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Both tradition and several early writers say that among other possible places, the apostle Thomas may have also visited China before he was killed in India in 72 AD.   According to modern Chinese in Xian (in ancient times named Chang-an) and records that are there, in 64 AD two Christian missionaries visited the even then densely populated city, but they died only 6 years later.  
Aronbius wrote in about 300 AD of preaching being done in China as did Cosmas Indicopleustes in the 500s.  Probably most of the early missionaries were of the Nestorian branch out of the Middle East. 

Many Mid-Eastern Christians were caravan merchants dealing with communities in Central Asian such as Samarqand.  Sea-faring Christian merchants probably also entered Chinese various coastal cities such as Canton.  
In 635 the missionary Alopen or O-lo-pen (possibly “Ruben”) worked in China during the reign of Emperor T’ai-tsun, whose mother was said to be from a Turkish-Mongolian Christian family.  The first known Christian church building in China is also noted in the Records of Chang An.   Many more records tell of Christians and Christian churches, sometimes persecuted and sometimes flourishing, depending upon different rulers.  
Between 712 and 781 A.D. new missionaries came.  One bishop was named Chi-ho.   Under protection of the emperors Christian monasteries were restored at Chang An, Lo Yang and in the different provinces.  Previously considered a faith that came out of Persia, in 754 A.D. Christianity was officially proclaimed to be a faith out of Syria.

In 781 A.D. a monument was erected in Chang-an inscribed in Syriac and Chinese.   It would be excavated in 1625  It had upon it a list of Persian Christian missionaries as well as a summary of Christian church teachings.   At the time Chang-an (now Xian) was the capital of over a million people in the powerful, prosperous Dynasty of Tang.

One notable missionary was Adam who was also known as Ching-Ching.  Although from the West, he learned Chinese literature and culture then effectively wrote religious works which incorporated classical allusion and illustrations such as found in Tao and Buddhism.   He was the main writer of the inscriptions at Chang-An but also translated many books from Syriac into Chinese.
During the 800s, Confucian scholars and Taoists became more influential and began full-scaled opposition or persecution of not only Buddhism but also Christianity, the two different religions being seen as quite similar foreign intrusions which taught confusing un-Chinese superstitions that had an increasingly negative impact on the nation’s social harmony and economy.

Government officials of Confucian and Tao mindsets disliked that fellow Chinese were not spending their work and material wealth such as gold and gems for the sake of their own families or the Chinese government.  Instead they were giving those items and their labor to build Buddhist and Christian monasteries.  More and more Chinese were also giving up their care for existing family members or even their previous devotions to royal duties in order to become monks and nuns.   Some who had never married were swearing to never do so in order to devote themselves to their Buddhist or Christian beliefs better or to even become and stay unwed monks and nuns.

The government officials felt that Chinese values were being confused by those of foreigners who also headed the new religions.  Therefore they took away wealth from the other religions including much land.   As well as possible, the government systematically uprooted and expelled Buddhists and Christians as well as destroyed their properties for a period of twenty months.  Then the religions of non-Chinese origins ceased to be so systematically persecuted, and more tolerance permitted afterwards, but the damage had already been done.  Christians, like Buddhists, could not operate as vigorously in the open so as to bring in more converts, and most of the regular Chinese people now also saw them as less than desirable, being non- or anti-Chinese.
Still, the main heat of persecution had halted and there were times on and off of much tolerance.  Although foreign Christians had to flee and thousands of native Chinese Christians had had to go underground during the great persecution, nevertheless, in the 1200s Marco Polo came from Europe and noted that there were Christian communities in at least twelve cities spread throughout China.   
Sorkatani, who was the mother of China’s Mongolian Emperor Kublai Khan, was also said to be Christian and to have taught him some of her faith when he was but a child.  This may help explain why this later Emperor was so friendly toward the Christian European explorer.    

