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Constitutions of the Holy Apostles or the Apostolic Constitutions: An Ancient
Christian Treasure

Constitutions of the holy apostles or the apostolic constitutions represent a
fascinating and vital piece of early Christian literature that continues to
intrigue scholars, theologians, and believers alike. These texts offer a
unique window into the organizational, liturgical, and ethical practices of
the early Church, reflecting the efforts to preserve apostolic teachings and
establish ecclesiastical order. If you’ve ever wondered how the early
Christian communities structured their worship, governed their members, and
interpreted the teachings of Jesus and the apostles, exploring the apostolic
constitutions can be incredibly enlightening.

What Are the Constitutions of the Holy
Apostles?

The constitutions of the holy apostles, commonly known as the apostolic
constitutions, are a collection of ecclesiastical laws and instructions that
date back to the late 4th century AD. They are traditionally attributed to
the apostles themselves, though modern scholarship recognizes that they were
compiled by various church leaders to codify and systematize early Christian
doctrine and practice. Essentially, these texts served as a comprehensive
guidebook for bishops, clergy, and laypeople, aiming to unify Christian
conduct across different communities.

Unlike a single document, the apostolic constitutions are composed of eight
books, each addressing various aspects of church life. These include
liturgical rites, moral teachings, church hierarchy, and disciplinary
measures. Their content bridges the gap between earlier writings like the
Didache and later canonical legislation, making them invaluable for
understanding the development of Christian canon law.

The Historical Context Behind the Apostolic
Constitutions

The late 4th century was a transformative period for Christianity. After
centuries of persecution, the religion had gained imperial favor under
Constantine and Theodosius, leading to increased organization and
formalization of church structures. The apostolic constitutions emerged
during this time of consolidation, as church leaders sought to clarify roles,
rituals, and ethical standards.

These texts reflect the challenges of governing a rapidly expanding and
diverse Christian population, addressing issues such as ordination,
liturgical ceremonies, fasting, prayer, and the treatment of heretics. The
apostolic constitutions also attempt to preserve apostolic authority by
claiming direct connections to the original disciples, thereby enhancing
their legitimacy.



Key Themes and Content of the Apostolic
Constitutions

Understanding what the constitutions of the holy apostles cover gives insight
into the early Church’s priorities and concerns. While the documents are
extensive, several core themes stand out.

Ecclesiastical Order and Church Governance

One of the primary focuses of the apostolic constitutions is the structure of
church leadership. They provide detailed instructions on the roles and
responsibilities of bishops, presbyters (priests), deacons, and other church
officials. For example, the texts emphasize the bishop’s role as a shepherd
responsible for teaching, discipline, and maintaining unity.

These guidelines helped standardize ordination procedures and ensure
consistent leadership across Christian communities. The constitutions
underscore the importance of apostolic succession—the idea that church
authority is passed down from the apostles through bishops—strengthening the
Church’s hierarchical framework.

Liturgy and Worship Practices

Another significant section deals with liturgical rites, including the
celebration of the Eucharist, baptism, prayer, and fasting. The apostolic
constitutions offer detailed rubrics for conducting services, reflecting
early Christian worship’s solemnity and reverence.

This section is particularly valuable for historians of Christian liturgy, as
it preserves some of the earliest descriptions of rituals that have evolved
but remain central to many denominations today. The texts also include
prayers and hymns, illustrating the devotional life of early Christians.

Moral Teachings and Christian Ethics

The apostolic constitutions include extensive moral instructions aimed at
guiding the behavior of believers. They encourage virtues such as humility,
charity, chastity, and patience while warning against sins like pride, greed,
and false teaching.

These ethical guidelines were not merely theoretical but intended to shape
the daily lives of Christians, fostering community cohesion and spiritual
growth. They also address social issues of the time, such as the treatment of
widows, orphans, and the poor.

The Significance of the Apostolic Constitutions
in Church History



The constitutions of the holy apostles hold a distinctive place in the
history of Christian canon law and ecclesiology. They bridge the gap between
the New Testament writings and the later codified laws of the medieval and
modern Church.

Influence on Canon Law and Church Discipline

Many early church councils and later canonical collections drew upon the
apostolic constitutions for guidance. Their prescriptions for ordination,
liturgical norms, and disciplinary measures shaped the regulatory framework
that governed Christian communities for centuries.

Though some of their specific rules fell out of use or were modified over
time, the underlying principles of order, sanctity, and apostolic authority
remained influential. The constitutions helped to institutionalize the Church
as a distinct social and religious entity.

Preserving Apostolic Tradition

One of the most enduring contributions of the apostolic constitutions is
their role in preserving what early Christians believed to be apostolic
teaching. By compiling teachings attributed to the apostles and their
immediate successors, these documents reinforced the continuity of faith and
practice.

This function was particularly important during times of doctrinal disputes
and heresies, where appealing to apostolic authority helped define orthodoxy.
The constitutions thus served as a theological and practical anchor for the
developing Christian tradition.

How the Apostolic Constitutions Relate to Other
Early Christian Writings

To fully appreciate the constitutions of the holy apostles, it’s helpful to
see how they fit within the broader landscape of early Christian literature.

