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Early Egyptian Christianity: from its origins to 451 C.E.

By C. Wilfred Griggs
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The assertion that Mark was the first missionary o Egypt is also
couched in somewhat ambiguous terms, for Eusebius apparently had
no document or authority beyond the local tradition suggested by
puaaiv (they say). Morton Smith wrote that gaoiv, “If not used imper-
sonally, should refer to Clement and Papias, who were named as the
sources of information in the preceding sentence.””’ Smith noted that
there is no mention of Mark journeying to Alexandria in the pre-
served works of Clement, but in 1958 he discovered a lost letter of
Clement to Theodore, in which Clement states that Mark traveled
from Rome to Alexandna after Peter’s death. Mark 1s further stated
in the letter to have composed a “more spiritual gospel” in Alexandria
to use for the initiation of worthy Christians into secret mysteries.
Within the letter Clement both admits the existence of the secret
gospel and supports the implication that at least in Alexandria there
was a dimension of Christianity not generally known in the world.*
The value of this evidence relating to Christian origins in Egypt will
depend upon the degree of one’s acceptance of the letter as actually
originating with Clement. A decade after publishing his Clement of
Alexandna and a Secret Gospel of Mark, Smith published an article in
which he summarized responses of scholars to the new discovery.”
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Unfortunately, we know next to nothing of any details concerning | the

missionaries (apostles) and their labours during the second century; their very
names are lost, with the exception of Pantaenus, the Alexandrian teacher, and his
mission
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bishop Dionysius of Alexandria writes that Christians prefer to call their children
Peter and Paul. It was then also that Christian changes’ of name began to be
common.
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The same may be said of the church of God at Corinth and the local assembly of
the people, as also of the church of God at Alexandria by Mark and the local
assembly in that city.
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4. THE COPTIC CHURCH
The origins of the Church in Egypt are enveloped in deep
obscurity.38 For the period before the beginning of the lengthy
episcopate of Bishop Demetrius of Alexandria (A.D. 188/9-231),
about whom Eusebius provides not a little information, we
look in vain for specific data concerning the spread of Christianity
along the Nile. The earliest Christians, it appears, used
Greek, but soon the new faith found adherents among those
who knew only Coptic, the descendant of the ancient Egyptian
language. Among both groups alike there circulated not only
copies of the New Testament books but also numerous
apocryphal gospels, acts, epistles, and apocalypses.
Athanasius issued his Thirty-Ninth Festal Epistle not only in
Greek but also in Coptic, in a slightly different form— though
the list of twenty-seven books of the New Testament is the same
in both languages. How far, however, the list remained

authoritative for the Copts is problematical. The Coptic



(Bohairic) translation of the collection known as the Eighty-
Five Apostolic Canons39 concludes with a different sequence of
the books of the New Testament and is enlarged by the

addition of two others: the four Gospels; the Acts of the
Apostles; the fourteen Epistles of Paul (not mentioned individually);
two Epistles of Peter, three of John, one of James, one

of Jude; the Apocalypse of John; the two Epistles of Clement.
The word "Clement’ is followed in the Coptic text by the clause
etetneoshou hi bol, the significance of which has puzzled scholars.
Tattam translated the words *which you shall read out of,40 a
rendering characterized by Lightfoot as 'surely wrong'; he
translates 'which ye shall read aloud'.41 Perhaps it is better,
with Guidi, to translate 'from which you are to read, outside’,

42 and to understand that the two Epistles of Clement,

though outside the canon, may nevertheless be read. Furthermore,
manuscripts of the Arabic version (probably made in

Egypt) of the Eighty-Fifth Apostolic Canon differ with respect
to the list of canonical Scriptures. Three, dating from the
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, make no mention of the
Epistles of Clement (omitting, of course, the puzzling clause as
well). In other manuscripts, following the mention of *the
Apocalypse, vision of John', the list concludes with "the two

Epistles of Clement in one book'.43
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He was later restored to faith by Peter; then became Peter’s interpreter, wrote the
Gospel of Mark, founded the church of Africa, and became the bishop of

Alexandria.

In A.D. 43, about 10 years after the ascension of Christ, Saint Mark traveled to
Alexandria and founded the Church of Alexandria, which today is the Coptic
Orthodox Church . Aspects of the Coptic liturgy can be traced back to Saint Mark
himself. He became the first bishop of Alexandria and he is honored as the founder

of Christianity in Africa.”

