
Introduction

     Any study of pagan corruption of early Christianity must be its very nature be two-pronged. 

In order to fully understand what the corruption is, one must understand what the uncorrupted 

version should look like.  This inevitably calls upon the writer to make a great many judgment 

calls of one kind or another as there is scarcely a complete consensus on such things.  It shall be 

the purpose of this study to both identify a proper view of the Church as Christ intended it to be 

based on Scripture and to identify in what areas the early church may have deviated from this 

desired norm.  It is also noted that some of the envisioned corruptions may be of greater concern 

to some more than to others, so this study will attempt to present the facts of the case as much as 

possible and allow the reader an opportunity to decide for himself how weighty the error may be. 

To that end this study endeavors above all to present a picture of the compassion of God and His 

persistence in working through the fallibility of man throughout time.

Understanding the Ideal

     The most generally accepted picture of the early church is the one available through the book 

of Acts with some insight available through the writings of Paul to those early churches he 

worked with and to whom he wrote his letter.  The accounts of church life in Acts can also be 

supplemented by other early writings outside the Bible, like the Didache, but it is the book of 

Acts that will be considered the final arbiter in matters to which it speaks.  One chief supposition 

that will be stipulated for this study is that the early church was originally composed primarily of 

Jewish people, which is indisputable based on the biblical record, who saw Christianity as an 

extension or clarification of their own Jewishness more than the new and separate religion that it 

eventually became.  The Apostles and the early church were not innovators creating a new faith 

as much as they were reformers who were applying the correctives that Jesus taught according to 
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God's eternal plan.  It is the contention of this author that many of the corruptions that can be 

identified within the early church are specifically geared to create unnecessary separation 

between the Church and its Jewish background.  

     A good starting point to understand this concept is an examination of the beginning of the 

Church at Pentecost.  The early Church is first seen in Acts 2 as a body of Jesus' disciples who 

were gathered together in observance of Pentecost, an Old Testament feast of the Lord, in the 

Temple courts, where they win a large number of converts from among their Jewish brethren. 

Although many Christians are taught that the beginning of Acts 2 takes place in the same upper 

room referred to in Acts 1, this is untenable based on a careful study of the content of Acts 2 

itself, based on several observations.  Firstly, there was a “multitude” which heard the rushing 

wind according to verse 6 and the account gives no indication that the disciples had to travel to 

be with this multitude.  For this reason, the reference in verse 2 to a house should therefore be 

understood to be the temple, which is an acceptable definition for the Greek word oikos in this 

verse particularly in light of the context.  The events of Acts 1 take place approximately ten days 

before the events of Acts 2 and there is no reason to infer that the events in those chapters take 

place in the same location.  The additional fact that the Pentecost event takes place at the hour of 

the morning prayer1 would also tend to indicate the Temple as the location, since Peter and John 

are shown in Acts 3 as going to the Temple for times of prayer and presumably this is where they 

would be on the day of Pentecost at the time of morning prayer as well.  Additionally, it should 

be considered that the Temple would be the most logical location that would be able to facilitate 

the baptism of 3000 persons and have a crowd of such a magnitude in any case.2

1 See Acts 2:15
2 Torah Club Volume Four: The Good News of Messiah, ed. Boaz Michael and Tim Hegg, (Marshfield, 

MO: First Fruits of Zion, 2002), 915.
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     Note that in the account in Acts 6 regarding Steven and the disputes with men in the 

synagogue appear to be taking place within the synagogue, and this chapter also notes that many 

of the priests were entering the faith.  In Acts chapter 9, when Paul goes out from Jerusalem to 

hunt down members of the Way, he takes letters to the synagogues and then goes to those same 

synagogues after his conversion to preach the gospel.  A continued survey of the book of Acts 

shows that Paul made it his regular practice to start with the synagogues in the towns that he 

visited when possible on his missionary journeys as well.3  In Paul's own testimony in Acts 22 

and 26, he explains how he persecuted believers in Christ in the synagogues.  Thus, the 

overwhelming picture of the early church is one of Jewish believers in Christ and later Gentile 

believers in Christ meeting together in synagogues to worship and evangelize.  This worship was 

of course done on the Jewish Sabbath.4  

     The book of Acts also makes a case that the Jewish feasts were still observed in some manner 

by the early church, as was noted with Pentecost earlier.  The book of Acts mentions “the Fast” 

in chapter 27, which is a reference to the Day of Atonement.  While it doesn't state explicitly that 

