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   TOPIC 1 – THE BIRTH, DEVELOPMENT AND BELIEFS OF THE CHURCH
         – CHRISTIANITY IN IRELAND & THE DEVELOPMENT OF PROTESTANTISM

FACTFILE: 
GCSE 
RELIGIOUS STUDIES
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Learning outcomes:
Students should be able to demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and critically evaluate:

Topic Unit 1

The Christian 
Church

Unit 2a

Focus on the 
Catholic Church

Unit 2b

Focus on the 
Protestant 

Church

The events and 
meaning of Pentecost

St Paul’s teaching on 
the church

The characteristics of 
the Early Church

The Apostles’ Creed

How Christianity came 
to Ireland – the life 

and work of St Patrick

How Protestantism 
emerged – the 
Reformation

✓ ✓ ✓

✓ ✓ ✓

✓ ✓ ✓

✓ ✓ ✓

✓ ✓ ✓

✓ ✗ ✓
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The birth, development and beliefs of the Church
The events and meaning of Pentecost
Luke records Jesus’ ascension to heaven in his first chapter of the Acts of the Apostles. Before Jesus was 
taken up to heaven he told the apostles to stay in Jerusalem and wait until they received the Holy Spirit 
(Acts 1:4-5). While the apostles waited in Jerusalem, Jews from ‘every nation under heaven’ (Acts 2:5) had 
travelled to Jerusalem to celebrate the harvest, fifty days after Passover. In Acts 2:1-8, Luke records the 
following events:

When the day of Pentecost came, they [the disciples] were all together in one place. Suddenly a sound like 
the blowing of a violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole house where they were sitting. They saw 
what seemed to be tongues of fire that separated and came to rest on each of them. All of them were filled 
with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit enabled them. Now there were staying 
in Jerusalem God-fearing Jews from every nation under heaven. When they heard this sound, a crowd came 
together in bewilderment, because each one heard their own language being spoken. Utterly amazed, they 
asked: “Aren’t all these who are speaking Galileans? Then how is it that each of us hears them in our native 
language?

Pentecost was an important event because it fulfilled the promise Jesus made to the disciples that he would 
send the Holy Spirit, the gift that his Father promised (Acts 1:4-5). Pentecost was important because it 
was proof that the Holy Spirit was present in the Church and the gifts of the Spirit enabled the apostles to 
be Jesus’ witnesses in Jerusalem (Acts 2:14). Pentecost was the birth of the Christian Church and about 
3,000 people were baptised that day. Jews ‘from every nation under heaven’ were present and heard Peter’s 
speech in their own language (Acts 2:5). Therefore, this event marked the beginning of the church’s mission 
throughout the world. Christians today continue to believe that the Holy Spirit is present in the Church and 
helps them to live good lives.
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St Paul’s teaching on the church
In Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians (1Corinthians), Paul tells the early Christians what the church should 
be like and how the members of the church should behave. Paul is aware that individuals have been given 
different spiritual gifts such as wisdom, knowledge, gifts of healing and speaking in tongues (1Cor 12:8-10). 
He believed that this should not cause divisions as the gifts were given by the same God. Instead, the gifts 
should be used for the common good and unite the church so that they benefit everyone in the community.

Paul argued that the Church is made up of many different people, each bringing their own unique 
contribution to the Christian community. To stress the importance of unity in the community, Paul 
compared the church to the human body. The human body has many different parts, and each part is 
essential for the whole body to function. For example, he wrote if the whole body were an eye, where would 
the sense of hearing be? (1Cor 12:17) Paul believed that each member of the church is unique just like the 
human body has many unique parts (v. 20). Different people have individual gifts and talents, and they are 
all needed in the church, they are essential for the whole community to function properly.

Paul wrote that the parts of the body / individuals in the Church that may appear weaker are indispensable 
and the community cannot do without them (v. 22). He added that there should be no divisions, and 
everyone should have equal concern for each other (v. 25). He said if one part suffers, every part suffers with 
it (v. 26).
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The characteristics of the Early Church
There are several key features of the Early Church. The first Christians were involved in preaching and 
teaching, healing people through miracles, prayer and hymn-singing and sharing their possessions with 
others.

