HISTORY OF EVANGELISM (continued)



Somewhere around the fourth century evangelism began to lose its influence.  There were some great men who were proclaiming the Good News of Christ.  It was not altogether lost.  Saint Cyril of Jerusalem and Saint Ambrose of Milan, Italy carried on strongly.


During this time frame a great work was being carried on in Ethiopia (located south of Egypt), by the Coptic Orthodox Church.  (We’ll look more at the Coptic Church in a little while).


BUT, generally speaking, the objective of evangelism (that is, winning lost souls for Christ), began to lose its influence because of the changes in the church that were taking place at that time.


This is a sad era because the church and its mission began to undergo some devastating changes. Within the church, attitudes about Christianity began to erode.


It came to the place where becoming closer to the emperor’s palace, gaining authority, and reaching fame and richness replaced the zeal for the salvation of others.


The world entered into the church, while the opposite was supposed to happen (Much like today???). The egos of personalities and churches replaced self-denial and carrying the Cross.


It was as if the church leaders were more interested in power and self-importance rather than honoring Jesus as the Lord of life.


But this was not the objective of the church.  Remember that the Lord Jesus said, “If anyone desires to come after Me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow Me.”  Matthew 16:23-25).


The church, being underground and living without necessities through sacrifice for centuries, was soon replaced by living in richness.  Unfortunately, some cared about their own personal gain and supremacy over others than fulfilling the commandment of evangelism that was given to the Church by the Lord Himself.  (Matt. 28:19-20).  Self centeredness took the place of Christ centeredness.


In the fifth century there arose a great schism in the church for the first time in history.  Most of the controversy centered round the Coptic Orthodox Church of Egypt, but ultimately spread far and wide.


Let’s take a few minutes to get a picture of what took place at that time that caused evangelism to diminish almost to the point of extinction. 

The word “copt” is derived from Greek word Aigyptos which was in turn derived from, Hikaptah, one of the names for Memphis which was the capital of Ancient Egypt.

The modern use of the term “Coptic” describes the Egyptian Christians.  To set the background for what took place that caused evangelism to diminish as a Christian practice, we need to understand the problem that arose during this time period in history.


The Coptic Orthodox Church was founded, based on the teachings of Saint Mark, who brought Christianity to Egypt during the reign of the Emperor Nero, in the first century, a dozen years after the ascension of the Lord back to heaven.


This Saint Mark is the Mark who authored the Gospel that bears his name.

History holds that in a half a century Christianity spread throughout Egypt, a country that was referred to in Old Testament prophecy.


The prophet Isaiah said, as recorded in Isaiah 19:19, “In that day there will be an altar to the Lord in the midst of the land of Egypt, and a pillar to the Lord at its border.”  


The contributions of the Coptic Orthodox Church to Christendom are many.  From the beginning it played a central role in Christian theology….especially to protect it from Gnostic heresies.


There was a theological and political storm about to break loose!  Under the authority of the Eastern Roman empire of Constantinople, (Now Istanbul, Turkey), the Patriarchs and Popes of Alexandria (Egypt) played leading roles in Christian theology. They were invited everywhere to speak about the Christian faith.  


However, this leading role did not fare too well when politics started to intermingle with Christian affairs.


The problem started when the Emperor Marcian interfered with matters of faith in the Church.  (We don’t know what form this interference took). However, the response of Saint Dioscorus, the then Pope of Alexandria, to this interference was clear, “You have nothing to do with the Church”.


Dioscorus was later exiled for this response.  That sort of got the ball rolling.  These political motives became more apparent in Chalcedon in 451 AD. 
There was a council formed at Chalcedon to discuss the alleged beliefs and doctrines of the Coptic Orthodox Church.


It was at that point that the Coptic Orthodox Church was unfairly accused of following the teachings of Eutychus, a man from Ethopia, who believed in monophysitism.


Monophysitism is a doctrine that states that Jesus only had one nature, the Divine nature of God, not two natures, the divine and the human.


