
 

 

Disciplinary Focus: Human sciences\Theology (Christianity) 

Enquiry Question: Why is Christianity the way it is? 

Essential Outcomes  

Pupils are able: 

 To analyse key events within the reconstructed history of (predominantly Western) Christianity 

 To evaluate theological and/or historical causes for various key ‘turning points’ within the history of 

Christianity 

 To analyse the significance of historical events in the shaping of Christian thought 
 

Core Knowledge  

 The ‘core’ of this unit is a narrative of how 

Christianity has developed over the past two 

thousand years. As with much historical study, the 

choices of what is considered a ‘key moment’ or 

‘turning point’ in history are innumerable and 

certainly contested. The suggestion of what is ‘core’ 

here is considered a starting point, stated with the 

expectation that pupils will develop this 

understanding with increasing levels of sophistication 

over time. This ‘core’ narrative can be used as the 

series of pegs on which to ‘hang’ subsequent lesson 

exemplar activities (see ‘Exemplar learning 

activities’). It is a matter of teacher judgement as to 

how complex the narrative should be. See ‘notes’ 

section for a timeline to support this teacher 

judgement. 
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Exemplar Learning Activities  

1. “What is the ‘big picture story of Christianity?”. Using the core knowledge narrative as a 

guide, the story could be narrated or pupils could undertake a chronological sequencing task to 

see the unfolding story. Summaries of key events could be made into tiles and sequenced into a 

timeline. This timeline could then be annotated in a variety of ways. Pupils could plot a line graph 

to indicate trajectories of when the church is in agreement and unified, vs. in disagreement and 

dissonant. Pupils could plot a different line graph indicating increasing or decreasing tensions 

between the church and the secular state. 

2. “What did the letter to the Romans mean to two people who lived 1,500 years apart?” 

Text analysis of a source which relates to multiple events in the core knowledge narrative, such as 

the importance of Romans 5:5-11 for the early church (historical-critical analysis of the text, with 

a series of questions based around Paul’s intentions, such as ‘what does it mean to be a Christian 

according to Paul in this text?’, ‘according to Paul, what are humans like before faith?’, ‘according 

to Paul, what are humans like when they have faith in Jesus Christ?’. Then, contrast this with the 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans+5%3A1-11&version=NRSV


 

 

reception of the text in the work of Martin Luther. Examples might include Luther’s Preface to the 

book of Romans. Editions can be found here or here. 

3. “What was this a reaction to?”: An annotated textual analysis of the Nicene Creed. Give pupils 

two contrasting sources. One might be a short encyclopaedic summary of Arianism (for example 

Britannica online) and another should be the Nicene Creed. (editions of this can be found online). 

The objective is to detect how the Creed reacts to Arian views. 

 Based around an understanding of Arianism as a theology which focusses on the unity 

and unchangeability of God and the claim that Jesus (the Son), who is changeable, cannot 

therefore be God. According to critics of Arius, this means that Jesus is a demigod and 

that Christianity ends up being polytheistic. 

 The objective of the exercise is, therefore, for pupils to see the specific wording of the 

Nicene Creed to show how it rejects polytheism, rejects the idea of Jesus as demigod, 

claims that Jesus is God and claims that the Son, Father and Holy Spirit are triune.  

4. “How do different denominations express themselves today?” On the basis of an 

understanding of the shared and divergent histories of the Orthodox, Roman Catholic and 

Protestant traditions, trips or visits to church buildings and experiencing living traditions (e.g. 

through visitors) is an effective way to see how denominations express themselves differently. For 

instance, in Norfolk, a city like Norwich presents opportunities to visit a Roman Catholic cathedral, 

a Protestant (Church of England) cathedral and an Orthodox church. Pupils can prepare questions 

on the basis of the historical-based study they have undertaken. 

5. “How damaging is it for Christians if miracles are not to be believed?” Summarise Hume’s 

views about the miracle (that miracles are a breaking of the laws of nature, different from 

extraordinary events, and therefore should not be believed). There are useful online resources for 

this, for example: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CeG1HDOgzCQ Following this summary, 

pupils go back through the timeline and identify which aspects of Christianity would be brought 

into question if all ‘supernatural’ elements of the religion were to be questioned (e.g. the 

Incarnation, the Resurrection, the Ascension, Constantine’s victory in battle ascribed to the 

Christian God, a variety of elements within the Nicene Creed, the claims of religious authority 

over secular authorities, etc.) 

