
SURVEY OF CHURCH HISTORY 

AND HISTORICAL THEOLOGY 

Institute of Grace 

James Jeong 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



1 | P a g e  
 

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. 50–117) 

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) 
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C. Heresies in the 2nd and 3rd Centuries  

 Gnosticism (A.D. 130–160) 

o There is a sort of pre/early Gnosticism evident in the New Testament: Colossians 

and 1 John. 

o The term Gnosticism comes from the Greek word for ‘knowledge,’ gnosis 
(γνωσις). Gnostics were those who thought they had been initiated into some 

higher level of knowledge; mysticism. 

o Docetism, a form of Gnosticism, taught that Christ was not actually human (i.e. 

He did not really come to us in the flesh, but only seemed to come in a physical 

body). Gnostics viewed matter as evil, and unspiritual. 

 “The material world, Gnostics taught, had not been created by the 

supreme God, but by an inferior and foolish being called the Demiurge 

(Greek for “architect”). They identified the Demiurge with the God of the 

Old Testament, and therefore regarded the Old Testament as an evil and 

unspiritual book. So, the human body was part of this evil material world; 

salvation meant escaping from the body, and from the world of space and 

time in which the body holds us prisoner (there was no place for a 

physical resurrection in the Gnostic scheme).”15 

o The heart of Gnosticism is the heart of paganism: “man is God”16 

 “In Gnosticism, Filoramo [a Gnostic expert] writes that “the human has 

become the predicate of the divine. The manifestation of God to himself: 

this is the heart of Gnostic myth.” It is also the heart of the original lie of 

the devil: “You will be as God.”…Today atheistic humanism is on the run. 

The new enemy is a spiritualized view of man. He is no longer simply the 

measure of all things, as rationalism maintained: Man is now also the 

measure of God, for man is God. This new spirituality is the final 

expression of idolatry because it is not just disobedience of God’s laws: It 

replaces the divine with the human.” 

 Montanism 

o Came on the scene around 156 and 172; named after a self-proclaimed prophet 

Montanus. 

o He had two prophetesses, Prisca and Maximilla, who claimed to prophesy in the 

name of the Spirit. The three of them claimed that the Holy Spirit was speaking in 

                                                             
15 Needham, 2000 Years of Christ’s Power, 1:102–3. 
16 Adapted from Peter Jones, Pagans in the Pews: How the New Spirituality is Invading Your Home, Church, and Community (Ventura, CA: Regal 
Books, 2001), 157. 
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a new way to the Church directly through them, and that this was the fulfilment of 

Christ’s promise in John 14:16.17 

o Encouraged ecstatic prophesying and taught strange doctrines through these 

“prophecies”; some similarities to the modern-day Pentecostalism. 

 Montanists insisted that opposition to the new prophecy was blasphemy 

against the Holy Spirit. 

o Movement was too fanatical and too heavily ascetic to gain any traction. 

As we study more of church history, we realize that lies get recycled. There is really no new error under the 

sun. What we see in Genesis 3 is also what we often see today: “Did God really say…” 

D. Post-Apostolic Fathers: the Apologists 

 “The question, then, is why Rome decided that the Christians were a threat to the well-

being of the Empire. And the answer lies in the exclusive truth-claims that Christians 

made for their faith…To make things worse, Christians refused to worship the emperor. 

The chief test of whether someone accused of being a Christian was a real Christian, 

was for the magistrates to order him to worship a statue of the emperor and say, 

“Caesar is Lord” – that is, Caesar is a divine figure, a god. A faithful Christian would 

refuse, because for him or her, “Jesus is Lord,” not Caesar…Pagans accused Christians 

of cannibalism and incest.”18 

o So the apologists entered the seen to disprove the accusations that people made 

against Christians to show the Roman world that Christianity was worthy of their 

attention. However, the apologists were not successful in persuading the Roman 

government to cease from persecuting Christians. It is unlikely that any emperor 

read any of the apologies addressed to him. However, the apologies had their 

impact on the Church in developing her theology and strengthening courage of 

believers.19 

 Justin Martyr the Apologist (A.D. 100–165) 

o He was born in Judea to pagan parents. He studied philosophy, but then 

converted to Christianity. After his conversion, he became a defender of the faith, 

which he regarded as the true philosophy. He writes, “I fell in love with the 

prophets and these men who had loved Christ; I reflected on all their words and 

found that this philosophy alone was true and profitable.” 

o He wrote more than any Christian before him. His two major works are: 

Apologies and his Dialogue with Trypho. 

