing and speaking.
Textbook Requirements:
• A Bible (any version is acceptable; Oxford Study Bible NRSV suggested); you may also use an
online or app version of the Bible if you choose.
• Ehrman, Bart, Editor. After the New Testament: A Reader in Early Christianity, 100-300 CE. 2nd
edition. Oxford University Press, 2015.
• Rea, Jennifer A. and Liz Clarke. Perpetua’s Journey: Faith, Gender, and Power in the Roman
Empire. Oxford University Press, 2018.
• Bowersock, G.W. Martyrdom and Rome. Cambridge University Press, 1995.
• Henderson, David and Frank Kirkpatrick. Constantine and the Council of Nicaea: Defining
Orthodoxy and Heresy in Christianity, 325 CE. Reacting Consortium Press, 2016 (Kindle edition
suggested).

Optional Textbook:
• Ehrman, Bart and Andrew S. Jacobs, editors. Christianity in Late Antiquity: 300-450 CE. Oxford
University Press, 2004.
Course Website: Canvas; Assignments submitted through Turnitin.com
Grading / Course Assignments:
Attendance & Participation (20%):
• Attendance: In order to succeed in this course, students must be present in class, arrive on time,
and not leave early or during class (unless there is an emergency). If there are extenuating
circumstances that lead to a student missing more than one week of class, this must be discussed
with the professor as soon as possible. There is no need to bring in notes from your doctor, etc.
for absences unless requested.
• Participation: Students are expected to have read the assigned readings for the day and to be
awake and attentive during class. While students are not required to speak in every class, active
participation during class is encouraged and therefore rewarded. The student’s Participation
grade for the course will reflect both passive and active forms of participation.
• Cell Phone/Laptops: The use of electronics is permitted in this class only when the student is
using them to assist learning and is actively participating in the class. The professor reserves the
right to restrict this privilege at any point during the semester if students abuse this privilege.
Reading Quizzes (20%): There will be short quizzes on the reading posted on Canvas before most
classes. These quizzes are meant to encourage close reading of the material before classes so that inclass discussions will be robust. The lowest two quiz grades will be dropped at the end of the semester.
Ancient Coin Project (10%): A hands-on piece of this class will include working individually and as a
class to clean ancient coins and then work to identify what Roman Emperor is found on the coin, the
year the coin was minted, and any possible religious symbols present on the coin. This project will be
ongoing through the semester and by the end of the semester the student should have one coin
completely clean and identified. A one-page paper will be submitted with all identifying information
included about the coin in it.
Reacting to the Past Game (20%): At the end of the semester, students will participate in a role-playing
game that will reenact the Council of Nicea. More information will be given as the game approaches,
but students will be given a role and then will write speeches to be presented at our hypothetical council.
Both the written documents and the student’s participation in the game will be graded as a part of this
pedagogical experiment.
Research Paper (20%) and Presentation (10%): For the final project in this course, each student will
choose a topic from this course and write a historical research paper on the topic. This paper must be a
thoroughly researched, academic paper that is 8-10 pages in length (double spaced). Primary sources
must be referenced as well as scholarly secondary sources used to support the argument of the paper.
During the final exam period, students will give 10 minute presentations including their research and
conclusions of the paper. Students may choose any topic for this paper, and may also incorporate other

aspects of the course assignments (coin information, information used in the Council of Nicaea game,
etc.) into their research paper.
Grading Scale:
A+
A
A-

97-100
93-96
90-92

B+
B
B-

87-89
83-86
80-82

C+
C
C-

77-79
73-76
70-72

D+
D
D-

67-69
63-66
60-62

Statement of Academic Integrity:
Membership in the Wingate University is a privilege conferred by reason of demonstrated merit and
sustained by a continuing commitment to high standards of performance and conduct. The University
expects that all members of the community will voluntarily conduct themselves in a manner reflecting
respect for all other members of the community. It is the responsibility of all Wingate University
students to abide by the Honor Code. Failure to do so will result in consequences outlined in the
Wingate University Student Handbook.
The Wingate University Honor Code states that:
• Wingate University students do not lie, cheat, steal, plagiarize, nor do they tolerate in their
company the presence of one who does.
• Wingate university students conduct themselves at all times in a manner that is conducive to the
maintenance of a strong, positive environment for study and learning.
• Wingate University students obey the rules and regulations of the University as outlined in the
Student Handbook.
Disability Statement:
If you have a disability and require accommodations, you are encouraged to let the professor know at the
beginning of the semester. In order to receive accommodations you must also register for disability
support services by contacting Kristin Wharton at 704-233-8366 or through email at
kwharton@wingate.edu. All communication will remain confidential.
Course Schedule:
Introduction to the Course / New Testament Connections
Aug. 21
Aug. 23

Syllabus / Introductions / What do we know about the early church?
Paul and Judaism / Read: Galatians 2; Acts 15; and Romans 9-11.

