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Why Study Church History? 

 

I. To deepen in our love for the church 

 A love for church is not really about loving history, it is about loving the church. We generally 

love the history the things we love. If we love the church, then we will love church history. 

II. To imitate the radical examples of those who have come before us 

 “Therefore, since we have so great a cloud of witnesses surrounding us, let us also lay aside 

every encumbrance and the sin which so easily entangles us, and let us run with endurance the 

race that is set before us, fixing our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of faith, who for the 

joy set before Him endured the cross, despising the shame, and has sat down at the right hand 

of the throne of God.” (Heb 12:1–2 emphasis added) 

III. To also learn from those who have failed at various points 

 It is an old cliché, but often true: those who don’t know history are doomed to repeat the 

mistakes of the past. 

 We will see not only the highest moments of godly men in church history but also their lowest 

moments. For the best of men are men at best. 

IV. To understand contemporary errors through the grid of past errors 

 “This points to one of the primary purposes of church history as an important area of study for 

pastors, teachers and anyone who holds any position of responsibility within the church: there 

are few errors or heresies around today that do not have clear parallels and antecedents in 

church history…Mormonism, with its denial of the full deity of the Lord Jesus Christ? Think 

fourth-century Arianism. Modern denials of penal substitutionary atonement? Think 17th-century 

Socinianism and 18th-century Unitarianism. The only difference, sadly, is that the heretical 

arguments of earlier generations were, on the whole, far more sophisticated than their modern-

day counterparts. It’s almost enough to make one nostalgic. Forget rock music and movie stars; 

today, it seems that heretics are not what they used to be.”1 

                                                             
1 Carl Trueman, "The Theological Importance of Criminal Profiling, or The Case for Church History, Part 1" The Sola Panel July (2009). 
Accessed December 7, 2022. 
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V. To trace and observe the faithfulness of Christ in building His church 

 In regards to Matthew 16:15–18, MacArthur has written this: “No matter how liberal, fanatical, 

ritualistic, apathetic, or apostate its outward adherents may be, and no matter how decadent the 

rest of  the world may become, Christ will build His church. Therefore, no matter how oppressive 

and hopeless their outward circumstances may appear from a human perspective, God’s people 

belong to a cause that cannot fail.”2 

VI. To love truth that has been preserved and passed down through history 

 From Christ to the Apostles: John 15:26–27 

o “When the Helper comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, that is the Spirit of 

truth who proceeds from the Father, He will testify about Me, and you will testify also, 

because you have been with Me from the beginning.” 

 From the Apostles to their Disciples: 2 Timothy 2:2  

o “The things which you have heard from me in the presence of many witnesses, entrust 

these to faithful men who will be able to teach others also.” 

 “A benefit that historical theology renders the church is to protect against the individualism that 

is rampant today among Christians…This rich heritage protects against the tendency to select 

the doctrines one likes and to reject those one does not like, thus giving in to one’s sinful 

propensities.”3 

o Our love for novelty is crushed by church history! 

VII. To have a proper perspective about our own place in church history 

 It is important to realize that we are part of church history. We are part of the current generation 

of believers, and we have a responsibility to faithfully guard the truth and pass it on to those who 

come after us. 

 The study of church history reminds us that we are standing on the shoulders of generations of 

the faithful men who have come before us. 

o What’s new is not necessarily better – “Historical theology can guard Christians and 

churches from the penchant for the novel, the yearning for relevancy, and the tendency 

to follow strong leaders who are biblically and theologically shallow.”4  

 

                                                             
2 John MacArthur, Matthew 16–23 (Chicago: Moody, 1985), 30. 
3 Gregg R. Allison, Historical Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2011), 26. 
4 Ibid., 23. 
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VIII. To exalt God as He works to providentially unfold His plan 

 God is orchestrating all of history after the counsel of His perfect will (Eph 1:11). 