                                                             
17 Needham, 2000 Years of Christ’s Power, 1:112. 
18 Ibid., 1:84–85. 
19 Ibid., 1:93. 
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 The First and Second Apology were written to demonstrate to the 

emperor and the Roman senate, given their reputation as fair-minded and 

educated men, the injustice of persecuting the Christians, since 

Christianity is the true philosophy. 

 What did he mean by “true philosophy”? Here is what Justin said 

of his conversion after he had been contemplating Plato’s 

philosophy and then in God’s providence, Justin talks with an 

elderly gentleman: “Straightway a flame was kindled in my soul; 

and a love of the prophets, and of those men who are friends of 

Christ, possessed me; and while revolving his words in my mind, I 

found this philosophy alone to be safe and profitable. Thus, and 

for this reason, I am a philosopher. Moreover I wish that everyone, 

making a resolution similar to my own, would not keep themselves 

away from the words of the Savior.” In Justin, a new kind of 

philosopher had been born: one who grounded his philosophy in 

the Lord Jesus Christ as the source of all truth.20 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   Justin Martyr 

 In his Dialogue with Trypho, Justin argues from Scripture that Jesus is the 

Messiah and that Christians are the true people of God. Justin’s debate 

with Trypho is notable, in part, because of the cordial nature with which it 

was conducted. 

                                                             
20 Bryan M. Litfin, Getting to Know the Church Fathers: An Evangelical Introduction (Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2007), 58. 
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 Here is Justin’s passion for soul-winning when he urges Trypho to 

accept Christ: “I exhort you to give all diligence in this very great 

struggle for your own salvation, and to be earnest in setting a 

higher value on the Christ of the Almighty God than on your own 

teachers…I can wish no better thing for you sir, than this: to 

recognize that wisdom is given to every man in this Way, so that 

you may be of the same opinion as me and believe that Jesus is 

the Christ of God.”21 

 Tertullian (A.D. 160–225) 

o From Carthage, North Africa, in modern-day Tunisia 

o He was highly educated as a lawyer in Rome; and is one of the most prolific of 

the early church fathers. Despite being highly educated, Tertullian was firmly 

opposed to any marriage of Greek philosophy and Christian teaching in contrast 

to other post-apostolic fathers. 

 He is known for his pithy expressions, such as the critique of philosophy 

in his question, “What does Athens have to do with Jerusalem?”22 

 “My first principle is this: Christ laid down one definite system of truth 

which the world must believe without qualification, and which we must 

seek precisely in order to believe it when we find it.”23 

o He introduced the term Trinity to the Christian vocabulary and also probably of 

the formula "three Persons, one Substance."  

o Defended unity of Old Testament and New Testament against Marcion 

o Around 200 came under the influence of a Montanist sect. He felt the mainstream 

church had grown too worldly, which in part explains why eventually he left the 

orthodox church and joined Montanism. 

 Irenaeus of Lyons (A.D. 130–200) 

o As a boy heard Polycarp teach; a disciple of Polycarp 

 “I am able to describe the very place in which the blessed Polycarp sat as 

he discoursed, and his goings out and his comings in, and the manner of 

his life, and his physical appearance, and his discourses to the people, 

and the accounts which he gave of his time spent with John and others 

who had seen the Lord. And as he remembered their words, and what he 

had heard from them concerning the Lord and his miracles and teaching, 

                                                             
21 Justin Martyr, Dialouge with Trypho 1 (ANF 1:270 adapted for clarity). 
22 Litfin, Church Fathers, 100. 
23 Tertullian, Prescription Against Heretics 9 (Greenslade, Early Latin Theology, 37). 
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having received it from eyewitnesses of the ‘Word of Life,’ Polycarp 

passed on these things in harmony with the Scriptures.”24 

o Considered the first great systematic theologian 

o Bishop of church at Lyons (modern-day France) 

o Major work: Against Heresies (defense of Christian view of salvation and role of 

apostolic tradition); Defended the faith against the Gnostics 

 “[The] ancient tradition of the apostles [is] believing in one God, the 

Creator of heaven and earth, and all things therein, by means of Christ 

Jesus, the Son of God; who, because of His surpassing love towards His 

creation, condescended to be born of the virgin, He Himself uniting man 

through Himself to God, and having suffered under Pontius Pilate, and 

rising again, and having been received up in splendor, shall come in 

glory, the Savior of those who are saved, and the Judge of those who are 

judged, and sending into eternal fire those who transform the truth, and 

despise His Father and His advent.”25 

 Persecution Under Marcus Aurelius (A.D. 161–180) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

