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The Spreading Flame 
The Church Grows 

Readings: Isaiah 52:7-10; Acts 28:23-31; Luke 24:44-49 
 
Most people through the ages it seems have been religious and have felt the 

need to worship something.  So they have worshipped almost anything, fish, rocks, 
mountains, the sun, even other people.  For most of history these religions have been 
local belonging to a particular people and a particular place, moving meant not just a 
change of address but conversion.  This is perhaps reflected in the Old Testament in 
Ruth’s famous statement to Naomi, “Where you go I will go, and where you stay I will 
stay. Your people will be my people and your God my God.” Ruth 1:16 

But with Christianity something new appears, a religion which does not belong to 
any one people but is for all people and is to be taken to all people.  It is arguably the 
only true universal religion that has adherents around the world of all cultures and 
peoples.  The message of Christianity spread like a flame in the early centuries.  As we 
all too briefly chart the multiplication of followers of Jesus we will have to wonder why 
has evangelism been so close to the heart of true believers and how can we keep the 
fires burning. 

THE SPREAD OF THE GOSPEL 

Rarely can a religion have got of to a worse start, the early church was a 
persecuted minority of a generally despised race, and their great leader was dead, or so 
it was thought.  Yet amazingly within a few decades there were Christians throughout 
the Roman Empire who were willing to take the always risky step of putting allegiance to 
Christ above allegiance to Caesar. 

The spreading of the message started at Pentecost, 50 days after the first Easter 
when the Holy Spirit fell on the early believers and Peter preached about the risen Jesus 
to the assembled throng of Jews and God fearers from all over the Mediterranean, 
calling on them to faith in Christ in whom alone was salvation.  Many believed and were 
baptised and through them the message of Jesus would have been taken back to their 
homelands.  Whilst we know of the work of Peter and particularly Paul from the book of 
Acts there were countless unknown missionaries and evangelists who spread the 
gospel, the message about Jesus Christ.  Perhaps the most famous example is that of 
the church in Rome, no one knows who started it.  There appears to have been 
Christians there in the mid 40’s and certainly it was certainly well established by the time 
that Paul wrote to the Church in the late 50’s. 

The pax romana, the peace of Rome established by Caesar Augustus, as well as 
the system of Roman roads meant that the early Christian missionaries such as Paul 
were able to travel around more freely than perhaps at any time in history around what 
we now know as Turkey and then into the European mainland.  Paul would first go to 
the Jewish Synagogue in the great cities of the region, gather believers, appoint elders 
and through these Christians the message would spread into the surrounding towns and 
villages.  Luke can say in Acts with forgivable exaggeration that through this strategy 
that “all the Jews and Greeks who lived in the province of Asia heard the word of the 
Lord” (Acts 19:10). 

By the end of the New Testament period Paul is in Rome, the heart of the 
empire, preaching the Kingdom of God (Acts 28) and still planning to go to Spain the 
end of the known world (Romans 15).  And by the end of the first century there are 
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Christians around the eastern Mediterranean, in Egypt and North Africa, and there is a 
persistent legend of Thomas taking the gospel as far as India, the flame was spreading. 

By the middle of the 2nd Century one estimate has 30,000 Christians in Rome 
alone, there are Christian communities in Gaul (now France) and Tertullian tells us at 
the end of the century that there were Christian believers beyond Hadrian’s Wall in 
Britain.  Certainly there were Christian communities in Britain by the end of the 3rd 
Century.  By this time faith in Jesus has spread inland in Greece, Italy and Asia Minor, 
spread further along the North Africa coast, and been established in Spain. 

Reasons for the Spread of the Gospel 
How are we to explain the rapid expansion of the Christian faith?  It is right, of 

course to look to the hand of God blessing his message, and there are many stories of 
miracles reinforcing the message.  We have also considered in a previous sermon how 
the witness of patience and hope under persecution and works of charity commended 
Christianity.  We also should recognise that the message of hope and eternal life in the 
resurrected Christ not as a mythical figure but historical reality and the forgiveness of 
sins in Jesus’ name was one that it seems many were keen to hear.  But they would 
only hear when people brought the message of Christ to them. 

Eusebius, the first great Church historian, writing at the beginning of the fourth 
century wrote that at the beginning of the 2nd Century many followed the path of the 
apostles to preach to those who had not heard.1 

Notable Missionaries 
The conversion of Constantine in 305 and official acceptance by the empire of 

Christianity obviously had a great impact on the witness of the Church but there were 
still missionaries who longed to bring the message of Christ to those who had not heard 
it.  Some are well known, some otherwise. 