The Emperor was not a Christian, indeed said he could not become one although he thought it the best of religions.  He said this was because there were too few Christians and they had no real power in China.  If he ever openly became a Christian, the Chinese would kill or overthrow him.
However, he told Marco Polo’s uncles that he would welcome the coming of a hundred Christian missionaries, and if those won enough respect from the Chinese, then he might be able to become a baptized Christian.  If there was a religion that he openly showed some preference for, though, it was not Christianity or the Chinese religions but Buddhism.  He was helpful and appointed Marco Polo to be governor of a province where he remained in control for three years.

By 1368 the Mongolian rulers had been driven out of China by the native Chinese.  Now more than ever the Chinese did not care for what they thought of as non-Chinese cultural or religious corruptions.  They saw the Roman Catholic church and Protestant branch of Christianity, coming from even farther west, as even more remote, un-Chinese and therefore undesirable.
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Jesuits and Dominicans also became active in China from about 1540 into the 1600s although Christianity was still being frowned upon as foreign.   For example the Jesuits Matteo Ricci and Adam Schall von Bell learned Chinese, converted Chinese, then translated into Chinese knowledge of things such as water pumps, maps of earth and constellations, works of geometry and astronomy.  They gave the Chinese an appreciation for Western things, and they themselves came to appreciate what China’s culture had to offer the West, some even feeling China’s cultural was overall more moral and pious.  

The Vatican has many documents that the missionaries transferred back to it.  For example there are publications that have many pictures for teaching Christianity along with simple explanations in easy Chinese.  A letter dated 1621 is from Japanese officials who were in China, and in it they praise Christianity.

Prospero Intorcetta published a biography of Confucius in 1687. In the early 1700s the Catholic Church was torn over if it was acceptable for Chinese to become Christians while continuing to also keep their rituals for honoring the spirits of ancestors and make offerings to the emperor. Jesuits like Ricci did not see these not as worship but cultural or social and political observances, not religious and therefore no barrier to conversion and baptism.  However, Dominicans charged that the observances were demonic and acts of idolatry, a barrier to baptism or being considered a Christian.  

Then some Spanish Franciscans persuaded Pope Clement XI that the Jesuits were wrong.  In 1704 they even ruled against the ancient use of the word Shangdi which means High Being and was for denoting either a person who is an emperor or in reference to God.   The Jesuits appealed what they saw as counterproductive extremism, but in 1742 Pope Benedict XIV ruled against the Jesuits’ view, thus working against the conversion of many Chinese to Christianity.  Then in 1773 Pope Clement XIV dissolved the Jesuits and when this much respected group withdrew from China, many Chinese Christians were slain and or had to again go underground.  Non-Jesuit Catholics remained in the nation, and they were not pleased when the first Protestant missionary came to China.    

His name was Robert Morrison and was a Presbyterian who came from England to the city of Macau on September 4, 1807.  Although it was difficult and even unlawful to do so in China he learned the language of the common people for later translating the Bible.  Also, in 1813 he was joined by the equally ardent missionary William Milne, and the very next year they made their first convert.  However, due to government threats against them, they with their families wisely left mainland China for Malacca in Malaysia.  Using this as a safe location, they taught Christianity to Chinese Malays and Indonesians, who of course were experts with the language and therefore able to go back into China (as well as Indonesia etc) with newly made Chinese language publications such as easily hidden Christian tracts and New Testaments. 

For example Liang Fa (1789-1855) helped Morrison and Milne with translations in Guangzhou, later moved to Malacca where he was baptised by Milne in 1816, then after being ordained, in 1830 he and fellow Chinese Christian Keuh Agong traveled 250 miles across China distributing tracts.  Liang Fa wrote his own pamphlets and books introducing the basics of Christianity to Chinese including one called Good Words Exhorting Mankind. (1832)  The book may have influenced another Chinese named Hong Xiuquan to become a notable Christian who, however, would practice the religion militaristically.
In 1839 to 1842 and from 1856 to 1860, there occurred two wars between the British and China which also soured many Chinese against Christianity.  These series of wars are often called the Opium Wars, so named because the objective of the wars was for the British to force the government of China to let it sell the drug opium to the Chinese.  Although sometimes used to reduce pain, the drug was highly addictive and seen as destructive to the Chinese.  Nevertheless, having more naval power, the British won the right to keep selling opium.