The Christian Marytr’s Last Prayer by Jean-Léon Gérôme 

o “The emperor Marcus Aurelius decreed that the property of Christians should be 

given to their accusers. It is not difficult to see what would be the effect of this 

                                                             
24 Eusebius has recorded Irenaeus’ letter describing his childhood memories in Church History 5.20.5–7.  
25 Irenaeus, Against Heresies 3.4.1–2 
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decree. Everywhere there were people who were eager to have the property of 

the Christians. These came forward with accusations. Persecution became well-

nigh universal. Christians everywhere were sought out, brought to trial, and often 

executed with the greatest cruelty, while their property was taken from them and 

given to their accusers…By the most horrible tortures, they sought to make the 

Christians deny their faith. When at last the persecutors became convinced that 

no amount of torture would make the Christians deny their faith, they beheaded 

those Christians who were Roman citizens, and the others they threw to the wild 

beasts in the arena of the amphitheater…The bodies of the martyrs were burned 

and the ashes were thrown into the river. The heathen said mockingly, ‘Now we 

shall see whether there will be a resurrection of their bodies.’”26  

 Origen (A.D. 185–254) 

o Lived in Alexandria, Egypt. Taught an allegorical approach to Scripture. He didn’t 

deny the literal sense, but thought that more mature students of Scriptures could 

see as many as three or four.  

 For instance, Origen “claimed that the Bible alone, not Plato or any Pagan 

philosopher, was inspired, and that the Bible must be the basis of all 

Christian thinking. But in fact, Platonism greatly shaped and colored 

Origen’s whole outlook. When he interpreted the Bible, he said it had 

three levels of meaning, which he called the body (the literal meaning), 

the soul (the moral or ethical meaning) and the spirit (the spiritual 

meaning)...For example, I could say: ‘Three men prepared a meal to feed 

their children.’ The obvious meaning is that three male human beings 

prepared some food to be eaten by their offspring. But I could also say 

that my statement has a secret allegorical meaning: the three men 

represent the Trinity, the meal represents the Lord’s Supper, and the 

children represent the Church. Origen tended to interpret the statements 

and stories of the Bible in this allegorical way”27 

 Respecting Origen: “I dare say Origen knew the scriptures far 

better than most American believers in the pews today. He 

memorized vast portions of the sacred text and constantly 

immersed himself in God’s Word…Of course, we must admit 

Origen produced some remarkable interpretations we wouldn’t 

                                                             
26 B. K. Kuiper, The Church in History (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964), 10–11. 
27 Needham, 2000 Years of Christ’s Power, 1:133–4.   
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want to follow ourselves. But no one should accuse this church 

father of not loving the inspired Word of God.”28 

 Persecution Continues (~A.D. 311) 

o Emperor Diocletian, who seized power in A.D. 284, carried out a drastic 

reorganization of the Roman Empire. Convinced by one of his Caesars, Galerius, 

Diocletian dismissed all Christians from the government and the army, and 

issued three anti-Christian edicts in 303, and a fourth one in 304: 

 1st Edict: All church buildings were to be destroyed, all Bibles burnt, and 

all Christian worship forbidden. 

 2nd Edict: All clergy were to be arrested and imprisoned. 

 3rd Edict: All clergy were to offer sacrifice to the gods or be tortured. 

 4th Edict: All citizens throughout the Empire were to sacrifice to the gods 

and be executed if they refused.29 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Constantine sees the cross above the sun before the battle at the Milvian Bridge 

o In 311, Galerius finally gives up persecuting the Church. He admits he had failed 

to destroy Christianity, and issued a new edict of religious tolerance. He was a 

sick man at the time, and asked the Christians to pray for him. 