o ““Remember the former things long past, For I am God, and there is no other; I am God, 

and there is no one like Me, Declaring the end from the beginning, And from ancient 

times things which have not been done, Saying, ‘My purpose will be established, And I 

will accomplish all My good pleasure’” (Isa 46:9–10 emphasis added) 
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Summary Overview of Church History 

 

I. Introduction 

 Church History “is generally agreed to divide the history of Christianity into three principal 

parts—ancient, medieval, and modern.”5  

o You could also categorize them into the Patristic Age, the early Middle Ages, the high 

Middle Ages, and the Modern Age (see figure below) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
5 Philip Schaff, The History of the Christian Church. Vol. 1 (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2002), 14-19. 
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II. The Patristic Age (A.D. 30–590): from Pentecost to Gregory the Great6 

A. Overview 

 Christ and His Apostles 

 Church Fathers and Martyrs 

 Christian Emperors and Patriarchs 

B. Periods 

 First Period (ca. AD 30–100): The Life of Christ and the Apostolic church.  

o From the Pentecost to the death of John. 

 Second Period (AD 100–311): Christianity under persecution in the Roman Empire. 

o From the death of John to Constantine, the first Christian emperor. 

 Third Period (AD 311–590): Christianity in union with the Greco-Roman period, and amid 

the storms of the great migration of nations.  

o From Constantine the Great to Pope Gregory I. 

III. The Middle Ages (A.D. 590–1517): from Gregory I to the Reformation 

A. Overview 

 “Medieval Christianity is, on the one hand, a legitimate continuation and further 

development of ancient Catholicism; on the other hand, a preparation for 

Protestantism.”7 

 Rise of monastic orders, spread of Islam and absolute papacy 

 The Great Schism between East and West (1054) and then scholastic theology 

 The slow decay of medieval Catholicism along with the preparatory movements for the 

Reformation (pre-Reformation)  

A. Periods 

 Fourth Period (AD 590–1049): Christianity planted among the Teutonic, Celtic, and 

Slavonic nations.  

o From Gregory I to Gregory VII/Hildebrand. 

 Fifth Period (AD 1049–1294): The church under the papal hierarchy, and the scholastic 

theology.  

o From Gregory VII to Boniface VIII. 

 Sixth Period (AD 1294–1517): The decay of medieval Catholicism, and the preparatory 

movements for the Reformation.  

o From Boniface VIII to Luther. 

                                                             
6 Adapted from Schaff, The History of the Christians Church, 1:14–19. 
7 Schaff, The History of the Christian Church, 4:11. 
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IV. The Modern Age (A.D. 1517–Present): from the Reformation to the Present 

A. Overview 

 Age of Protestantism in conflict with Romanism 

 Evangelicals reformation and the papal count-reform 

 Puritan struggle in England and extends to American colonies 

 Modern apostasy from the orthodox creeds in Europe but increased missionary efforts 

B. Periods 

 Seventh Period (AD 1517–1648): The evangelical Reformation, and the Roman Catholic 

Reaction.  

o From Luther to the Treaty of Westphalia. 

 Eighth Period (AD 1648–1790): The age of polemic orthodoxy and exclusive 

confessionalism, with reactionary and progressive movements.  

o From the Treaty of Westphalia to the French Revolution. 

 Ninth Period (AD 1790–present): The spread of infidelity, and the revival of Christianity in 

Europe and America, with missionary efforts encircling the globe.  

o From the French Revolution to the present time. 
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The Patristic Age 

 

I. The Apostolic Church (A.D. 30–100) 

A. The Church in Jerusalem (Acts 1–7) 

 Between the Resurrection and Pentecost (Acts 1) 

 Pentecost; apostles receive the Spirit (Acts 2) 

 Post-Pentecost preaching, persecution and revival (Acts 3–4) 

 Stephen preaches and is martyred (Acts 7) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      Engraving by Gustave Doré 