Paul and his companions had observed it; it is apparent that they were cognizant of its passing in 

any case.  Paul mentions several Jewish feasts in his letters, both directly and indirectly and does 

not give any indication that he has ceased to observe them.  In fact, Paul at one point admonishes 

the Corinthian church to “keep the festival” of Passover as an understanding of Passover.5  Based 

on these simple observations, this paper will demonstrate three pagan corruptions of the early 

church that are generally not understood as such: the observance of Sunday as a “sabbath” 

instead of Saturday, the rise of Easter as it is celebrated by the majority of the church today, and 

3 See Acts 13, 15, 17, 18 and 19 for examples.
4 See Acts 13:14 and 18:4 for instance.  
5 See 1 Corinthians 5:7.
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the observance of Christmas as the birthday or advent of Jesus Christ as it is practiced by much 

of the modern church.  

Disputes Regarding the Sabbath

     When the Bible uses the word Sabbath, it is referring to the modern day of Saturday without 

question.  The previous section has demonstrated that the book of Acts continually refers to the 

church meeting in synagogues and also on the Sabbath as well as other days, notably the 

reference to the early disciples meeting daily “attending the temple together” in Acts 2:46.  Yet, 

one of the texts used for the Church history class that has appointed the writing of this paper, 

claims, “We are told in the book of Acts that from the very beginning the early church had the 

custom of gathering on the first day of the week for the breaking of bread.”6  He further states 

that their reason for doing so was in observance of the resurrection of the Lord on that day.  He 

offers no supporting evidence for that claim, which is understandable as it is a fair representation 

of the majority view of the modern church.7  This does not make it true however, as is evident 

based upon the work of Samuele Bacchiocchi in his book, From Sabbath to Sunday.  The whole 

argument is not necessary to reproduce here in this study, since a summary would be sufficient to 

show the weakness of the statement by Gonzalez on two points.  The first reason this passage 

cannot be used to show Sunday worship as normative in the early church is the very fact that the 

circumstances of the service are so unusual.  It takes place at night and goes on until at least 

midnight before it is interrupted by a young man falling asleep and to his temporary demise.  The 

very fact that it happens at night leaves an open question as to whether it was in fact on Saturday 

6 Justo L. Gonzalez, The Story of Christianity: Volume 1: The Early Church tot he Dawn of the 
Reformation (New York, NY: Harper One, 1984), 93. 

7 Samuele Bacchiocchi, From Sabbath to Sunday: A Historical Investigation of the Rise of Sunday 
Observance in Early Christianity (Rome, Italy: The Pontifical Gregorian University Press, 1991), 102. 



5

night or Sunday night as well.8  Regardless of where one falls on the issue of Saturday or Sunday 

night; there is still question about whether the phrase “breaking of bread” should be taken to 

specifically mean a communion service as opposed to simply a meal as it apparently means in 

Acts 2, when the people did it daily.9  This small issue doesn't stop commentators from asserting 

that the observance of the Lord's Supper was the “principal reason for the gathering”10 or reading 

other things into the text that simply aren't necessary or possibly even supportable.  The 

conclusion of Bacchiocchi regarding the Acts 20 passage is that it is indicative of some kind of 

special gathering and should not be used as an example to support the idea that the early church 

worshiped on Sunday rather than the Sabbath.11  He also evaluates two additional passages 

generally given in support of Sunday worship by the early church, but concludes that it is 

difficult to support a view that Sunday observance was normative within the early church based 

solely on the testimony of Scripture.12  The other part of Gonzalez's assertion that Sunday was 

observed to commemorate the resurrection of Christ is also handled by Bacchiocchi.  He 

debunks the notion that the observance was originally moved to Sunday to “commemorate the 

Resurrection of Jesus Christ,” by quoting from early church fathers such as Ignatius, Barnabas 

and Justin, who wrote about the reasons for observance of Sunday and who only mention the 

resurrection as a reason in passing as a secondary support.  In fact, the earliest explicit mention 

of the resurrection as the primary reason for Sunday observance is not cited until Augustine in 

8 This point is very much in dispute as most modern commentaries seem to agree on the side of Sunday 
night, whereas others like Bacchiocchi and David Stern, who is a Messianic Jew, argue persuasively for a Saturday 
night view based on Lukan tendencies within Acts to use a Jewish reckoning for time.  