 When Constantine was planning to march on Rome (A.D. 312) at the 

Milvian Bridge, according to Eusebius, he saw a vision of a Christian 

                                                             
28 Litfin, Church Fathers, 147. 
29 Needham, 2000 Years of Christ’s Power, 1:162–3.   
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symbol in the sky and heard the phrase, ‘in this you shall conquer’ 

(another historian says he saw it in a dream). In the year 313, 

Constantine issued an edict concerning religion to grant tolerance to the 

Christian religion. The Edict of Milan put a stop to the persecutions, and 

proclaimed absolute freedom of conscience.30 

o “Constantine’s acceptance of the Christian faith was the most important 

conversion in history, apart from that of the apostle Paul; it altered the religious 

destiny of the Roman Empire. Because of his historic influence, Constantine 

certainly deserved the title that was given him – ‘Constantine the Great’. Yet 

Christians and historians have often debated what really happened that fateful 

night at the Milvian Bridge. Some have concluded that Constantine did not 

sincerely embrace Christianity at all. On the other side, we can point to strong 

evidence of a Christian conscience at work in many of Constantine’s laws and 

policies.”31 

“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.” (2 Timothy 2:2) 

III. The Church Government (A.D. 311–590) 

A. The Beginnings of a Shift in Church Government 

 In the New Testament there were two church offices: Elder and deacon. 

o The terms for elder (presbúteros), overseer (epískopos), and pastor (poimēn) are 

all connected (Titus 1:5, 7; 1 Pet 5:1–2; Acts 20:17, 28). The words for “overseer” 

and “elder” continued to be used interchangeably into the third century). 

 Allusions to the two-tiered system in the Didache and Polycarp: 

o “Therefore appoint for yourselves bishops (i.e., “overseers”; epískopous) and 

deacons (diákonous) worthy of the Lord.”32 

o “Deacons must be blameless…The presbyters, for their part, must be 

compassionate…”33 

 “Faced with a dangerous heresy and confronted with potential divisions in the churches, 

Ignatius responded with a new form of church government.”34  

                                                             
30 Kuiper, The Church in History, 24–25. 
31 Needham, 2000 Years of Christ’s Power, 1:165–6.   
32 Didache, 15; Didache is a non-canonical book believed to have been written between A.D. 70 and A.D. 100. It is a collection of instructions and 
teachings 
33 Polycarp, Letter to the Philippians, 5, 6. 
34 Allison, Historical Theology, 590. 
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o This shift resulted in a new structure: Bishop/Overseer (one), Elders (plurality), 

and Deacons (plurality). Ignatius believed that a single bishop presiding over a 

church and demanding obedience would prevent divisions. 

o “You must all follow the bishop as Jesus Christ followed the Father, and follow 

the council of presbyters as you would the apostles; respect the deacons as the 

commandment of God…”35 

B. Christianity under Constantine 

 In 324, Eastern Roman Emperor Constantine defeated Licinius in the West and became 

the sole ruler of the entire Roman Empire. 

 Constantine attributed his victory at the Milvian Bridge to the Christian God. As a result, 

he sought to give toleration and imperial favor to Christianity by abolishing all Roman 

opposition against Christianity. 

o “But what kind of Christian was Constantine? He ruled with all the bloody brutality 

of pagan emperors—or Old Testament kings for that matter—killing even his 

firstborn son to protect his throne. But as well as legalizing Christianity, he 

Christianized the law: he outlawed crucifixion, the killing of unwanted children, 

the abuse of slaves and peasants, gladiatorial games and facial branding 

(because ‘man is made in God’s image’), and he decreed that all prisoners 

should see the sun every day. Whether a genuine vision lies behind the Milvian 

Bridge story or simply inspired PR, there is no doubting the sincerity of 

Constantine’s Christian conversion. Just how Christian it was can be doubted, 

though.”36 

 “The greatest danger threatening Christianity was realized when the emperor decided 

that he himself would rule the Church. The Lord Jesus Christ is the King in his Church, 

and no earthly power should ever be allowed to use its influence, much less its authority, 

in that spiritual dominion where Christ reigns supreme. But Constantine called meetings 

of bishops and other Church dignitaries, and such meetings were then presided over in 

his name.”37  

C. The Church Councils 

 These are meetings of church leaders where important questions are discussed and 

decisions are made in regards to the doctrine and the life of the church. The first council 

ever held was the Council of the Apostles in Jerusalem (Acts 15). 