 “Early Christianity and the early Church were what we could call a Jesus movement. In 

its first years, this was a religious movement which blossomed exclusively within the 

confines of Judaism, and revolved around Jerusalem as its spiritual home…The early 

Church, then, started its life as a purely Jewish movement, a sect within Judaism. Yet by 

the end of the 1st century, events had transplanted the Church from its original Jewish 

soil into the Gentile world, where it became an almost exclusively Gentile movement.”8 

                                                             
8 Nick Needham, 2000 Years of Christ’s Power (Scotland: Christian Focus Publication, 2016), 1:47–48. 
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B. The Church Expands to Samaria (Acts 8) 

 Saul persecutes the Church (vv. 1–3) 

 Philip takes the Gospel to Samaritans who receive the Spirit (vv. 4–25) 

 Philip takes the Gospel to an Ethiopian eunuch (vv. 26–40) 

C. The Church Expands to the Gentiles and the Ends of the Earth (Acts 9–28) 

 Saul is converted (Acts 9) – around A.D. 32 

 Gospel goes to the Gentiles (Acts 10) – around A.D. 35  

 Paul’s First Missionary Journey (Acts 13–14) – between A.D. 47 and 49 

o Cyprus (13:4–12), Psidian Antioch (13:13–52), Iconium (14:1–7), Lystra (14:8–

18), Return to Syrian Antioch (14:19–28) 

 Paul’s Second Missionary Journey (Acts 15:36–18:22) – between A.D. 50 and 52 

o Division over John Mark; Timothy joins Paul and Silas; travel to Macedonia 

(15:36–16:10), Philippi (16:11–40), Thessalonica (17:1–9), Berea (17:10–15), 

Athens (17:16–34), Corinth (18:1–17), Return to Syrian Antioch (18:18–22) 

 Paul’s Third Missionary Journey (Acts 18:23–21:16) – between A.D. 53 and 56 

o Apollos mentioned (Acts 18:24–28), Paul at Ephesus (Acts 19), Various places in 

Macedonia (20:1–6), Troas (20:7–12), Miletus; Paul meets with Ephesian elders 

(20:13–38), Journey to Jerusalem (21:1–16) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Map from John B. Polhill, Acts NAC [Nashville: Broadman, 1992]) 
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D. The Church is Persecuted (A.D. 64) 

 A fire broke out and burned in Rome for six days and six nights. Rumors said that Nero 

started the fire himself. Ten of the fourteen sections of the city were destroyed. 

o Tacitus (unbeliever writing in 109 AD) describes the events this way: 

“Consequently, to get rid of the report, Nero fastened the guilt and inflicted the 

most exquisite tortures on a class hated for their abominations, called Christians 

by the populace. Christus, from whom the name had its origin, suffered the 

extreme penalty during the reign of Tiberius at the hands of one of our 

procurators, Pontius Pilatus, and a most mischievous superstition, thus checked 

for the moment, again broke out not only in Judaea, the first source of the evil, 

(Map from John B. Polhill, Acts NAC [Nashville: Broadman, 1992]) 

(Map from John B. Polhill, Acts NAC [Nashville: Broadman, 1992]) 
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but even in Rome, where all things hideous and shameful from every part of the 

world find their center and become popular. Accordingly, an arrest was first made 

of all who pleaded guilty; then, upon their information, an immense multitude was 

convicted, not so much of the crime of firing the city, as of hatred against 

mankind. Mockery of every sort was added to their deaths. Covered with the 

skins of beasts, they were torn by dogs and perished, or were nailed to crosses, 

or were doomed to the flames and burnt, to serve as a nightly illumination, when 

daylight had expired”.”9 

 Early Christian tradition views Nero as responsible for the deaths of both Peter and Paul. 