6. “Christianity or Christianities?” This could be undertaken as a prepared classroom debate or 

an extended writing opportunity around the question “should we speak of Christianity or 

Christianities?” This activity should draw from the whole domain of the unit, enabling pupils to 
come to a justified conclusion based on a range of different examples and events they have studied 

in the history of Christianity. Broadly speaking, many theologians now talk about ‘Christianities’, as 

a way of holding together the idea of a shared heritage, but with a range of diverse expressions 

within it. 

 

 

Notes  

In terms of proximal sequencing within the exemplar curriculum, this unit builds on knowledge, 

skills and understanding from the ‘Why does God have so many names?’ unit, which introduces 

pupils to central Christian theological claims about God. It lays the foundation for further units of 

study in Year 8, which explores sources of authority for Christians as well as an historical mode 

of study for teaching about early Islam. In terms of sequencing at KS3, it also complements the 

http://www.messiahskingdom.com/resources/The-Gospel/luther-romans.pdf
https://www.ccel.org/l/luther/romans/pref_romans.html
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Arianism
https://earlychurchtexts.com/public/creed_of_nicaea_325.htm
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CeG1HDOgzCQ


 

 

KS3 National Curriculum for history, in which pupils need to study the development of the 

Church, state and society in Mediaeval Britain 1066-1509 and in Britain 1509-1745. 

 

A suggest timeline, to support resourcing and teacher knowledge enhancement: 

 A Palestinian Jew called Jesus was crucified by Roman authorities around 33CE in Jerusalem, 

which today is in the State of Israel. 

 From 33CE onwards, the disciples of Jesus claimed that this individual had risen from the dead 

(the Resurrection) and claimed that this was linked to Jesus’ identity as the Son of God; they 

also claim that Jesus has ascended to heaven (the Ascension) and that he will return to Earth 

to bring final judgement imminently (the Parousia). 

 In the earliest days, the followers of Jesus were predominantly Jewish ‘converts’. So forms of 

Christianity were mainly Jewish expressions of Christianity (or Christian expressions of 

Judaism!). Some followers of Jesus begin spreading the news about Jesus (the Gospel) to groups 

of people from non-Jewish backgrounds (these people are called ‘Gentiles’). Over time, Gentile 

expressions of Christianity become greater in number than Jewish forms of Christianity. 

 Roughly between 33-36CE, a Jewish man called Paul of Tarsus converts to Christianity and 

begins spreading the Gospel throughout modern-day Turkey and Greece. He writes letters 

(Epistles) to different Christian communities, which are contained in the New Testament of 

the Bible. 

 Christians grew in number, which was a concern for the Roman authorities. Tensions increase 

between Christians and Roman authorities, especially around the idea of Emperor worship as 

a god, offering and sacrifices, which was problematic for Christians who claimed that only one 

God should be worshiped. Many Christians were martyred for their faith. 

 Over 250 years later, in 312CE, the Roman Empire, led by the Emperor Constantine, decides 

that the ‘official’ religion of the Empire will be Christianity. Constantine was a Roman soldier 

who had conquered his rival for the throne in a great battle in 312CE. Constantine believe he 

had won this battle because of the Christian God. No longer was Christianity illegal.  

 In 325CE, the Emperor Constantine gathers hundreds of leaders of the Christian church 

together to sort out some ‘problems’ created by one Christian teacher named Arius. One 

produce of this meeting is a Creed, which is a statement of what all Christians ‘should’ believe. 

 From 300CE, Christianity spread further, to new parts of the world, it became as vast as the 

Roman Empire itself. Rome was the most important city. In that city, a Christian leader, called 

the Bishop of Rome became the leader in charge of all of Christianity across the Empire. He 

became known as the Pope.  

 But, over time, the Empire got so large. The East and West of the Roman Empire began to 

tear away from each other. The Bishop of Rome was in the West. But there was another great 

and powerful city in the East, the city of Constantinople. The Christians in the East had a leader 

to rival the Pope; this leader was the Patriarch of Constantinople. The western Empire spoke 

Latin and was Roman Catholic. The eastern Empire spoke Greek and worshipped under the 

Eastern Orthodox branch of the Christian church. The western Roman Empire collapsed in 

the fifth century; the eastern imperial court survives until 1453. With the collapse of the 

western Roman Empire, the differences between Christianity in the west and the east grew. 

 The Christians in the West thought that the Pope should be the leader of all Christians. But 

the Christians in the East disagreed. Their differences grew: they had different views about 



 

 

what part of Christianity was the ‘most’ important; they had different ideas about how to 

worship God. And so there was a split, a division, between the East and the West. This became 

known as the Great Schism. The group of Christians in the East took the name “Orthodox” 

because they thought their beliefs were “correct”. The group of Christians in the West took 

the name of “Latin Christendom”, which later became known as “Roman Catholicism”. They 

believed that the Bishop of Rome, the Pope, should be the leader of the church. 