Connection to the Didache and Earlier Church Orders

The apostolic constitutions build upon earlier texts like the Didache
(Teaching of the Twelve Apostles) and the Apostolic Canons. These earlier
documents provide foundational instructions on Christian ethics, baptism,
fasting, and church governance.

The apostolic constitutions expand and systematize these teachings, offering
more detailed regulations and liturgical instructions. In doing so, they
reflect the maturation of the Church’s institutional and spiritual life.



Differences from Later Canonical Collections

While later canonical collections, such as the Decretum Gratiani or the
Corpus Juris Canonici, became official legal codes for the Church, the
apostolic constitutions were never formally canonized. However, their
influence permeated these later codes.

The apostolic constitutions are more pastoral and liturgical in tone,
focusing on practical guidance rather than purely legalistic formulations.
This makes them a rich resource for understanding the lived experience of
early Christians, rather than just the formal legal apparatus.

Exploring the Apostolic Constitutions Today

For modern readers, the constitutions of the holy apostles provide much more
than historical curiosity. They offer insights into the foundations of
Christian worship and community life that continue to resonate.

Why Study the Apostolic Constitutions?

Whether you’re a theologian, historian, or simply curious about the origins
of Christian practice, these texts reveal how early believers sought to live
out their faith authentically. They remind us that Christianity has always
been a communal religion, deeply concerned with order, worship, and moral
integrity.

Studying the apostolic constitutions can enhance one’s appreciation of
contemporary liturgical traditions and ecclesial structures by tracing their
roots back to the early Church.

Accessible Translations and Resources

Fortunately, several scholarly translations and commentaries on the apostolic
constitutions are available today. These resources make the complex and
sometimes dense ancient text more approachable, offering helpful background
and explanations.

Reading these texts alongside related early Christian writings enriches
understanding and highlights the continuity and diversity within early
Christianity.

---

The constitutions of the holy apostles or the apostolic constitutions stand
as a testament to the early Church’s commitment to preserving its teachings,
organizing its communities, and fostering authentic Christian living. By
exploring these ancient documents, we gain a deeper appreciation for the
faith’s rich heritage and the enduring legacy of the apostles’ guidance.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the Apostolic Constitutions?

The Apostolic Constitutions are a late 4th-century Christian collection of
ecclesiastical law, liturgical practices, and moral teachings traditionally
attributed to the Twelve Apostles but actually compiled by unknown authors.

When were the Apostolic Constitutions written?

They were composed in the late 4th century, around 375-380 AD.

What is the structure of the Apostolic Constitutions?

The work is divided into eight books covering various topics including church
organization, liturgy, moral instructions, and canonical regulations.

Who is traditionally credited with the Apostolic
Constitutions?

They were traditionally attributed to the Holy Apostles, especially St.
Clement of Rome, but modern scholarship recognizes them as pseudepigraphal.

What is the significance of the Apostolic
Constitutions in early Christian history?

They provide valuable insight into the development of early Christian
liturgy, church hierarchy, and canonical law during the late 4th century.

Are the Apostolic Constitutions considered canonical
scripture?

No, the Apostolic Constitutions are not part of the biblical canon but are
important ecclesiastical documents.

How do the Apostolic Constitutions relate to other
early church writings?

They incorporate and expand upon earlier material such as the Didache, the
Didascalia Apostolorum, and the Apostolic Tradition.

What impact did the Apostolic Constitutions have on
church law?

They influenced the development of canon law and provided a basis for
ecclesiastical regulations in Eastern Christianity.

Where can one find the text of the Apostolic
Constitutions today?

The Apostolic Constitutions are available in various translations and



critical editions, often included in collections of early Christian writings
and accessible through academic and religious libraries.

Additional Resources
Constitutions of the Holy Apostles or the Apostolic Constitutions: An
Analytical Review

Constitutions of the holy apostles or the apostolic constitutions represent a
seminal collection of early Christian ecclesiastical law and moral
instruction. This ancient text, attributed traditionally to the apostles
themselves but more accurately dated to the late 4th century, offers a window
into the formative years of church organization, liturgical practice, and
pastoral care. Despite questions surrounding its authorship and historical
exactitude, the Apostolic Constitutions remain a critical source for
understanding early Christian canon law, church hierarchy, and the interplay
between doctrine and daily practice.

Historical Context and Origins

The Apostolic Constitutions arose in a period marked by rapid consolidation
of Christian communities following the legalization of Christianity under
Emperor Constantine. Scholars generally agree that the text was compiled
around 375 AD, likely in Syria or Asia Minor, reflecting the diversity and
complexity of early Christian liturgical customs and disciplinary norms. Its
attribution to the apostles is understood as pseudepigraphical—a common
practice in antiquity to lend authority to religious writings.

The document forms part of the broader genre of early Christian canonical
collections, alongside works such as the Didache and the Didascalia
Apostolorum. However, the Apostolic Constitutions distinguish themselves
through their expansive scope, incorporating moral exhortations, detailed
liturgical rubrics, and regulations governing church administration. This
comprehensive nature made them an influential reference for later
ecclesiastical legislation and canonical codices.