E. Jerusalem is Destroyed (A.D. 70) 

 “In A.D. 70 the Roman Emperor Vespasian’s forces, broke through the walls of 

Jerusalem, looted and burned the temple, and carried off the spoils to Rome…For 

practical purposes, the destruction of Jerusalem mark the end of the apostolic age. Most 

of the original apostles were dead and the churches had passed into new hands.”10 

F. New Testament Canon is Closed (A.D. 95) 

 John gave us the final five books in the New Testament (John, 1 John, 2 John, 3 John, 

and Revelation) 

o According to church tradition, John died a natural death (back in Ephesus) during 

the reign of the Roman Emperor Trajan, sometime after A.D. 98 

o John’s letters indicate that sound doctrine (as opposed to false doctrine) 

continued to be a major concern during this time in the church’s development (as 

early forms of Gnosticism were starting to gain influence  

“You are fellow citizens with the saints, and are of God's household, having been built on the foundation of the 

apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus being the corner stone,” (Ephesians 2:20) 

II. The Church Fathers and Martyrs (A.D. 100–311) 

A. What happened to the Apostles? 

 “When the government of Nero was now firmly established, he began to plunge into 

unholy pursuits, and armed himself even against the religion of the God of the universe.  

To describe the greatness of his depravity does not lie within the plan of the present 

work. As there are many indeed that have recorded his history in most accurate 

narratives, every one may at his pleasure learn from them the coarseness of the man’s 

extraordinary madness, under the influence of which, after he had accomplished the 

destruction of so many myriads without any reason, he ran into such blood-guiltiness 

                                                             
9 Tacitus, Annals, 15.44. Written around 109 A. D.   
10 Bruce Shelley, Church History in Plain Language. 2nd Ed. (Nashville, Thomas Nelson, 1995), 23. 
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that he did not spare even his nearest relatives and dearest friends, but destroyed his 

mother and his brothers and his wife, with very many others of his own family as he 

would private and public enemies, with various kinds of deaths. But with all these things 

this particular in the catalogue of his crimes was still wanting, that he was the first of the 

emperors who showed himself an enemy of the divine religion…So it happened that 

Nero, the first man to stand out as a notable fighter against God, was led on to murder 

the apostles. In his reign, Paul was behead in Rome itself, and Peter too likewise was 

crucified under Nero. This record is confirmed by the fact that the cemeteries in Rome 

are even today named after Peter and Paul.”11  

 “A brief survey of ancient Christian tradition reveals that Peter, Andrew, Philip, and 

James the son of Alphaeus were all crucified; Bartholomew was whipped to death and 

then crucified; James the son of Zebedee was beheaded, as was Paul; Thomas was 

stabbed with spears; Mark was dragged to death through the streets of Alexandria; and 

James the half-brother of Jesus was stoned by order of the Sanhedrin. Others, including 

Matthew, Simon the Zealot, Thaddeus, Timothy, and Stephen, were also killed for their 

unwavering commitment to the Lord.”12 

 “It is certain that some of the apostles—particularly Peter, John, and Paul—did travel 

proclaiming the Gospel and supervising the churches that had been founded, either by 

them or by others. Perhaps other apostles, such as Thomas, did likewise. But most of 

the traditions regarding apostolic travels date from a later period, when it was believed 

that the apostles divided the world among themselves, and when the church in each 

country or city sought to claim apostolic origins. In truth, most of the missionary work 

was not carried out by the apostles, but rather by the countless and nameless Christians 

who for different reasons—persecution, business, or missionary calling—traveled from 

place to place taking the news of the Gospel with them.”13  

B. The Disciples of the Apostles OR “The Apostolic Fathers” (A.D. 70–150) 

 “The second period, from the death of the apostle John to the end of the persecutions, or 

to the accession of Constantine, the first Christian emperor, is the classic age…of 

heathen persecution, and of Christian martyrdom and heroism, of cheerful sacrifice of 

possessions and life itself for the inheritance of heaven.”14 

 Polycarp of Smyrna (A.D. 69–155) 

o A disciple of John; a friend of Ignatius 

o One existing letter, Letter to the Philippians 

                                                             
11 Eusebius of Caesarea (A.D. 260–340), History of the Church, 2:25. 
12 John MacArthur, John 12–21 (Chicago: Moody, 2008), 188. 
13 Justo L. Gonzalez, The Story of Christianity: The Early Church to the Dawn of the Reformation (New York: HarperCollins, 2010), 30. 
14 Schaff, “Character of Ante-Nicene Christianity,” History of the Christian Church, Vol. 2, 12. 
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 “I know that through grace you are saved, not of works, but by the will of 