According to Eusebius (Eccl. Hist. 2.24.1), Mark was succede by Annianus as the
bishop of Alexandria in the eighth year of Nero (A.D.62/63), probabbly, but not
definitely due to his coming death. Later Coptic traiditon says that he was martyred
in A.D.68. BI7IEleno]

When Mark returned to Alexandria, the pagans of the city resented his efforts to
turn the Alexandrians away from the worship of their traditional Hellenistic
gods.letatonneededl 1y AP 68 they placed a rope around his neck and dragged him

through the streets until he was dead.”
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Papias (Eusebius, Church History 111.39) asserts not later than A.D. 130, on the
authority of an "elder”, that Mark had been the interpreter (hermeneutes) of Peter,
and wrote down accurately, though not in order, the teaching of Peter (see below,
GOSPEL OF SAINT MARK). A widespread, if somewhat late, tradition represents
St. Mark as the founder of the Church of Alexandria. Though strangely enough

Clement and Origen make no reference to the saint's connection with their city, it is
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attested by Eusebius (op. cit., Il, xvi, xxiv), by St. Jerome ("De Vir. Illust.”, viii),
by the Apostolic Constitutions (VII, xlvi), by Epiphanius (“Heer;.", li, 6) and by
many later authorities. The "Martyrologium Romanum®" (25 April) records: "At
Alexandria the anniversary of Blessed Mark the Evangelist . . . at Alexandria of St.
Anianus, Bishop, the disciple of Blessed Mark and his successor in the episcopate,
who fell asleep in the Lord." The date at which Mark came to Alexandria is
uncertain. The Chronicle of Eusebius assigns it to the first years of Claudius (A.D.
41-4), and later on states that St. Mark's first successor, Anianus, succeeded to the
See of Alexandria in the eighth year of Nero (61-2). This would make Mark
Bishop of Alexandria for a period of about twenty years. This is not impossible, if
we might suppose in accordance with some early evidence that St. Peter came to
Rome in A.D. 42, Mark perhaps accompanying him. But Acts raise considerable
difficulties. On the assumption that the founder of the Church of Alexandria was
identical with the companion of Paul and Barnabas, we find him at Jerusalem and
Antioch about A.D. 46 (Acts 12:25), in Salamis about 47 (Acts 13:5), at Antioch
again about 49 or 50 (Acts 15:37-9), and when he quitted Antioch, on the
separation of Paul and Barnabas, it was not to Alexandria but to Cyprus that he
turned (Acts 15:39). There is nothing indeed to prove absolutely that all this is
inconsistent with his being Bishop of Alexandria at the time, but seeing that the
chronology of the Apostolic age is admittedly uncertain, and that we have no
earlier authority than Eusebius for the date of the foundation of the Alexandrian
Church, we may perhaps conclude with more probability that it was founded
somewhat later. There is abundance of time between A.D. 50 and 60, a period

during which the New Testament is silent in regard to St. Mark, for his activity in

Egypt.
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Apostle and Evangelist Mark is the author of the Gospel of Mark, the companion
of the Apostle Paul (as recorded in the Acts of the Apostles), and is numbered
among the Seventy Apostles. He is often referred to as John Mark, and is the
founder of the Church of Alexandria, being regarded as its first pope. As a result,

he is also particularly venerated by the Coptic Church as its founder, as well.
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THE first Epistle, bearing the name of Clement, has been preserved to us in a single
manuscript only. Though very frequently referred to by ancient Christian writers, it
remained unknown to the scholars of Western Europe until happily discovered in
the Alexandrian manuscript. This ms. of the Sacred Scriptures (known and

generally referred to as Codex A)
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THE ACTS of St. Mark tell us, that he was a shoemaker in that city, whose hand,
wounded with an awl, St. Mark healed when he first entered the city. Such was his
fervour and progress in virtue and learning, that St. Mark constituted him bishop of
Alexandria, during his absence; and Anianus governed that great church four years
with him, and eighteen years and seven months after his death, according to the
Oriental Chronicle.—He died in the year 86, on the 26th of November; but is
named in the Roman Martyrology on the same day with St. Mark. “He was a man,”
says Eusebius, 1 “well-pleasing to God, and admirable in all things.” St.

Epiphanius mentions a church in Alexandria built in his honour. 2
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(ET by J. Moffatt from the 2nd German edition of 1906; London: Williams and Norgate,

1908): 158f. The material of this second edition is revised and extensively supplemented in
the 4th German edition (Leipzig, 1924); ).
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