 The Coptic Orthodox Church never believed in monophysitism in the way that it was portrayed in the Council of Chalcedon as formulated by Eutychus.

 
  The way it was stated in the Council made it appear as though the Coptic Church did believe in monophysitism.  If, in fact, the Coptic Church did believe as the Council alleged it did, that was heresy in the Christian Church


Now to be sure, the Coptic Orthodox Church did believe in monophysitism, but NOT the way the Council of Chalcedon was portraying it.


The Coptic Church believed in “two natures”, one “human” and one “divine”, that are united in one without mingling, without confusion and without alteration.  These two natures did not separate for a moment or in the twinkling of an eye.”


The following is a statement of the Coptic faith found at the end of the “Coptic Divine Liturgy”.


“It was not known if the Council of Chalcedon just misunderstood the Coptic Orthodox Church’s stance or if they just wanted to abolish the church and along with it, the Egyptian, independent Pope who maintained that the Church and the State should be separate.”


Obviously, this Pope was trying to keep the church pure by forbidding the State to exercise political influence over the people of the church.


Now the WHOLE POINT of all this history is to show that while the squabble over doctrine was going on, there was a diminishing of the passion for evangelism almost to the point where it vanished from the mission of the church.


The church was so busy defending its doctrine that it didn’t have time for evangelism. Not practicing the evangelistic outreach caused that outreach to begin to fade away from the church’s priority.


(A caution here: “Use it or lose it!” This may be why the church today is so weak in evangelistic practice and outreach).


In a real sense, this began to weaken the church’s witness in the world. It left the church vulnerable to onslaughts by other forces.

POINT:
This leads us to the demise of Christian evangelism through the seventh century. 


Because of the church’s weakened evangelistic outreach during the time from the fifth century to the seventh, because of the distraction caused by the alleged heresy of the Coptic Orthodox Church, the church was left vulnerable to other forces. Islam began its onslaught against Christianity during this time frame.


The Sword of Islam during this time period not only stopped Christian evangelism, but they converted masses of people to Islam.  


History tells us that in the Middle East, for example, that in a short time after the Islam invading, Christianity disappeared from Morocco, Algeria, Libya, Arabia, Yemen and the Emirates.


Few Christians survived in Iraq, Syria and Palestine.  There were a couple of exceptions to this onslaught.  They were Lebanon and Egypt.  Lebanon was excluded because Christ Jesus preached in some of their cities


Egypt was excluded because of the blessing of a “biblical prophecy”, (see above), and the visit of the Holy Family when Joseph took Mary and Jesus  to Egypt to escape Herod’s slaughter of the children.


When Christians were so divided, because of the heresy controversies, and bitterness existed among the Christians, and with the Roman Empire on the brink of falling, it appears that the Christians seemed to have forgotten the command of evangelism given by the Lord, while seeking personal and national pride through the local churches.


Egypt continued to have Christians, but they had no freedom to evangelize. So, the effect was that evangelism was over for those nations except for the few exceptions like Lebanon and Egypt.  Islam reached Spain and occupied it for about seven hundred years.


One historian noted that except for the mercy of God, Islam could have invaded Europe and badly damaged Christianity there, thereby stymieing or eroding Christian evangelism in Europe.


Around the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries there began a great witness of evangelism efforts. An awakening in the evangelistic effort started in almost all churches, except those who were ruled by Islamic governments.


There arose a kindled fire of passionate evangelism in the hearts of tens of thousands who left the luxury of the European life and American life to go to the ends of the earth with the torch of the Christian faith.


In the process, many died at sea or in the jungles of Africa or at the hand of other religious leaders.


But “death news” never stopped the waves of evangelizers, who left everything and every person they loved behind, with one objective in mind, to transfer the salvation of the Cross and the light of the Risen Lord to everyone in the world.


TODAY, there is still evangelism being practiced, but the passion and enthusiasm with fire for it has been greatly diminished, unfortunately leading to the weakening of the Christian faith.  THAT is why WE need to reawaken the what, how and when to be able to succeed in doing Christian evangelism.

(More to come)