The Early Jesus Movement
Aug 28
Aug 30

The Gospel of Matthew 1-7 and The Gospel of Thomas (After the New Testament (ANT)
43 (pg. 283-291); Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews, selections (CANVAS)
The Gospel of Matthew 26-28 and the Gospel of Peter (ANT 45, pg. 299-301).

Structure within Early Christianity / Church Offices
Sept 4
Sept 6

From the NT: 1 Corinthians 12-14, 1 Timothy, 2 Timothy, and Titus
Ehrman, “The Development of Church Offices,” pg. 429; First Clement (ANT 71, pg.
432); The Didache (ANT 72, pg 436) and The Letters of Ignatius to the Ephesians,
Magnesians, and Smyrneans (ANT 73, pg 437).
**Instructions and Introduction to Roman Coin Project will be given during this class.**

Which texts to read? Canonical Lists in Early Christianity
Sept 11
Sept 13

Ehrman, “Canonical Lists in Early Christianity,” pg. 365; The Muratorian Canon (ANT
59, pg. 367), Irenaeus: Against the Heresies (ANT 60, pg. 369), Origen of Alexandria
(ANT 61, pg 370), and Eusebius: Ecclesiastical History (ANT 62, pg 371).
(no class, professor at conference; work on Coin Project during this class session)

Anti-Judaism in Early Christianity
Sept 18
Sept 20

Ehrman, “The Opposition to Jews in Early Christianity,” pg. 111-113; The Epistle of
Barnabas (ANT 18, pg. 114); and Justin: Dialogue with Trypho (ANT 19: pg. 123).
Melito of Sardis: “On the Passover” (ANT 20, pg 133); and Tertullian: Answer to the
Jews (ANT 21, pg. 146).

The Creation of Heresy / Gnosticism
Sept 25
Sept 27

Ehrman, “Writings Later Deemed Heretical,” pg. 148. The Gospel of Truth (ANT 28, pg.
189); The Treatise on the Resurrection (ANT 29, pg. 194); The Wisdom of Jesus Christ
(ANT 34, pg. 218).
Ehrman, “Writings against the ‘Heretics,’” pg. 224; Irenaeus: Against the Heresies (ANT
35, pg. 228); Tertullian: Prescription of the Heretics (ANT 36, pg. 242); and Tertullian:
On the Flesh of Christ (ANT 37, pg. 249).

Women and Gender in Early Christianity
Oct 2
Oct 4

Ehrman, “Christianity in a Patriarchal World,” pg. 475. The Acts of Thecla (ANT 83, pg.
478) and the Acts of Peter (ANT 84, pg. 485)
Irenaeus: Against the Heresies (ANT 86, pg. 489); Tertullian: On the Dress of Women
(ANT 88, pg. 496); and Women Montanist Prophets (ANT 89, pg. 503)

Martyrdom in Early Christianity
Oct 9
Oct 11

(no class, Fall Break)
Acts 2; Pliny’s Letter to Trajan (ANT 4, pg. 29); The Letter of Ignatius to the Romans
(ANT 5, pg. 31); Bowersock, Martyrdom and Rome, chapter 1.

Perpetua and Felicity: Christian Martyrs
Oct 16
Oct 18

Perpetua’s Journey: Faith, Gender and Power in the Roman Empire, Part 1 (this is a
graphic novel version of the Passion, a text version is also available in ANT).
Perpetua’s Journey, Part 2 (pertinent sections to be read will be assigned)

Martyrdom and the “End” of Martyrdom
Oct 23
Oct 25

Bowersock, Chapter 2 and The Martyrdom of Polycarp (ANT 6, pg. 34); The Letter of
the churches of Lyons and Vienne (ANT 7, pg. 40); and the Acts of the Scillitan Martyrs
(ANT 8, pg. 46).
Bowersock, Chapters 3 and 4

The Council of Nicaea (325 CE)
Oct 30
Nov 1

Preparation for Game, Session 1 (Roles distributed, assigned texts TBD)
Preparation for Game, Session 2 (Assigned texts TBD)

(No reading quizzes will be given during the Game sessions)
Nov 6
Nov 8

Reacting to the Past, Council of Nicaea, Day 1
Reacting to the Past, Council of Nicaea, Day 2

Nov 13
Nov 15

Reacting to the Past, Council of Nicaea, Day 3
Reacting to the Past, Council of Nicaea, Conclusion, Day 4

Nov 20
Nov 22

(no class, Professor at an academic conference, Reflections on Reacting to the Past due)
(no class, Thanksgiving Break)

After the Council of Nicaea
Nov. 27
Nov. 29
Dec. 6th

Canon and Theology: Athanasius “The Easter Letter 39” (Canvas / CLA 51, pg. 422) and
Augustine “On Christian Doctrine” (Canvas / CLA 53, pg.433)
Monasticism: Athanasius: Life of Antony (Canvas / CLA 46, pg. 368) and The Life of
Pelagia (Canvas / CLA 49, pg. 404)
1:30pm - Final Exam Period: Presentations

