
constitutions of the holy apostles or
the apostolic constitutions
Constitutions of the Holy Apostles, also known as the Apostolic
Constitutions, is a significant collection of ecclesiastical laws and
teachings attributed to the apostles. This text is of paramount importance in
understanding the early Christian church's structure, beliefs, and practices.
Composed in the fourth century, it reflects the theological, liturgical, and
disciplinary norms that governed the life of the early Christian communities.
This article delves into the origins, content, and influence of the Apostolic
Constitutions, providing a comprehensive overview of this essential document
in Christian history.

Historical Context

Origins and Authorship

The Constitutions of the Holy Apostles is believed to have been composed in
the late fourth century, likely in Syria. While traditionally attributed to
the apostles themselves, modern scholarship suggests that it was written by
an anonymous Christian author or group of authors who sought to capture and
codify the teachings and practices of the early church. The text is divided
into eight books, each addressing different aspects of Christian life and
governance.

Development of Early Christian Communities

To understand the Apostolic Constitutions, one must consider the context in
which early Christian communities developed. Following the death of Jesus
Christ, his followers formed communities that were characterized by their
communal living, shared beliefs, and practices. As these communities grew,
the need for a structured form of governance and a clear set of doctrines
became essential. The Apostolic Constitutions played a crucial role in
providing guidance on how to organize church leadership, conduct worship, and
maintain moral standards.

Structure and Content

The Constitutions of the Holy Apostles is structured into eight distinct
books, each addressing different themes relevant to the life of the church.



Book I: The Faith

This book outlines the foundational beliefs of Christianity, including the
nature of God, the role of Christ, and the significance of the Holy Spirit.
It emphasizes the importance of baptism and the Eucharist as central
sacraments of the faith.

Book II: The Church and Its Ministry

Book II focuses on the structure of the church and the various roles within
it. Key points include:

1. Hierarchy: The establishment of a clerical hierarchy, including bishops,
presbyters (elders), and deacons.
2. Ordination: Detailed instructions regarding the ordination of ministers
and the qualifications required for church leadership.
3. Duties: A list of responsibilities and duties for each office, emphasizing
the importance of moral integrity and dedication to service.

Book III: The Divine Liturgy

This book provides a framework for the conduct of public worship. It
includes:

- Liturgical Practices: Descriptions of various rites, including the
Eucharist, prayers, and hymns.
- Role of the Laity: The participation of congregants in worship and their
responsibilities during the liturgy.
- Festivals and Fasts: Guidelines for observing religious festivals and
periods of fasting.

Book IV: Moral Teachings

Book IV addresses ethical conduct, providing moral guidance for Christians.
Key teachings include:

- Social Justice: Instructions on caring for the poor and marginalized.
- Marriage and Family: Guidelines for family life, including the sanctity of
marriage and the responsibilities of parents.
- Personal Conduct: Exhortations against immoral behavior and the importance
of personal integrity.



Book V: The Treatment of Heretics and Schismatics

This section outlines the church's approach to heresy and division within the
Christian community. It emphasizes:

- Discernment: The importance of distinguishing true teachings from false
ones.
- Discipline: Procedures for addressing those who deviate from accepted
beliefs and practices, including excommunication as a last resort.

Book VI: The Office of the Bishop

This book elaborates on the role of bishops in the church, detailing their
responsibilities, authority, and the importance of their moral character. It
stresses:

- Leadership: The bishop as a spiritual leader and guide for the community.
- Education: The necessity for bishops to be well-versed in scripture and
doctrine to effectively teach their flock.

Book VII: The Proper Conduct of the Clergy

Book VII provides specific guidelines for the behavior of clergy members,
emphasizing:

- Celibacy: Expectations regarding celibacy for certain clergy roles.
- Accountability: Procedures for addressing misconduct among clergy.
- Community Engagement: The importance of clergy being active and visible
within their communities.

Book VIII: The Apocalypse and Eschatology

The final book discusses eschatological themes, including the return of
Christ and the final judgment. It provides:

- Hope and Assurance: Encouragement for believers to remain steadfast in
their faith in light of the promised return of Christ.
- Prophetic Warnings: Cautions against complacency and exhortations to live
righteously as the end times approach.

Influence and Legacy



The Constitutions of the Holy Apostles has had a lasting impact on Christian
thought and practice. Its teachings have been influential in shaping the
liturgical practices of various Christian denominations, particularly within
Eastern Orthodoxy and some branches of the Catholic Church.

Liturgical Influence

Many of the prayers, hymns, and liturgical structures outlined in the
Apostolic Constitutions have been incorporated into the worship practices of
later Christian traditions. The emphasis on the sacraments, particularly the
Eucharist, continues to play a central role in Christian worship.

Ecclesiastical Authority

The hierarchical structure proposed in the Apostolic Constitutions has
influenced the governance of the church, establishing a model for church
leadership that persists in many Christian denominations to this day.

Ethical Guidance

The moral teachings contained within the text continue to resonate with
contemporary Christian ethics, addressing issues of social justice, family
life, and personal conduct that are still relevant to modern believers.

Conclusion

The Constitutions of the Holy Apostles is a vital document in the history of
Christianity, providing a window into the beliefs, practices, and governance
of the early church. Its rich content reflects the struggles and aspirations
of early Christians as they sought to define their faith and establish a
community rooted in the teachings of Christ and the apostles. As such, it
remains a significant source for understanding the development of Christian
doctrine and practice throughout the centuries. Today, the Apostolic
Constitutions continue to inspire and guide Christian communities,
reinforcing the enduring legacy of the early church in contemporary faith
life.

Frequently Asked Questions



What are the Apostolic Constitutions and their
significance in early Christianity?
The Apostolic Constitutions are a collection of early Christian writings that
date back to the 4th century. They are significant because they provide
insights into the practices, liturgy, and governance of the early Church,
reflecting the development of Christian doctrine and community structure.

How do the Apostolic Constitutions influence modern
Christian practices?
The Apostolic Constitutions influence modern Christian practices by serving
as a historical reference for liturgical rites, pastoral care, and church
governance. Many denominations draw on these texts to understand the roots of
their traditions and the evolution of church authority.

What are the main components or sections within the
Apostolic Constitutions?
The Apostolic Constitutions consist of several key sections, including the
'Constitution of the Holy Apostles', which outlines church hierarchy and
governance; the 'Liturgy', which details worship practices; and moral
teachings that guide Christian living.

In what ways are the Apostolic Constitutions
considered a bridge between the New Testament and
later Church writings?
The Apostolic Constitutions serve as a bridge between the New Testament and
later Church writings by preserving apostolic teachings and traditions while
also addressing the evolving needs of the early Christian community. They
provide continuity in theological thought and practical application.

What role did the early Church Fathers play in the
development of the Apostolic Constitutions?
The early Church Fathers played a crucial role in the development of the
Apostolic Constitutions by compiling, editing, and interpreting earlier
Christian writings and teachings. Their contributions helped shape the text
into a comprehensive guide for church life and governance in the early
centuries of Christianity.
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