
Islam Isn’t The Heritage Of Africa 

Overview 
Christianity began in the 1st century CE as a Jewish movement centered on Jesus of Nazareth 

and his followers in Roman Judea. Over the next two centuries, it spread through cities, ports, 

roads, and diaspora communities across the Roman Empire. By the end of the 3rd century, 

Christianity had developed distinctive institutions, writings, rituals, leaders, theological debates, 

and networks that prepared the way for its legalization and imperial recognition in the 4th 

century. 

Map 1: From Judea to the Mediterranean World 

 

Map note: Christianity’s earliest growth followed urban routes around the eastern 

Mediterranean: Jerusalem and Judea, then Antioch, Damascus, Asia Minor, Greece, Rome, and 

Alexandria. 



1st Century: A Jewish Movement Becomes a 

Mediterranean Mission 
In the 1st century, Christianity formed within Second Temple Judaism. Jesus’ followers 

interpreted his teaching, crucifixion, and reported resurrection as the beginning of God’s 

renewed kingdom. The first communities gathered in Jerusalem, practiced prayer and shared 

meals, and understood themselves as continuing Israel’s story rather than founding a separate 

religion. 

The movement widened as missionaries preached to Jewish diaspora communities and then to 

Gentiles. The Apostle Paul became especially important because his letters argued that non-

Jews could join the people of God through faith in Christ without fully adopting the Mosaic law. 

This helped Christianity move from a local Jewish renewal movement into a transregional 

network of mixed Jewish and Gentile assemblies. 

• Key centers: Jerusalem, Antioch, Damascus, Ephesus, Corinth, Rome, and Alexandria. 

• Key developments: mission to Gentiles, house gatherings, baptism, Eucharistic meals, 

apostolic teaching, and early letters. 

• Historical pressures: Roman rule, Jewish-Roman conflict, the destruction of Jerusalem 

and the Temple in 70 CE, and debates over Gentile inclusion. 

2nd Century: Identity, Leadership, and Scripture Take 

Shape 
During the 2nd century, Christianity increasingly separated from synagogue life and became a 

distinct religious movement. Communities expanded across Asia Minor, Syria, Greece, Egypt, 

North Africa, and Rome. Christian identity was shaped by worship practices, moral teaching, 

martyr stories, apologetic writings, and debates about how to interpret Jesus in relation to the 

God of Israel. 

Leadership became more organized. Many communities came to emphasize bishops, 

presbyters, and deacons as guardians of teaching and worship. Writers such as Ignatius of 

Antioch, Justin Martyr, Irenaeus of Lyons, and Tertullian defended Christian belief, opposed rival 

interpretations, and helped define what later Christians would call orthodox teaching. 



 

Image note: Most early Christian communities met in homes or adapted domestic spaces before 

public church buildings became common. 

• Key centers: Rome, Antioch, Smyrna, Ephesus, Lyons, Alexandria, and Carthage. 

• Key developments: apologetic writing, martyrdom narratives, episcopal leadership, 

baptismal instruction, and the gradual recognition of authoritative Christian writings. 

• Major debates: the relationship between Christianity and Judaism, the meaning of 

Jesus’ divinity and humanity, Gnostic movements, Marcionism, and the boundaries of 

Christian scripture. 

3rd Century: Expansion, Persecution, and Institutional 

Maturity 
By the 3rd century, Christianity had become a visible minority religion across much of the 

Roman Empire. It was strongest in many cities and trade corridors, especially in Syria, Asia 

Minor, Egypt, North Africa, and Italy. The faith was still not legally favored, but Christian 

communities were increasingly organized, literate, and interconnected. 



The century also brought sharper conflict with Roman authorities. Local hostility had occurred 

earlier, but imperial persecutions under Decius and Valerian forced Christians to confront 

questions of loyalty, sacrifice, martyrdom, and forgiveness for believers who had lapsed under 

pressure. These crises strengthened church discipline and gave bishops a larger role in deciding 

disputes. 

Map 2: Christian Communities by the Mid-3rd Century 

 

Map note: By about 250 CE, Christianity had become more densely established in Syria, Asia 

Minor, Egypt, North Africa, Rome, and parts of Gaul, while also spreading beyond the empire’s 

eastern frontiers. 

• Key centers: Rome, Carthage, Alexandria, Antioch, Edessa, Caesarea, and Lyons. 

• Key developments: stronger episcopal networks, local synods, catechetical schools, 

theological writing, charity systems, and clearer liturgical patterns. 