 In the years that followed, many changes (reforms) took place within Latin Christendom. Pope 

Gregory VII’s papacy began in 1073 and ended in 1085 and during this time asserted papal 

superiority over secular rulers (for further information, you can read up on the Investiture 

controversy and Gregorian reforms). This was seen as a turning point in Western civilisation, 

setting the stage for a religious and political system with considerable power given to the Pope. 

 In the mediaeval period, a series of religious wars, approved of by the Latin Church, took place. 

These were later known as the “Crusades”. The first began in 1096 and many took place over 

the next four hundred years. Many of the most famous crusades are those which focussed on 

recovering the ‘Holy Land’ (a term used by Christians to describe the land of Jesus, which is in 

modern day Israel and Palestine). In the mediaeval period, this ‘Holy Land’ had been occupied 

by Muslim (Islamic) forces. 

 From 1347 to 1351CE, the Black Death spread across Europe and Asia. It is estimated that 75-

200million people died from the pandemic. The Black Death hit the monasteries very hard 

because of the sick who sought refuge there. This meant that there were very few clergy left 

and new clergy had to be trained hastily. Many were at a loss as how to explain the horrors of 

the Black Death and many began to believe that it was caused by the anger of God. 

 By 1200CE, commerce across Europe thrived again and urban centres arose. Christian 

monasteries had drawn in not simply Christians wanting to become monks and nuns, but also 

property, buildings and riches. In reaction to this, mendicant orders of friars (the Franciscans 

and Dominicans) emerged, where friars would take vows of poverty and dedicating themselves 

to a simple life. 

 In 1450CE, the German Gutenberg Bible is the first Bible in history to be produced by a printing 

press (instead of being written by hand). Many pamphlets began to be produced through print 

quickly and in increasingly larger volumes. 

 In the 1500sCE, there were disagreements within the Roman Catholic Church. This time in 

history became known as the Reformation. Some Christians protested because they believed 

that some people inside the Roman Catholic Church were misusing their power. This group 

of Christians broke away from the Roman Catholic Church. They broke away from the power 

of the Pope in Rome. These protesters set up their own groups of churches and so they were 

known as the Protestants. In 1517CE, a German monk named Martin Luther caused uproar by 

disagreeing publicly with many of the teachings of the Roman Catholic Church. In the process, 

he founds Protestant churches in Germany. 

 In England, the Protestant church became known as the Church of England or the Anglican 

Church. This happened in 1534CE when King Henry VIII passes the Act of Supremacy, which 

stated that the king was the head of the church, and not the Pope. During the 1530sCE, Henry 

VIII dissolves more than 600 monastic communities (groups of Catholics living and worshiping 

together).  

 In the 1600sCE, a strict group of Protestants known as the Puritans want to dissociate 

themselves from religious politics in England and set sail to start new lives in the newly 

discovered (from a European perspective) land of America. 



 

 

 In the eighteenth century, in 1748CE, a Scottish philosopher and thinker called David Hume 

wrote an important book claiming that the only thing that counts as ‘true’ knowledge (things 

humans can know) are those things that are found by observing and experiencing. In his work, 

Hume claims that miracles and other ‘superstitious’ parts of religion are incredibly unlikely. 

Hume’s works are a part of an intellectual movement in the eighteenth century known as the 

Enlightenment (or ‘Age of Reason’).  

 In the 1790sCE, people’s ideas about politics, religion, science and philosophy change 

dramatically. Revolution in France leads to the execution of the king and composing new rules 

for the country, based around freedom and equality for all. Revolutions across Europe often 

targeted the church, as revolutionaries saw the Christian church as traditional and 

conservative. 

 The expansion of European empires in the 18th and 19th Centuries CE resulted in Christianity 

being introduced to (and in many cases being forced on) people in the Americas, the Caribbean, 

Africa and the Pacific Islands. Following many European Christian ‘missions’ to parts of the 

world which have many non-Christian inhabitants, in 1910CE, more than 1,000 protestants 

gather for the Edinburgh Missionary Council to talk about sharing the message of Christianity 

in countries like China, Cambodia, Vietnam and Uganda. 

 In 1994CE, the first 32 women were ordained as Priests in the Church of England. Twenty 

years later, in 2014CE, the Church of England votes to allow women to become Bishops (a 

higher ‘rank’ than Priests) to help lead the church.  

 

 

 