9 Bacchiocchi, From Sabbath to Sunday, 109.  
10 Homer A. Kent, Jerusalem to Rome: Studies in Acts (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 2006), 156. 
11 Bacchiocchi, From Sabbath to Sunday, 111.
12 Ibid., 90-131.  The passages considered are the above mentioned Acts 20 passage along with the 

statement in 1 Corinthians 16 regarding a collection on the “first day of the week” and the mention in Revelation 
1:10 about the Lord's Day.
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the fifth century.13  To the reader, it may still seem overreaching to consider the move of worship 

observance from Sabbath to Sunday a pagan corruption in the early church.  An investigation of 

the real reasons behind the change to Sunday as the official day of worship in the church, 

including the injunctions given by the church to consider Sunday as the “new Sabbath” will 

suffice to demonstrate the nature of this charge.

The Pagan Roots of Sunday Worship

     The fact that the resurrection was not the primary reason among the earliest reasons cited for 

Sunday celebration by the church will no doubt surprise many people, but it is extensively 

documented by Bacchiocchi using the writings of the early church fathers as previously 

mentioned.  If the resurrection was not the primary reason, it would be helpful to understand 

what the given reasons actually were in the decision making process.  One of the key pieces to 

this puzzle is the realization of where Sunday observance likely started, the church in Rome. 

While the Roman church would eventually rise to prominence within the Church as a whole; it is 

important to realize that this was not always the case.  Church historians generally agree that 

there was no centralized authority in the early church of the first century, and the account in Acts 

never reveals any church exercising authority over another church body.  Although the meeting 

in Acts 15 is often called the “first church council” by commentaries and Bibles with topic 

headings, it was little more than a meeting between two churches in dispute over a matter of 

indiscretion on the part of some members of one of the churches toward the other.14  The main 

point of the solution to the issue raised in Acts 15 is often missed as well.  The letter sent out 

13 Ibid., 270.
14 Although there is little time to dwell on this assertion, this author believes it is backed up by an 

examination of the facts in Acts 15.  This chapter does not describe a great meeting of officials from all the 
churches, but rather a meeting in the tenor of Christ's instruction in Matthew 18 regarding resolving disputes 
between believers.
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from Jerusalem to the church in Antioch is firstly an apology for the offense that was caused, and 

secondly, it is a framework for how Jews and Gentiles can coexist together in the church that 

Jesus has built.15  The Gentiles do not have to become Jewish as converts, but are still expected 

to learn and understand the Torah of God as it was taught in the synagogues where they met.16 

This incident shows that the primary influence in the early church came from Jerusalem outward 

as the members of that church went forth to spread the gospel.  As this study has shown already, 

the Jerusalem church not only met on the Sabbath, but also did so in the Temple by observing the 

Jewish times of prayer and meeting.  This by nature came to an end around the time of the 

destruction of the Temple in 70 A.D.  History records that many of the Jewish believers fled the 

city before its destruction in that year, and the scattering of that church led to a dwindling 

amount of influence.17  That vacuum was filled by the church at Rome.

     According to Bacchiocchi, there are several factors that led Rome to promote Sunday over the 

Sabbath.   The foremost reason was a perceived need to differentiate from Judaism in the eyes of 

Roman officials.  Because of the Jewish rebellions and problems in the empire, the Jews were 

disfavored early in the church's history.  Both Vespasian and Hadrian instituted measures against 

the Jews, which made many Christians, particularly Gentiles in Rome where the Jews had 

already been expelled, eager to separate themselves from the Jewish faith.  Although the Jewish 

Christians still held their Jewish customs and practices in high regard, there was no such 

attachment on the part of Gentile believers.  As the makeup of the church became increasingly 

15 Henry Chadwick, The Church in Ancient Society - From Galilee to Gregory the Great, Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2001, Oxford Scholarship Online, Oxford University Press, accessed 15 October 2009 at 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/0199246955.001.0001, 11.

16 Acts 15:21 – This verse is understood to say that the Gentiles will come along in their understanding of 
God and grow in His ways as they learn the Law of Moses every Sabbath meeting in the synagogues as part of the 
church.