• Major pressures: Decian persecution, Valerian persecution, disputes over the lapsed, 

rival teachers, and debates over authority and doctrine. 



7th–9th Centuries: Islamic Expansion and the 

Transformation of Christian Africa 
In the 7th century, Arab Muslim armies moved out of Arabia and rapidly took control of Syria, 

Palestine, Egypt, and much of the eastern Mediterranean. Egypt was conquered in 642, and 

campaigns westward into North Africa followed. By the early 8th century, the Umayyad 

Caliphate had extended rule across the Maghreb and into Iberia. In the 9th century, Islamic rule 

was no longer only a military frontier; it had become a network of cities, courts, scholars, 

merchants, and trade routes that reshaped religion, language, law, and culture across North 

Africa and parts of the wider African world. 

Map 3: Islamic Expansion and Christian Regions, 7th–9th 

Centuries 

 

Map note: The new Islamic caliphates shifted the political center of much of the eastern and 

southern Mediterranean away from Byzantine rule and into Arabic-speaking Muslim 

administration, while Christian communities continued in Egypt, Nubia, Ethiopia, Syria, Iraq, and 

elsewhere. 



7th Century: Egypt, Syria, and the First African Changes 
The 7th century changed Christianity’s position in the eastern Mediterranean and Africa. Before 

the conquests, Egypt and much of North Africa had been part of the Roman and Byzantine 

Christian world. After Muslim armies took Egypt, Christians—especially Coptic Christians—

remained a large part of the population, but they now lived under Muslim political authority. 

The change did not immediately erase Christianity; instead, it altered its social role, legal status, 

tax obligations, and relationship to government. 

In Africa, the first major cultural changes included the rise of new garrison cities, especially 

Fustat in Egypt and Kairouan in Ifriqiya, the growth of Arabic as an administrative and religious 

language, and the gradual linking of Mediterranean North Africa to Islamic networks of law, 

scholarship, trade, and pilgrimage. Older Christian, Berber/Amazigh, Latin, Greek, and Coptic 

traditions did not disappear at once; they interacted with new Muslim institutions over 

generations. 

8th Century: The Maghreb, Berber/Amazigh Conversion, 

and Cultural Reorientation 
In the 8th century, Muslim rule expanded across the Maghreb and into Iberia. This transformed 

North Africa more deeply than earlier foreign rule because Islam became connected not only 

with government but also with community identity, trade, law, and political resistance. Many 

Berber/Amazigh groups gradually adopted Islam, though the process varied by region and often 

involved negotiation, rebellion, alliance, and local adaptation rather than one uniform pattern. 

Christianity in the Maghreb declined over time as bishops, monasteries, and Latin-speaking 

church networks weakened. Some Christian communities survived for centuries, but the social 

center of gravity moved toward Arabic-speaking Muslim institutions. African culture changed as 

Amazigh communities entered the wider Islamic world while also reshaping it: they served in 

armies, built dynasties, carried Islam into Iberia and across the Sahara, and preserved local 

languages, tribal identities, and regional customs. 

9th Century: Islamic States, Trade Routes, and Christian 

Survival 
By the 9th century, Islamic rule in North Africa was no longer simply an extension of conquest. 

Regional Muslim dynasties, scholars, judges, merchants, and urban elites helped create durable 

Islamic societies. Cities such as Kairouan became centers of learning and law. Arabic became 



increasingly important, though Amazigh languages and local customs continued. Trans-Saharan 

trade connected North Africa more closely with West African societies, moving gold, salt, 

enslaved people, books, textiles, and religious ideas across desert routes. 

Christianity changed differently in different African regions. In Egypt, the Coptic Church survived 

as a major Christian tradition under Muslim rule, increasingly using Arabic alongside Coptic. In 

Nubia, Christian kingdoms such as Makuria remained independent for centuries and negotiated 

with Muslim Egypt. In Ethiopia, Christianity remained central to royal and cultural identity. In 

the Maghreb, however, Christianity gradually lost institutions, language communities, and 

political support, and eventually became a small and diminishing presence. 

How Christianity Changed 
• From imperial religion to protected minority: In many conquered regions, Christians 

became subject communities under Muslim governments rather than the dominant 

religious establishment. 

• Regional divergence: Coptic Egypt, Christian Nubia, and Ethiopia survived strongly, while 

Latin Christianity in the Maghreb declined more sharply. 

• Language shift: Arabic gradually became important for administration, public life, and 

eventually Christian writing in some regions, especially Egypt and the Levant. 

