
CHINA AND CHRISTIANITY 
~Through the Centuries~ 

(by Paul Lee Tan) 

ome people think that Christianity was introduced by the West, and so 

is a western religion. Actually came to China very early in church 

history--not across the oceans, but over the mountains from Jerusalem. 

Interestingly, if we superimposed the Map of USA over the Map of China, 

we see the two countries about the same size, with similar geographic regions, and  

even the same weather pattern. BUT China is five times more populous than 

America. 

During the past 2,000 years, Christianity did enter China three times, and, on 

3 different occasions, China almost received the Gospel. Let us study the success 

and failures of these 3 missionary efforts into China, and learn from them.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I. NESTORIAN CHRISTIANS IN CHINA 

600 years after Christ ascended back to heaven, a group of Christians called 

Nestorians left Jerusalem and went eastward. They came to Babylonia, then went 

through Central Asia, and into northern India. Nestorian missionaries from Persia 

traveled the Silk Road to China and meet Emperor Taizong. They establish a 

Christian community in the Tang capital of Xi'an. 

Today, there is a monument, called the Sianfu Monument, discovered in 

1625 in Northwest China. It was erected in 781 A.D.   
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With a Cross on top, and with 1,700 Chinese characters, it briefly 

summarized the history of Nestorianism in China. The monument told that 

Christianity was warmly received by Emperor Tai Tsung, who studied the new 

faith and ordered its proclaimed in the Chinese Empire.   

Christianity was not persecuted. Regrettably, however, the monument 

omitted the death and resurrection of Christ-- the central doctrine of Christianity.   

The infant church started to grow in China.  But after 200 years, it began to 

decline under persecution.  It withdrew to the border and converted the Turkish 

people and Mongols there. 

Why did Nestorian Christianity disappear from China? Could it be that it did 

not emphasize the death and resurrection of Christ—which makes Christianity 

unique. And so, they became almost like a branch of Buddhism.  

Another 200 years passed, and missionaries were returning to China again. 

 

 

 

 

 

II. ROMAN CATHOLICS IN CHINA 

The time was the 15
th
-16

th
 century. Europe was alive with action and 

expansion.  America was discovered by Columbus (1492). The globe was 

circumnavigated. European outposts were founded in Africa, India, and the Orient.   

Spain and Portugal were powerful, dominant countries.  

But China was in no mood to accept foreigners.  The foreigners were 

expelled to Macao and Canton.  For the next 300 years, this was the only point of 

contact with China by both traders and missionaries. 

But there was a Roman Catholic priest who came into China. Matteo Ricci 

had studied mathematics and astronomy. The Chinese were very curious about the 

stars and sky, and Ricci was an expert with CLOCKS, which told time based on 

the movements of the stars.  Ricci also prepared a Map of the World, with China in 

the center and the rest of the earth all around China!   

 



The Jesuit missionaries were first dressed as Buddhist priests.  But soon, 

they changed their garb to that of the scholar class, because they learned that 

Buddhist priests were not too highly regarded.  

In 1692 (March 22), Emperor Kang His issued a decree to allow mission 

work in China, as follows— 

“I, the Emperor clearly states: “Heaven’s gates were closed to the early 

people; but the Holy Son opened the blessed Gates; I want to receive God’s 

holy Son, to be called a God’s Child and have Eternal Life.” 

But there arose a serious question: "Should the ceremonies in honor of 

Confucius and of  ancestors be condemned?"  The Catholic missionaries were 

divided into two opinions: (a) The Jesuits considered the ceremonies to have only a 

civil significance and could be allowed; (b) the other group took the opposing 

view. Both sides appealed to the Pope. 

And for the next 100 years, Europe debated over this question. Finally, in 

1704 the Roman Catholic church issued a decree that no sacrifices be made to 

Confucius or to the ancestors. 

The Chinese emperor was furious, and ordered the Catholic missionaries to 

leave, unless they agreed to the ancestor ceremonies.  

Why did Roman Catholic Christianity decline? The Catholic Church could 

not fully adapt to Chinese customs and beliefs.  But, it did keep the church from 

losing its distinctive message and vitality. 

And so, here we see some spiritual lessons— 

FIRST, Nestorian Christianity did not have strong Doctrines, and failed; 

SECOND, Roman Catholic Christianity tried to maintain strong Doctrine, 

but did not understand Chinese culture and society, and failed. (The Pope in 

Europe did not know China.)  