Structural Composition and Content Overview

The apostolic constitutions are divided into eight books, each focusing on
different aspects of church life and governance:

Book 1: Adapted largely from the Didascalia Apostolorum, it addresses1.
moral instruction and the duties of Christians.

Books 2-4: Draw heavily from the Didache and other early sources,2.
covering ethical teachings, baptismal rites, and prayers.

Book 5-7: Contain detailed prescriptions for liturgical worship,3.
including the celebration of the Eucharist, the role of bishops and
presbyters, and church discipline.

Book 8: The most extensive section, this book includes the "Canons of4.



the Apostles," a collection of 85 ecclesiastical canons that address a
wide range of issues from clerical conduct to heresy and the
administration of sacraments.

This structural organization reflects a deliberate effort to systematize
early Christian practice while providing a legal and moral framework tailored
to the needs of growing Christian communities.

Canonical Authority and Influence

One of the most compelling aspects of the constitutions of the holy apostles
or the apostolic constitutions is their canonical authority—or, more
precisely, the evolution of that authority throughout church history. While
not universally accepted as canonical scripture, the Apostolic Constitutions
were highly regarded in Eastern Christianity. The canons included in Book 8
were incorporated into some Eastern Orthodox canonical collections and
influenced the development of church law.

In contrast, Western Christianity, particularly the Roman Catholic tradition,
treated the Apostolic Constitutions with more caution. The text was
recognized for its historical value but was never formally canonized as part
of the biblical or canonical corpus. The varying reception highlights the
regional and theological diversity in early Christian communities and the
gradual process of canon formation.

Key Themes and Theological Implications

The Apostolic Constitutions reveal several recurring themes that underscore
their theological and pastoral import:

Apostolic Succession and Church Hierarchy: The text emphasizes the
authority of bishops as successors to the apostles, underscoring the
importance of maintaining doctrinal purity and ecclesiastical order.

Moral and Ethical Conduct: Detailed exhortations guide clergy and laity
alike in living virtuous lives, reflecting the early church’s focus on
holiness as integral to community identity.

Liturgical Uniformity: By prescribing prayers, Eucharistic rites, and
fasting regulations, the constitutions aimed to unify worship practices,
fostering communal cohesion.

Pastoral Care and Discipline: The text addresses issues such as penance,
reconciliation, and the treatment of heretics, illustrating the church’s
role as both spiritual guide and disciplinary authority.

These themes illustrate how the Apostolic Constitutions functioned as both a
legal code and a catechetical tool, shaping the lived experience of early
Christians.



Comparative Analysis with Contemporary Texts

When compared with other early Christian writings, the constitutions of the
holy apostles or the apostolic constitutions exhibit both continuity and
innovation. For example, like the Didache, they emphasize baptismal rites and
ethical behavior. However, the Apostolic Constitutions expand upon these
foundations by offering more elaborate liturgical instructions and a detailed
legal framework.

Similarly, the Didascalia Apostolorum shares overlapping content but is more
focused on moral exhortation and ecclesiastical order without the extensive
canonical canons found in the Apostolic Constitutions. This combination of
diverse sources within the Apostolic Constitutions underscores their
composite nature and the desire to create a comprehensive manual for church
governance.

Modern Scholarship and Interpretations

Contemporary scholars analyze the Apostolic Constitutions through various
lenses, including historical-critical methods, textual criticism, and
theological inquiry. Key areas of investigation include:

Authorship and Dating: While traditionally attributed to the twelve
apostles, linguistic and historical evidence points to a later,
anonymous author or group of authors intent on consolidating church law.

Textual Transmission: Manuscript studies reveal variations and
interpolations, reflecting the evolving nature of early Christian texts
as they were copied and adapted across regions.

Canonical Status: The fluctuating acceptance of the Apostolic
Constitutions highlights the complex processes by which certain texts
gained authoritative status while others remained influential but
unofficial.

Theological Content: Scholars examine how the text addresses emerging
heresies and doctrinal controversies, illuminating early Christian
attempts to define orthodoxy.

These scholarly pursuits deepen understanding of the Apostolic Constitutions’
place within the broader narrative of Christian development.

Relevance for Contemporary Ecclesiology

Though centuries removed from their origin, the constitutions of the holy
apostles or the apostolic constitutions retain relevance for modern
ecclesiology and canon law studies. Their detailed treatment of church
structure, pastoral responsibilities, and worship practices offers insights
into the foundational principles guiding Christian communities.

For churches seeking to trace historical roots or revive ancient liturgical



traditions, the Apostolic Constitutions provide a valuable resource.
Moreover, their emphasis on moral integrity and community discipline
continues to resonate in discussions about clerical conduct and church
governance today.

The text’s complexity and rich content invite ongoing engagement from
theologians, historians, and church leaders aiming to bridge early Christian
heritage with contemporary practice.

The constitutions of the holy apostles or the apostolic constitutions stand
as a testament to the early church's efforts to codify faith and practice in
a rapidly changing religious landscape. Their enduring legacy underscores the
dynamic interplay between tradition, authority, and community within
Christianity’s formative centuries.
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