In 1844 there may have been about 240,000 Christians in China, mostly Catholic.  In 1901 there were probably about 720,490.  Most of them had been converted while the Jesuits were active or where the children of such converts.   On the other hand, while active in China the Jesuits had also become involved in money-making businesses such as the sale of silk, something that many Chinese held against them and Christians in general.
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Many Chinese felt that China’s government was too corrupt and, given the defeats by the British, obvious weak.  In 1850 a native Chinese convert named Hong Xiuquan, who had claimed that he was Jesus Christ’s younger brother, began The Taiping Rebellion which was a major civil war against China’s government that lasted until 1864.   His strict, religious-based government was called the Heavenly Kingdom of Great Peace.  This was a misnomer, for during the war, which Hong finally lost, about twenty to thirty million people died.   The war was, of course, counterproductive for Christianity in China.
Christianity continued to exist and grow some but it did not really grow until led to so by Ní Tuòshēng (1903-1972) who is better known in the West by the nickname Watchman Nee (1903-1972).   In 1921 Nee began learning Christianity from the extremely devout and humble if strict British Anglican missionary Miss Margaret E. Barber (1866-1930) who served him and others from a frail rented hillside house in a small village called Lo-Hsien Pagoda or Pagoda Anchorage near Foochow, Fukien province, from the early 1900s until death. 

Nee began as a Methodist.  Later he organized nondenominational churches across China.   Emphasis was on showing love by praying, preaching and helping people.   Bible tracts or leaflets were given away copiously and for free.  He and his followers sought to plant at least one local church per city or town.  The founded churches were not seen to be an “organization” but a “living organism,” the living body of Christ.
The Chinese government could not easily locate the groups to completely end them, only push them farther underground.  Nee’s house- or home church movement, sometimes called the Little Flock or Local Churches movement, was so successful that during the early 2000s some authorities estimated that there were about 50,000,000 Christians in China, most being Protestant and unregistered with the government.

China’s government has called Nee’s churches a cult.  It is not alone in doing so as some ex-members and experts in the West have said the same.  There are, for example, denunciations of Nee but in the West of also of Li Changshou, also known as Witness Lee (1905-1997).  He worked with Nee in China, later preached in Taiwan and then moved to preach in Los Angeles, U.S.A.   The publication called The Stream as well as the Living Stream Ministry have also been criticized.

Besides the many non-Roman Catholic Christians following Nee’s views, there are other sizeable or fairly well-known groups called cults by China’s government and sometimes also by Westerners.  Screamers or Shouters emotionally shout and roll their eyes about, such physical manifestations being rather similar to some Westerners in the Pentecostal and Holiness movements.  Some other groups are called The Disciples, Lightning From The East, Cold Water, New Testament Church, and the Linglings.

In 1938 the Roman Catholic church reversed its 1742 ruling which had been against the Jesuits’ view that it was not against Christian principles to ritually honor or show courtesy to one’s ancestors or a ruler.   However, the Jesuits’ view even then remained controversial until 1958 when Pope John Paul XXIII wrote that the Jesuits’ view spearheaded by the by then long deceased missionary Ricci had definitely been and is the correct model for Catholic missionaries.  This  has also helped Christianity grow in China.  

The Catholic churches are registered with China’s government and in some important ways under its guidance if not governance, which may, however, help to make it more acceptable to the government and Chinese in general, although still other Chinese Christians prefer the underground Protestant churches whose memberships, although not subject to any census, are still believed to be numerically much larger.
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