• Institutional pressure: Some churches lost state support, urban influence, bishops, 

monasteries, and schools, making long-term continuity harder. 

• New intellectual encounters: Christians and Muslims debated theology, scripture, law, 

and philosophy, creating new forms of apologetic and interreligious writing. 

How African Cultures Changed 
• Arabic and Amazigh interaction: Arabic spread through government, religion, 

scholarship, and trade, while Amazigh languages and identities remained important 

across the Maghreb. 

• New cities and institutions: Kairouan, Fustat, and later regional capitals became centers 

of administration, learning, law, and commerce. 

• Trade expansion: Islamic North Africa became more closely tied to trans-Saharan 

networks linking the Mediterranean with West Africa. 

• Religious pluralism and change: Islam grew gradually, often alongside Christianity, 

Judaism, and indigenous traditions before becoming dominant in many areas. 



• Political transformation: African Muslim rulers, Amazigh leaders, and local dynasties 

adapted Islam to regional needs, sometimes resisting Arab caliphal control while using 

Islamic legitimacy. 

• Cultural synthesis: Architecture, law, naming practices, education, poetry, manuscript 

culture, and commercial customs blended Arab-Islamic influences with African 

traditions. 

Timeline of Formation 

Period What changed Why it mattered 

1st 
century 

Christianity emerged from Jewish 
followers of Jesus and spread through 
apostolic mission. 

Established the movement’s core 
message, rituals, and missionary 
pattern. 

2nd 
century 

Communities developed stronger 
leadership, apologetic writing, and 
boundaries of belief. 

Helped Christianity become a distinct 
transregional identity. 

3rd 
century 

Churches expanded, faced empire-wide 
persecution, and strengthened 
institutions. 

Prepared Christianity for legalization 
and major doctrinal councils in the 4th 
century. 

7th 
century 

Islamic conquests took Syria, Palestine, 
and Egypt, placing many Christians 
under Muslim rule. 

Changed Christianity from imperial 
establishment to protected minority 
status in major regions. 

8th 
century 

Muslim rule expanded across the 
Maghreb and into Iberia; many Amazigh 
communities adopted Islam. 

Shifted North African culture toward 
Arabic, Islamic law, new cities, and 
wider Islamic trade networks. 

9th 
century 

Regional Islamic societies matured 
while Christian communities survived 
unevenly in Egypt, Nubia, Ethiopia, and 
parts of the Middle East. 

Produced a long-term religious map in 
which Christianity remained strong in 
some African regions but declined in 
much of the Maghreb. 

Major Forces That Shaped Early Christianity 
1. Jewish roots: Scripture, monotheism, messianic expectation, synagogue networks, and 

debates about law shaped the earliest Christian worldview. 

2. Roman infrastructure: Roads, ports, common languages, and cities allowed ideas and 

letters to circulate widely. 



3. Urban communities: Christianity grew most visibly in cities, where social networks, 

trade, migration, and household gatherings connected people across class and ethnic 

lines. 

4. Persecution and martyrdom: Opposition from neighbors and authorities made loyalty, 

witness, and discipline central themes. 

5. Texts and teaching: Letters, gospels, apologies, and theological treatises helped 

communities preserve memory and define belief. 

6. Institutional leadership: Bishops, presbyters, deacons, councils, and catechetical 

teachers gave the movement durable structure. 

Conclusion 
Christianity was created and shaped through a gradual process rather than a single event. In the 

1st century, it emerged from Jewish belief and apostolic mission. In the 2nd century, it became a 

distinct religious identity with clearer leadership and doctrine. In the 3rd century, it expanded 

widely while developing resilient institutions under pressure. The Islamic expansion of the 7th, 

8th, and 9th centuries then transformed the world in which many ancient Christian 

communities lived: some churches adapted and survived under Muslim rule, while others—

especially in the Maghreb—gradually weakened. African cultures also changed through new 

cities, Arabic language use, Islamic law, trans-Saharan trade, and the creative blending of Arab-

Islamic and local African traditions. 

Source Note 
This document is based on general historical scholarship on early Christianity and early Islamic 

expansion, including reference material from Encyclopaedia Britannica, World History 

Encyclopedia, OpenStax, and historical summaries of Christian development, Islamic conquests, 

North African Islamization, Coptic Christianity, Nubian Christianity, Ethiopian Christianity, and 

trans-Saharan cultural exchange. The maps and illustration are newly generated educational 

visuals for this document. 
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