There was Ulfilas, a bishop from Constantinople who went north to work with the 
Gothic tribes for 40 years.  Perhaps doctrinally suspect his greatest task was to translate 
the Scriptures into the Gothic language, a process which first required him to invent a 
way of writing it down.  In so doing he set a precedent which was continue with Slavonic 
languages and continues today with Aboriginal languages in our own country.  Ulfilas 
translated all the works of the Bible except the war filled books of Kings, on the grounds 
so it is said that the warrior Goths knew about fighting anyway. 

More famously there is Patrick, born around 390 in Britain.  As a 16-year-old he 
was captured by a marauding Irish horde and sold as slave to Milchu for whom he was a 
shepherd.  He escaped after 6 years and became a monk in France but Ireland 
remained on his heart and mind, and a vision called him back.  Whilst many myths and 
legends surround Patrick there are some facts which are clear.  In 431 he landed at 
Wicklow but was soon forced further up the coast, from where he set out to convert the 
whole of Ireland.  One of his first converts was his old master Milchu.  He would first aim 
to win clan chiefs for Christ and then use their influence to win others.  He was it seems 
a simple man who was simply captivated by the love of Christ and despite tremendous 
opposition by the time of his death in 461 most of Ireland had been won for Christ and 
from there the faith would spread back to Britain through monasteries at Iona and from 
there back into Northern Europe. 

                                            
1 This section is indebted to Stephen Neill’s A History of Christian Missions, p39-41 which is also 

the source of the Eusebius quote.  “… many Christians felt their souls inspired by the holy word with a 
passionate desire for perfection.  Their first action, in obedience to the instruction of the Saviour, was to 
sell their goods and to distribute them to the poor.  Then, leaving their homes, they set out to fulfil the work 
of an evangelist, making it their ambition to preach the word of the faith to those who as yet had heard 
nothing of it, and to commit to them the books of the divine Gospels.  They were content simply to lay the 
foundations of the faith among these foreign peoples: they then appointed other pastors, and committed to 
them the responsibility for building up those whom they had merely brought to the faith.  They then passed 
on to other countries and nations with the grace and help of God. 



Preached at St. David’s 24/7/2016    The Spreading Flame – The Church Grows/  3 

Of particular interest for us Anglicans is Augustine of Canterbury, (so called to 
distinguish him from Augustine of Hippo of the 4th Century).  The Venerable Bede, the 
first English Church Historian of the 8th Century, tells us that in 596 Pope Gregory the 
Great saw some British slave boys in the markets of Rome and said “They are Angles, 
let them become angels.”  The early presence of the church in Britain had been swept 
away by successive invasions of Angles and Saxons and the foundations needed to be 
laid again.  Pope Gregory sent Augustine and a party of monks to England, a job it 
seems they did not want.  However, Gregory was not great for nothing and he got his 
way.  Augustine and his entourage arrived at Canterbury where King Ethelbert ruled and 
was married to Bertha, a Christian princess from Gaul.  The life and preaching of the 
new arrivals made a deep impression on Ethelbert who was converted and by the end of 
the year 10,000 Saxons had been baptised.  From then on Canterbury was the spiritual 
capital of England. 

Augustine was buried in 604 near the incomplete monastery in Canterbury. On 
his tomb was written: “Here rests ... Augustine.... Supported by God’s help by the 
working of miracles, he led Ethelbert ... and his people from the worship of idols to faith 
in Christ.”  As with Ireland, the planting of the Gospel in Britain was to lead to 
missionaries going back to Europe particularly to the Northern European Germanic 
tribes. 

These are only a few of the heroes of Christian mission, there have been many 
more through the ages who kept the flame spreading continuing to today.2   Missionaries 
these days are more likely to be coming from those countries to Europe than in the other 
direction, a great reminder of the world wide nature of the Christian Church. 

WHY SHOULD THE CHURCH SPREAD THE GOSPEL 

The church when it has been true to its message has always been a missionary 
church, calling people to join the faith.  It is worth us all too briefly considering why that 
is true. 

The One True God of all the Earth: Creational Monotheism 
We could take the doctrinal route.  That as the God of Israel is the creator God of 

all the earth he is the only true God.  As such all other gods are false gods and people 
need to know the real God.  There is a logical imperative to tell people the story, the 
Gospel of the one true God of all the earth. 