Consider the following references from the New Testament:

Matthew 10:
1, 5-14

Preaching and teaching

• Jesus called his twelve disciples to him and gave them authority to drive 
out impure spirits and to heal every disease and sickness.

• Jesus instructed the 12: “Do not go among the Gentiles or enter any town 
of the Samaritans. Go rather to the lost sheep of Israel. As you go, proclaim 
this message: ‘The kingdom of heaven has come near.’ Heal the sick, raise 
the dead, cleanse those who have leprosy, drive out demons.”

• He told them to trust in God throughout their journey: “Do not get any gold 
or silver or copper to take with you in your belts no bag for the journey or 
extra shirt or sandals or a staff.”

• They were told to stay in a house where they were welcomed but not waste 
time if they weren’t being listened to: “if anyone will not welcome you or 
listen to your words, leave that home or town and shake the dust off your 
feet.”

Acts 2:
42, 44-47

Sharing possessions and breaking of bread

• The members of the Early Church devoted themselves to the apostles’ 
teaching and to fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. All the 
believers were together and had everything in common.

• They sold property and their possessions to give to anyone who was in 
need. Every day they continued to meet in the temple courts. 

• They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere 
hearts, praising God and enjoying the favour of all the people.

1Corinthians 11:
23-25

Breaking of bread

• St Paul encouraged the Christians in Corinth to remember death of Jesus 
through his words and actions at the Last Supper.

• Paul wrote “The Lord Jesus, on the night he was betrayed, took bread, and 
when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, “This is my body, which is 
for you; do this in remembrance of me.” In the same way, after supper he 
took the cup, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood; do this, 
whenever you drink it, in remembrance of me.”

James 2:
14-17

Sharing possessions

• James told the early Christians that they must care for one another 
otherwise their faith pointless.

• He wrote: “What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if someone claims 
to have faith but has no deeds? Can such faith save them? Suppose a 
brother or a sister is without clothes and daily food. If one of you says to 
them, “Go in peace; keep warm and well fed,” but does nothing about their 
physical needs, what good is it? In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not 
accompanied by action, is dead.”
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Colossians 3:
12-17

Christian qualities

Paul outlined the key qualities Christians should always try to display: 
“clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and 
patience. Bear with each other and forgive one another if any of you has a 
grievance against someone. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. And over all 
these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity.”

Hymn-singing

Paul also encouraged the early Christians to sing hymns to praise and thank 
God: “Let the message of Christ dwell among you richly as you teach and 
admonish one another with all wisdom through psalms, hymns, and songs 
from the Spirit, singing to God with gratitude in your hearts.”

The Apostles’ Creed
The Apostle’s Creed is a statement 
of faith containing a summary of 
the key Christian beliefs. The beliefs 
contained in the Creed can be 
outlined as follows:

• There is one God. Christianity is a 
monotheistic faith. The Apostle’s 
Creed also outlines belief in the 
Trinity: The Father, Son and Holy 
Spirit.

• The Creed teaches that Jesus was 
God incarnate, the Son of God. He 
was conceived by the power of the 
Holy Spirit and born of the Virgin 
Mary.

• The Creed states Jesus suffered, was 
crucified and died but rose again on 
the third day. 

• Jesus then ascended into heaven 
and is seated at the right hand of his 
Father. He will come again as judge.

• The Apostles’ Creed concludes with 
reference to belief in the Church, 
the communion of saints, the 
forgiveness of sins, the resurrection 
of the body and life everlasting.
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How Christianity came to Ireland – the life and work of St Patrick
St Patrick is believed to have been the first person to have brought Christianity to Ireland in the fifth century. 
While many myths and legends have been developed about St Patrick, the historical Patrick wrote two 
pieces of work and it is from these that Christians today learn about the saint.

