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Apostles and Bishops in Early Christianity: Hugh Nibley’s Works

The study of early Christianity is a complex and multifaceted exploration of
the formative years of the Church, its leadership structure, and the pivotal
figures who shaped its doctrines. Among the scholars who have delved deeply
into this rich history is Hugh Nibley, a prominent Latter-day Saint scholar
and author known for his extensive research on early Christian texts and
doctrines. This article examines the roles of apostles and bishops in early
Christianity through the lens of Nibley's works, highlighting his
contributions to our understanding of these key figures and their
significance in the early Church.

Apostles in Early Christianity

The term "apostle" derives from the Greek word "apostolos," meaning "one who
is sent." In the context of early Christianity, apostles were individuals
chosen by Jesus Christ to spread his teachings and establish the Church. The
role of apostles was pivotal in the early Christian community, and Nibley
provides valuable insights into their characteristics, responsibilities, and
the challenges they faced.

1. The Twelve Apostles

The New Testament identifies twelve primary apostles, chosen by Jesus during
his ministry. These individuals included:

- Peter

- James (son of Zebedee)

- John

- Andrew

- Philip

- Bartholomew

- Matthew

- Thomas

- James (son of Alphaeus)

- Thaddeus (also known as Judas, son of James)
- Simon the Zealot

- Judas Iscariot (who later betrayed Jesus)

Nibley emphasizes that the Twelve Apostles were not merely passive followers;
they were active leaders tasked with the monumental responsibility of



establishing the Church after Christ's resurrection. According to Nibley,
their mission included:

- Preaching the gospel

- Baptizing new converts

- Performing miracles

- Teaching and interpreting the scriptures

2. The Apostolic Authority

Nibley highlights the concept of apostolic authority, which played a crucial
role in the early Church. This authority was believed to be derived directly
from Jesus Christ, granting the apostles the power to lead, teach, and
administer the Church. The apostles were seen as the foundation of the
Church, as articulated in Ephesians 2:20, which states that the Church is
"built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets."

Nibley argues that this authority was not merely institutional but also
spiritual, rooted in the direct experiences of the apostles with Christ. They
were witnesses of his resurrection and received divine revelations, which
further legitimized their leadership.

3. The Challenges Faced by Apostles

The apostles encountered numerous challenges as they sought to spread the
gospel. Nibley discusses several key obstacles:

- Persecution: Early Christians faced significant opposition from both Jewish
authorities and the Roman Empire. Many apostles suffered imprisonment,
torture, or martyrdom for their beliefs.

- Doctrinal Confusion: As the Church grew, various interpretations of
Christian teachings emerged, leading to doctrinal disputes. Apostles had to
address these issues to maintain unity within the Church.

- Cultural Resistance: The apostles preached a message that often clashed
with prevailing cultural norms and practices, making their mission
particularly challenging.

Nibley emphasizes that despite these challenges, the apostles remained

committed to their mission, often relying on personal revelations and the
guidance of the Holy Spirit.

Bishops in Early Christianity

As the early Church expanded, the role of bishops became increasingly
important. Bishops were appointed to oversee local congregations, providing



leadership and ensuring adherence to apostolic teachings. Nibley’'s works shed
light on the evolution of this role and its implications for Church
structure.

1. The Emergence of Bishops

The transition from apostles to bishops was a gradual process. Nibley points
out that as the apostles began to die, the need for a structured leadership
hierarchy became apparent. Bishops emerged as successors to the apostles,
tasked with preserving the faith and guiding the community.

- Selection of Bishops: Nibley notes that bishops were often chosen based on
their spiritual maturity, doctrinal knowledge, and ability to lead. The
process typically involved:

- Local congregational input

- Affirmation by existing church leaders

- Confirmation through prayer and fasting

2. Responsibilities of Bishops

The role of bishops was multifaceted, encompassing various responsibilities:

- Spiritual Oversight: Bishops were responsible for teaching, preaching, and
maintaining orthodoxy within their congregations.

- Administrative Duties: They oversaw church affairs, including finances,
building maintenance, and the organization of worship services.