17 Chadwick,  The Church in Ancient Society - From Galilee to Gregory the Great, 21.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/0199246955.001.0001
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skewed toward the Gentiles, and due also in part to strained relations generated by the Jewish 

revolt in 69-70 AD and the Bar Kochba revolt in 130 AD, most Gentile Christians looked for 

ways to differentiate from their Jewish brothers.  This is reflected in the writings of church 

leaders in the second century in particular.18  While the observance of Easter is generally 

understood as a major division between the Eastern and Western churches, the role of the dispute 

regarding the Sabbath had a similar impact.  The Western churches, with Rome as the leading 

voice, increasingly diminished Sabbath observance in the Church and commanded the day be 

observed in a manner opposite of that which the Jews did in order to provide a differentiation 

between the two groups.  This wasn't easily accepted in the East, which instead tended to observe 

the Sabbath and additionally Sunday in much the same manner, possibly to keep the peace.19 

The choice of Sunday as the primary day of worship and communion was made based on several 

factors, including the aforementioned anti-Judaic sentiments in the Roman empire and the 

writings of many church fathers who equated observance of the Sabbath with “judaizing.”20 

Other listed reasons in the apologetics that they wrote included theology regarding the mystery 

of the eighth day, as well as references to the worship of the Sun, apparently using a play on 

terms connecting it with the Son.  Justin Martyr is one of those who made this type of appeal:

 God formerly gave the sun as an object of worship, as it is written, but no one ever 
was seen to endure death on account of his faith in the sun; but for the name of Jesus 
you may see men of every nation who have endured and do endure all sufferings, 
rather than deny Him. For the word of His truth and wisdom is more ardent and more 
light-giving than the rays of the sun, and sinks down into the depths of heart and 
mind.21

Justin cites elsewhere as his primary rationale for Sunday observance the fact that it was the first 

18 Bacchiocchi, From Sabbath to Sunday, 178-183.
19 Ibid., 191-192.
20 Ibid., 219-220.  
21 Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho, accessed at http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/01288.htm on 

October 18, 2009, Chapter 121. 

http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/15073a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/08374c.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/01288.htm
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day of creation.22  The evidence available leads Bacchiocchi to conclude that the existing Sun 

worship in the Roman empire created a convenient way for Christians to establish their own 

worship as valid in the eyes of the empire as well.  Bacchiocchi presents three indications that 

the veneration of Sunday as the day of worship influenced the way the church worshiped on 

Sunday as well, which shall simply be enumerated here as there is insufficient time to detail them 

in this study.  First is the representations of Christ in early artwork with a “disk” behind his head 

that copies the art of the “Sun or Mithra” in the Sun cults.23  Second is the decision to pray facing 

“eastward” rather than facing toward Jerusalem.24  Third is the adoption of Christmas as the 

celebration of the birth of Jesus Christ on the 25th of December.25  This final pagan influence will 

be examined in more detail.  

The Reason for the Season  

     The fact that Christmas is celebrated on a date borrowed from a pagan observance is not a big 

secret to most people.  Some may even realize that it is the date of the pagan feast known as “the 

birthday of the Invincible Sun.”26  Although some would try to argue that the choice of date was 

a means for Christians to “compete” with the pagan festival,27 and others try to prove the date has 

some biblical significance or tie in28; it is readily apparent that the crux of Christmas celebration 

has little to do with the historical event described in Matthew and Luke.  Indeed, Christmas is 

perceived by this writer as an apparent magnet for a host of pagan infiltrations into later 

22 Bacchiocchi, From Sabbath to Sunday, 232.
23 Ibid., 253.
24 Ibid., 254.
25 Ibid., 257.
26 Ibid., 257.
27 Frank C. Senn, "The Christmas cycle : historical origins, traditional practices, and contemporary 

possibilities," Currents in Theology and Mission 8, no. 6 (December 1981): 325-333, ATLA Religion Database 
with ATLASerials, EBSCOhost (accessed October 15, 2009), 325-326.

28 Bacchiocchi, From Sabbath to Sunday, 258.
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Christianity, as it continued to collect traditions with pagan ties.29  In modern times, many 

Christians are indignant at the cultural usurpation of Christmas and the increasing trend of 

secularization around the holiday, yet they forget or do not realize that the holiday never truly 

belonged to God in the first place.  Yet, Christmas is not the only important Christian holiday that 

has ties to pagan traditions.  Easter is another holiday with a history mixed between the pagan 

and the biblical.  