Now, another 100 years later, came the Protestant missionaries from 

England and America! 

 

 

 

 
 



III. PROTESTANT MISSIONS IN CHINA 

NOW “ENGLAND & AMERICA” were superpowers. This was the 19
th
 

Century, and the Industrial Revolution was in full swing in the West. Machines 

were invented, scientific applications were used. And England and North America 

became the leading world power (instead of Spain and Portugal). And England and 

America were Protestant nations. 

*1517 Martin Luther started the Reformation 

*1543 Copernicus proved Earth revolves around Sun 

*1600 Galileo founded modern experimental science 

*1588 England defeated Spanish Armada 

At the same time, a great spiritual re-awakening was going on in America 

and England. The movement stressed the personal aspects of a person's spiritual 

life, from salvation through the Christian  life.  It emphasized the Cross and the 

need to spread the Good News to others. 

 The leaders of this movement were the YMCA, the SALVATION ARMY, 

the SUNDAY SCHOOL movement, the METHODIST groups, and evangelists 

such as Wesley and Moody.  

In 1807, the first Protestant missionary to set foot on China was Robert 

Morrison. .Since China was closed to missionaries, Morrison stayed in Canton and 

translated the Bible into Chinese in 1819, and also wrote a Chinese-English 

Dictionary.  

Now occurred China’s second War with the West: the Opium War. England 

had wanted to import opium (from India) into China, and China refused. China 

lose the war, and 5 treaty ports were ceded to the West for commerce: Canton, 

Amoy, Foochow, Ningpo, and Shangkai. And  Hongkong was ceded to England.  

The Protestant missionaries accompanied the traders into China. (My great-

grandfather, who lived in Amoy (now Xiamen), was converted during that time. 

Soon, there occurred the Taiping Rebellion. The founder of the Taiping 

Rebellion was educated by missionaries. And he wanted to make China a Christian 

nation. But his method was to use violence, and he succeeded in conquering a large 

part of south China. But the Taipings were not true Christians. They maintained 

that founder Hung Hsiu-chuan was the younger brother of Jesus. It was more like a 

Chinese sect than a Christian cult. 

The Taiping rebellion caused the death of nearly 20 million people  The Tai-

Ping Rebellion is considered the most devastating civil war in all history! 



In summary, the most successful period of Christian missionary work in 

China was between 1900-1920. It was called the “golden age” of China missions.  

Kenneth Latourette, the famous church historian wrote: "Never before in the 

entire history of the Church, had so large a body of non-Christians been physically 

and mentally so accessible to the Gospel." 

In Europe, enthusiasm for missions was very strong.  "The evangelism of the 

world in this generation" was their slogan. Never before had Protestants been so 

wealthy and so willing to support missions. 

Many Chinese young people desired to know the reason for the strength of 

the Christian West. And in 1911, the modern Republic of China was born in 

1911—led by Dr. Sun Yat-Sen, known as the 

"Father of the Chinese Republic."   

Dr. Sun was a Christian.  He was educated 

under Protestant missionaries in Hawaii, and 

was baptized in Hong Kong. God was good to 

China in giving a Christian as the Founder of the 

Republic. There was an unprecedented openness 

to the Christian Gospel and its missionaries.   

Then followed Pearl Harbor, when 

America was suddenly attacked by Japan. 

America fought in two fronts: against Japan and 

against Germany. Amidst the general world war, Japan invaded China. 

Dr. Sun Yat-sen died in 1925, leaving leadership to Chiang  Kai-shek, who 

became a Christian in 1931. The president of the Chinese Republic publicly stated: 

”I like to urge people to read the Bible. Jesus Christ shed His blood to save 

all who believed in Him. All those who believe in Jesus will have Eternal Life.” 

There were constant intrigues and infighting between the Nationalist and 

Communists armies. Finally, Mao Tze-Tung and the  Communists took over all of 

China.  

Today, although missionaries were not allowed into China, the Church of 

Christ continues: above-ground (in the Three-Self Churches), and below-ground 

(in the House Churches). 

  

 



IV. CONCLUDING THOUGHT: 

The apostle Paul wrote in Romans 9:2-3 “I have great heaviness and 

continual sorrow in my heart. … For I could wish that myself were accursed 

from Christ for my brethren, my kinsmen according to the flesh:” 

Paul was even willing to go to Hell, if that would save the Jewish people.  

How about us today? 

 

 

 