- Disciplinary Actions: Bishops had the authority to excommunicate members
who strayed from the faith or engaged in immoral behavior.

Nibley highlights that the bishops were not merely administrative figures;
they were also spiritual leaders who played a crucial role in the development
of Christian doctrine and practice.

3. The Role of Bishops in Maintaining Unity

In the face of growing diversity within early Christianity, bishops were
tasked with maintaining unity among believers. Nibley discusses the
importance of bishops in:

- Addressing Heresies: Bishops took a stand against false teachings, often
convening councils to define orthodoxy and combat heretical beliefs.

- Promoting Communion: By fostering relationships between different
congregations, bishops worked to create a sense of community and shared
purpose within the broader Church.



The Intersection of Apostles and Bishops

Nibley’'s works reveal the interconnectedness of apostles and bishops in early
Christianity. While the apostles were foundational figures, the bishops
played a vital role in sustaining the Church’s mission.

1. Apostolic Succession

A key concept in understanding the relationship between apostles and bishops
is apostolic succession. This doctrine asserts that bishops are the
legitimate successors to the apostles, inheriting their authority and
mission. Nibley emphasizes the importance of this succession in preserving
the teachings of Jesus and maintaining the integrity of the Church.

- Continuity of Doctrine: Apostolic succession ensured that the teachings and
practices of the Church remained consistent over time.

- Legitimacy of Leadership: By tracing their authority back to the apostles,
bishops could claim legitimacy in their role as leaders of the Church.

2. The Role of Revelation

Nibley also highlights the role of revelation in the early Church. Both
apostles and bishops were believed to receive divine guidance, which shaped
their decisions and teachings. This emphasis on revelation underscores the
spiritual dimension of their leadership.

- Personal Revelation: Apostles often received direct revelations from
Christ, while bishops sought guidance through prayer and spiritual
discernment.

- Collective Revelation: Councils and gatherings of bishops often resulted in
collective decisions believed to be inspired by the Holy Spirit.

Conclusion

Hugh Nibley’s exploration of apostles and bishops in early Christianity
offers valuable insights into the leadership structure and challenges faced
by the early Church. The apostles laid the foundation for the Christian faith
through their teachings and witness, while bishops emerged as crucial leaders
responsible for guiding and preserving the Church in the absence of the
apostles.

By examining their roles, responsibilities, and the challenges they
encountered, Nibley provides a comprehensive understanding of how these
figures shaped the trajectory of early Christianity. Their legacy continues



to influence the Church today, reminding us of the importance of spiritual
leadership, doctrine, and the pursuit of unity in the faith.

Frequently Asked Questions

What role did apostles play in early Christianity
according to Hugh Nibley's works?

Hugh Nibley emphasized that apostles were foundational figures in early
Christianity, serving as direct representatives of Christ, tasked with
spreading the gospel and establishing the church's authority.

How does Nibley describe the relationship between
apostles and bishops in the early church?

Nibley described the relationship as one of continuity and succession, where
bishops were seen as the successors to the apostles, maintaining the
teachings and leadership established by the original apostles.

What significant challenges did early apostles face
according to Nibley's research?

Nibley noted that early apostles faced persecution, doctrinal disputes, and
the challenge of establishing a cohesive community amidst diverse beliefs and
practices within the early Christian movement.

In what ways did bishops contribute to the
development of early Christian doctrine as per
Nibley's analysis?

According to Nibley, bishops played a crucial role in interpreting scripture,

guiding congregations, and addressing heresies, thus shaping the theological
foundations and liturgical practices of early Christianity.

What does Nibley say about the apostolic authority
in relation to church governance?

Nibley argued that apostolic authority was essential for church governance,
establishing a hierarchy that linked local bishops to the original apostles,
thereby ensuring doctrinal fidelity and unity within the church.

How does Nibley view the historical context of



apostles and bishops in early Christianity?

Nibley viewed the historical context as pivotal, highlighting how the
political, social, and cultural challenges of the time influenced the roles
and functions of both apostles and bishops in shaping early Christian
identity.
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