 

                                                             
35 Ignatius, Smyrnaeans, 8.1. 
36 Stephen Tomkins, A Short History of Christianity (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), 46. 
37 S. M. Houghton, Sketches from Church History (Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth, 1980), 21. 
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 The Council of Nicaea (A.D. 325) 

o The primary controversy surrounded the nature of Christ—was He equal with 

God in the essence of His deity, or was He a created being who was not equal 

with God? 

o The Arian controversy began in Alexandria. Arius was a presbyter in the city and 

his main opponent was Alexander, the bishop of Alexandria.  

 Arius taught that there was a time when Christ was not, and that he was 

the first created being. By teaching this, Arius thought he was defending 

the fundamental truth that there is only on God: “there was (once) when 

Christ was not.” 

 Alexander insisted that the Son was fully and truly God, in as absolute a 

sense (co-eternal, co-substantial, and co-equal) as the Father was. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

    The Council of Nicaea 

o “On May 20, 325, the Christian church entered a new era. On that day about 320 

bishops gathered at Nicaea, then a major city in Bithynia (now small-town Iznik in 

Turkey). The occasion marked the first “ecumenical,” or worldwide, council of the 

church. Its business—to adjudicate [to formally examine] the meaning of Jesus’ 
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divinity—dealt with the very heart of the Christian faith. What made the council 

such an extraordinarily important turning point was not just the doctrinal question 

at stake but the way in which political and social forces combined with the critical 

theological issue. The idea for the council did not come from the bishops. Rather, 

they had been summoned by the great Roman emperor himself, Constantine (ca. 

288–337). After such a summon and after dealing with such an issue, the church 

would never be the same.”38 

o “After preliminary matters had been addressed, a confession of faith by Arius 

was presented. It defined the nature of Christ as being different from that of God 

and viewed Christ as a created being, greater than humans and worthy of 

worship but less than God. The council promptly and vehemently rejected this 

creed. Bishop Eusebius of Caesarea offered a creed that he said had been used 

previously in the church. The wording of this creed was ambiguous. When the 

orthodox party saw that the Arians were willing to accept the creed of Eusebius, 

they led a movement to reject it because it was not explicit enough. Athanasius, 

a young deacon from the church in Alexandria and the champion of the orthodox 

view, presented the [Nicene] creed to the council.”39 

The Creed of Eusebius The Nicene Creed 
I believe in one only God, Father almighty, creator of things visible and 

invisible;  

 

And in the Lord Jesus Christ, for he is the Word of God, God of God, 

light of light, life of life, his only Son, the first-born of all creatures, 

begotten of the Father before all time, by whom also everything was 

created, who became flesh for our redemption, who lived and suffered 

among men, rose again the third day, returned to the Father, and will 

come again one day in his glory to judge the quick and the dead.  

 

I believe also in the Holy Ghost.  

 

I believe that each of these three is and subsists; the Father truly as 

Father, the Son truly as Son, the Holy Ghost truly as Holy Ghost; as our 

Lord also said, when he sent his disciples to preach: ‘Go and teach all 

nations, and baptize them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and 

of the Holy Ghost.’ 

I believe in one God, the Father almighty, maker of heaven and earth, of 

all things visible and invisible. 

 

I believe in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Only Begotten Son of God, born of 

the Father before all ages. God from God, Light from Light, true God 

from true God, begotten, not created, of the same essence as the 

Father; through him all things were made. For us men and for our 

salvation he came down from heaven, and by the Holy Spirit was 

incarnate of the Virgin Mary, and became man. For our sake he was 

crucified under Pontius Pilate, he suffered death and was buried, and 

rose again on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures. He 

ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father. He 

will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead and his kingdom 

will have no end. 

 

I believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, who proceeds from 

the Father, who with the Father and the Son is adored and glorified, who 

has spoken through the prophets. 

 

I believe in one, holy, catholic and apostolic Church. I confess one 

Baptism for the forgiveness of sins and I look forward to the resurrection 

of the dead and the life of the world to come. Amen. 