• Patrick was first brought to Ireland as a slave by Irish pirates at the age of 16.

• He was forced to look after animals and throughout his captivity he prayed frequently and consequently he 
developed a close relationship with God.

• After 6 years, Patrick escaped from slavery. When he returned home, he became a priest. 

• He experienced many dreams and visions. In one dream he received a call from the Irish, begging him to 
return to the land of his captivity, that he would walk among the Irish once again.

• Patrick responded to the call and returned to Ireland where he converted and baptised many thousands of 
people. 

• However, Patrick also faced opposition and criticism in Ireland. His 
life was at risk, and he was sometimes imprisoned by local pagan 
chiefs. The people of Ireland were polytheistic, and this led to 
conflict with Patrick’s message of monotheism e.g. Coroticus killed 
and captured many of his newly baptised converts. Patrick tried to 
reason with Coroticus but was ridiculed.

Christians today celebrate St Patrick’s Day on 17th March. Many wear 
shamrocks to remind them of Patrick’s teaching about the Trinity 
and attend church services in his honour. Many Christians today also 
visit places associated with St Patrick on St Patrick’s Day e.g. Saul, 
Slieve Patrick, Downpatrick and Armagh.
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How Protestantism emerged – the Reformation
[Assessed in Unit 1 and 2b only]

In 16th Century Europe there was a split or schism within Christianity. 
Members of the Catholic Church were involved in practices that not 
everyone agreed with. For example, Catholic priests were selling 
indulgences so people could pay the church to have their sins forgiven. 
People such as Martin Luther protested against this and split away from 
the Roman Catholic Church. Those who protested and split from the 
Catholic Church referred to as Protestants.

Martin Luther was a German monk and professor of Bible interpretation 
at the University of Wittenberg. In 1517 he nailed the document called 
the Ninety-five Theses to the door of his church in Wittenberg to try 
to stop the corruption that he saw within the Roman Catholic Church. 
Luther was concerned with the Catholic Church’s attitude towards indulgences and argued that people only 
became right with God through faith in Jesus Christ. 

Luther was excommunicated from the Catholic Church. He wouldn’t take back his beliefs and they declared 
that he was a heretic (a false teacher). At the Diet of Worms in 1521, his writings were banned by the 
Catholic Church but Luther was defiant and set up his own church called the Lutheran Church.

In addition to the selling of indulgences, other practices within the Catholic Church caused concern at 
that time. For example, worship was conducted in Latin and many people didn’t understand what was 
happening. To address this issue, Luther’s services were conducted in German, and he translated the Bible 
to make it more accessible to ordinary people.
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Luther’s ideas spread but Protestants didn’t agree on a common approach when they split from Rome. 
Different groups of reformed Christians adapted different beliefs and practices which led to several different 
Protestant denominations. For example, the French Pastor John Calvin rejected the Catholic practices of 
absolving sin and developed the Reformed Church (circa 1530) in Geneva, Switzerland. 

Ten years after Luther’s initial protest, King Henry VIII worked to break the Church in England away from the 
Catholic Church. He wanted to free himself from his marriage to Catherine of Aragon who hadn’t provided 
him with a male heir. He requested a divorce so that he could marry Anne Boleyn. Pope Clement VII couldn’t 
grant his request, so Henry created a Church independent of Rome – in 1534 parliament passed the Act of 
Supremacy which made him the Supreme Head of the Church of England.

TASKS
Answer the following questions:

1. Explain why the events of Pentecost were so important for the Early Church.

2. Outline Paul’s teaching where he compared the Church to a human body.

3. Describe the main characteristics of the Early Church.

4. Explain the main Christian beliefs outlined in the Apostles’ Creed.

5. Outline the main events in Saint Patrick’s life.

6. “Spreading the Christian message is more difficult today than it was in the Early Church or at the time of 
Patrick.” Do you agree with this statement? Give reasons for your answer.

http://ccea.org.uk/biology/