The Uniqueness of Jesus 
This universal idea is grounded in the uniqueness of Jesus, that this creator God 

has come to us.  No one else has taught like Jesus, claimed what Jesus claimed, or has 
been raised as he was raised.  It makes sense that people should know about him. 

The Command of Christ 
We could take the biblical route, it is the command of Christ to take the Gospel 

into all the world, the message that by his resurrection he is the true King with all 
authority on heaven and earth and in him alone is forgiveness of sins.  As such he is the 
fulfilment of God’s age long plan of salvation for all the earth.  We see this in passages 
in Isaiah, and at the beginning of Luke where Simeon sees baby Jesus and says “For 
my eyes have seen your salvation, which you have prepared in the sight of all people,  a 
light for revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to your people Israel.”  (Luke 2:30-31) 

                                            
2 We do not have time to speak of Francis Xavier, the Jesuit monk who in the 16th Century went to 

India, Malaysia, Indonesia, Japan and the very coast of China, 150 years before Protestants did anything 
like it, 250 years before English speaking missionaries went out in Christ’s name. Likewise we do not have 
time to look at William Carey who almost single handedly started the modern missionary movement with 
his book An Enquiry into the Obligations of Christians to Use Means for the Conversion of the Heathen 
(1792), (they knew a catchy title in those days) a work he wrote after having been told “If God wanted to 
convert the nations he could do it without your help.” Then there is Hudson Taylor’s amazing work in China 
in the 19th Century and the astounding growth of the Church in Africa and China in the 20th Century. 
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Jesus commands his church to take the message of salvation to all people for 
that was always God’s intention that repentance and forgiveness of sins will be 
preached in Jesus name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem (Luke 24:47) 

The Nature of God 
But in one sense these are dry answers, the answers of a theologian or 

theoretician.  Perhaps the best answer as to why the church should reach out to those 
outside is found in the nature of God himself. 

In Luke 15 Jesus is challenged as to why he reaches out to people who are 
outside of the religious circles of the day. He tells three famous parables: the lost sheep, 
the lost coin and the lost sons, better known as the Prodigal Son. 

In each parable the main character puts effort into seeking and then finding that 
which has been lost and then rejoicing over its restoration.  Jesus speaks of the rejoicing 
in heaven over those who come back to God.  This is the nature of our God as we see 
in Jesus, he goes out to bring people back to himself and nothing, nothing gives him 
greater pleasure then when people turn to Christ in faith. 

It is the very nature of God which should drive us to mission.  He has reached out 
to us, we have received his love, he has taken joy in us, and we can now bring joy to 
him by helping point people to him. 

HOW SHOULD WE BE INVOLVED? 

How are we to be involved in such a great task? 
Not all are called to be missionaries such as Ulfilas, Patrick or Augustine, yet 

there are things that we can all do. 
1. we should place our trust and faith in Jesus ourselves, it is an obvious point but 

needs to be made.  The Gospel is for all people including us! 
2. we need to heed the biblical teaching to live a life worthy of Christ.  By following 

Christ, we will point those around us to Christ. 
3. the Bible tells us in 1Peter that we should be ready to give an answer for the 

hope that is within us.  Even if all we can say is that we live the way we do 
because of Jesus it is a start. 

4. we should be praying that people become Christians.  Prayer is so important 
because ultimately it is God’s work.  I hope that day by day, week by week we 
continue to pray that people will become Christians through the ministry of this 
Church and throughout the world.   Such prayers are answered. 

5. Finally, we should give to support those who have gone out in Christ’s name, and 
if necessarily sacrificially.  Paul believed the Christians should support 
missionaries, it is why he wrote Romans so that he could be provided with 
support to go to Spain.  We should be supporting work like that of CMS, Ellie in 
Spain, Boyd’s in the Congo. 

There is no point however in doing this last point if we are not doing the first four. 
Mission is not something that we can subcontract out, it is to be part of who we are as 
Christians.   

But all this is how we play our part in Church History.  Church history only 
continues as people become Christians and each generation we need to renew the 
church.  If we do not, then our Church will be history.  Please join me in prayer. 

We praise you, Lord of all, for the gifts of Christ our ascended King: 
for apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers. 
Hear our prayer for all who do not know your love 
and have not heard the gospel of our Saviour Jesus Christ. 
Send out your light and truth through the messengers of your word. 
Help us to support them by our prayers and offerings, 
and hasten the coming of your kingdom; 
through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 