The Pagan Influence on Easter

     The observance of Easter as it refers to the resurrection of Jesus Christ is inherently Scriptural 

in nature.  It is rooted not only in Scripture, but also in history itself30, intimately tied to the 

Passover in the Gospels where Jesus is seen observing a “Last Supper” that is apparently a 

Passover meal of some kind, and according to John's account, dying as a Passover lamb on the 

cross.  Easter did not remain immune to pagan influence however as it was adapted to suit the 

widening chasm between Gentile and Jewish Christians and between East and West.  The heart 

of the matter is a dispute over when Easter, or the Resurrection, should be celebrated.  The 

Eastern tradition tied the celebration of the Resurrection to Passover and generally observed the 

date of Nisan 14.  In the Western church, most likely beginning in Rome, a decision was made to 

separate the calculation of the celebration of Easter from the Jewish Passover.  This is another 

move made by the church to differentiate from Judaism and may have been prompted by the ban 

of the Emperor Hadrian against Jewish festivals.31  The original Easter dispute in the Roman 

church may have been primarily an internal one, but it eventually grew to represent the first real 

29 Senn, "The Christmas cycle : historical origins, traditional practices, and contemporary possibilities," 
328-329.  

30 Walter Lowrie,  "Easter only once a year," Theology Today 9, no. 1 (April 1952): 97-106, ATLA Religion 
Database with ATLASerials, EBSCOhost (accessed October 15, 2009), 99.

31 Bacchiocchi, From Sabbath to Sunday, 200-201.
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triumph of Rome's authority over the rest of the church.32  Eventually, the Roman church placed 

the date of Easter according to secular calculations, based on the vernal equinox and insuring a 

Sunday observance of the holiday,33 rather than those that relied on Jewish calculations.  Again, 

the observance is made by this author, that the linking of this holiday with pagan considerations, 

like the vernal equinox, has opened it up to the introduction of additional pagan influence, seen 

today in traditions like Easter eggs and the Easter bunny which have nothing to do with the 

original tenor of the celebration itself.  

Conclusions

     This study has discussed three early pagan infiltrations of the Christian faith and shown some 

of the effects that they have had on the Church both in history and even today.  The final task is 

to discuss the statement made in the beginning of this study regarding the seriousness of these 

corruptions and the impact they might have on a modern reader or believer in the Christian faith. 

The Apostle Paul may offer the best insight into a solution to both issues in Romans 14:5-9 

(ESV):

One person esteems one day as better than another, while another esteems all days 
alike. Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind. The one who observes 
the day, observes it in honor of the Lord. The one who eats, eats in honor of the Lord, 
since he gives thanks to God, while the one who abstains, abstains in honor of the 
Lord and gives thanks to God. For none of us lives to himself, and none of us dies to 
himself. For if we live, we live to the Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord. So 
then, whether we live or whether we die, we are the Lord’s. For to this end Christ 
died and lived again, that he might be Lord both of the dead and of the living. 

The overwhelming testimony of Scripture reveals a God who works through imperfect people, 

32 George La Piana,  "The Roman church at the end of the second century: the Episcopate of Victor, the 
Latinization of the Roman Church, the Easter controversy, consolidation of power and doctrinal development, the 
Catacomb of Callistus," Harvard Theological Review 18, no. 3 (July 1925): 201-277, ATLA Religion Database 
with ATLASerials, EBSCOhost (accessed October 15, 2009), 219-220.

33 Thurston, Herbert. "Easter Controversy." The Catholic Encyclopedia. Vol. 5. New York: Robert 
Appleton Company, 1909. 18 Oct. 2009 <http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/05228a.htm>. 
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doing imperfect things at every turn.  The history of God's dealings with mankind in Scripture is 

one of provision for shortcomings and plans made around the failures of humanity.  He allowed 

the Jews to celebrate Passover in the wrong month when they returned to Him in repentance.34 

Thus, it may be considered that God is in the business of working beyond the inability of man to 

follow His ways correctly, and while the pagan corruptions of the early church may be disturbing 

to some, to this author, they are more indicative of the simple fact that the Church as the people 

of God has a very similar track record to the nation of Israel as God's people.  The good news for 

both is that God is always faithful to His promise and will not forsake His people.  

34 See 2 Chronicles 30.
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