God, through Jesus Christ.” (The Epistle of Philippians) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

o Stabbed to death at 86 years old and then his body burned at the stake; later 

writing, by an unknown author, entitled, The Martyrdom of Polycarp, details his 

death: 

 “When he was found, he fed dinner to the Roman guards who had come 

to arrest him. He then asked for an hour in prayer, which they permitted 

him to have. Yet his prayer was so fervent and passionate that his 

captors regretted even being involved in his apprehension. Appearing 

before a Roman proconsul [governor of a province], Polycarp stood firm. 

The proconsul sought to persuade him to deny Christ, saying, "Have 

respect to your old age," and other similar things, according to their 

custom, such as," Swear by the fortune of Caesar; repent, and say, Away 

with the Atheists [by pointing to the Christians]." But Polycarp, gazing with 

a stern countenance on all the multitude of the wicked heathen then in the 

stadium, and waving his hand towards them, while with groans he looked 

up to heaven, said, "Away with the Atheists." Then the proconsul urged 

him to deny Christ, “Swear, and I will release you—reproach Christ.” But 

Polycarp’s faith was undeterred: “Eighty and six years have I served Him, 

and He never once wronged me; how then shall I blaspheme my King, 

Who has saved me?” The proconsul then said to him, "I have wild beasts 

at hand; to these will I cast you, unless you repent." But he answered, 
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"Call them then, for we are not accustomed to repent of what is good in 

order to adopt that which is evil; and it is well for me to be changed from 

what is evil to what is righteous." But again the proconsul said to him, "I 

will cause you to be consumed by fire, seeing you do not despise the wild 

beasts, if you will not repent." But Polycarp said, "You threaten me with 

fire which burns for an hour, and after a little is extinguished, but you are 

ignorant of the fire of the coming judgment and of eternal punishment, 

reserved for the ungodly. But why do you tarry? Bring forth what you will." 

When it was clear that Polycarp would not recant, he was sentenced to 

be burned at the stake. So, Polycarp, praying that his death would be an 

acceptable sacrifice, was burned at the stake.” 

 Ignatius of Antioch (A.D. 98–117) 

o Bishop of the church in Syrian Antioch [now modern-day Turkey city called 

Antakya]; according to tradition, he was the third pastor in Antioch and was 

appointed by Peter himself to the position 

o A disciple of John; Killed as a martyr in Rome, in the Coliseum  

o We have seven letters from Ignatius written to various churches in Asia Minor. 

 His letters had 3 focal points: 

 The struggle against false teachers within the church, with a focus 

on Judaizing legalism and Gnosticism. 

 The unity of the churches. 

i. Ignatius also argues for commitment to the bishop, but 

does so in a way quite different from his contemporary, 

Clement of Rome. He explains, “I do not give orders like 

Peter and Paul: they were apostles…” (Romans 4.3). 

 His own death. He is explicit that he doesn’t want the recipients of 

his letters to try and stop his execution. It seems that Ignatius was 

martyred sometime during the reign of Trajan (A.D. 98–117). 

o “I am writing to all the Churches and I enjoin all, that I am dying willingly for 

God's sake, if only you do not prevent it. I beg you, do not do me an untimely 

kindness. Allow me to be eaten by the beasts, which are my way of reaching to 

God. I am God's wheat, and I am to be ground by the teeth of wild beasts, so that 

I may become the pure bread of Christ” (Letter to the Romans) 

 

 