                                                             
38 Mark Noll, Turning Points: Decisive Moments in the History of Christianity (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1997), 49. 
39 Robert Baker and John Landers, A Summary of Christian History (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2005), 62. 
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 The outcome of the proceedings of the Council of Nicaea was the views 

of Arius were condemned as heresy. The council thus adopted the 

Nicene Creed with its short but direct statement of deity but which lacked 

precision. It did not speak to the question of the deity of the Holy Spirit 

(primarily because that was not the issue being debated at the time) 

giving rise to future controversy about the Trinity. 

Our confidence in the full deity of Christ is not based on the Council of Nicaea, it is only recognized by it. Thus, 

it is like anything else from church history. The authoritative basis comes from Scripture. Church history simply 

affirms what we know to be true from God’s Word. 

 The Council of Constantinople (A.D. 381) 

o The Nicene Council failed to end the Arian controversy. Arius himself and a few 

other bishops refused to sign the Nicene Creed. Arianism gained ascendency for 

a time in the church, from A.D. 325–361. But in 381, a second ecumenical 

council was held where the council reaffirmed the belief of the Church as 

expressed in the Nicene Creed and also declared its belief in the deity of the 

Holy Spirit. This was the complete and final rejection of Arianism by the Church.40 

 The Council of Chalcedon (A.D. 451) 

o Some six hundred bishops were present; the Church reasserted its belief in the 

full and complete deity of Christ, but now also confessed its belief in His equally 

full and complete humanity. Concerning the relation of these two natures to each 

other, the Church confessed that they exist in Christ without confusion, change, 

division, or separation.41 

o Resulted in the Chalcedonian confession: 

 Therefore, following the holy fathers, we all with one accord teach men to 

acknowledge one and the same Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, at once 

complete in Godhead and complete in manhood, truly God and truly man, 

consisting also of a reasonable soul and body; of one substance with the 

Father as regards his Godhead, and at the same time of one substance 

with us as regards his manhood; like us in all respects, apart from sin; as 

regards his Godhead, begotten of the Father before the ages, but yet as 

regards his manhood begotten, for us men and for our salvation, of Mary 

the Virgin, the God-bearer; one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, Only-

begotten, recognized in two natures, without confusion, without change, 

                                                             
40 Kuiper, The Church in History, 32. 
41 Ibid., 33. 
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without division, without separation; the distinction of natures being in no 

way annulled by the union, but rather the characteristics of each nature 

being preserved and coming together to form one person and 

subsistence, not as parted or separated into two persons, but one and the 

same Son and Only-begotten God the Word, Lord Jesus Christ; even as 

the prophets from earliest times spoke of him, and our Lord Jesus Christ 

himself taught us, and the creed of the fathers has handed down to us. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

D. Nicene & Post-Nicene Fathers (4th and 5th Century) 

 Athanasius (A.D. 296–373) 

o At the age of 23, he wrote declaring the views of Arius to be heresy. Because of 

his stand against Arius, he became widely known—he was made a bishop of 

Alexandria at age 33 when his teacher, Alexander, died. 

o He was exiled no less than five times (17 of his 45 years as bishop were spent in 

exile) 

 “Within two years after taking office as Bishop of Alexandria, Athanasius 

became the flash point of controversy. Most of the bishops who had 

signed the Creed of Nicaea did not like calling people heretics, even if 

they disagreed with this basic affirmation of Christ’s deity. They wanted to 

get rid of Athanasius and his passion for this cause. Athanasius was 

accused of levying illegal taxes. There were accusations that he was too 

young when ordained, that he used magic, that he subsidized treasonable 

persons, and more. Constantine did not like Athanasius’s hard line either 

and called him to Rome in 331 to face the charges the bishops were 

bringing. The facts acquitted him, but his defense of the Nicene 

formulation of Christ’s deity was increasingly in the minority.”42  

 “One has to ask why Athanasius endured so much for so long. Why did 

he wrangle for decades over one word, over one letter, “i” (homoiousios 

                                                             
42 John Piper, Contending for Our All: Defending Truth and Treasuring Christ in the Live of Athanasius, John Owen, and J. Gresham Machen (Wheaton: 
Crossway, 2006), 50. 

Christ in the Major Church Councils 

Council Statement 

Council of Nicaea (A.D. 325) Christ is truly divine 

Council of Constantinople (A.D. 381) Christ is truly human 

Council of Chalcedon (A.D. 451) Christ is divine and human in one person 
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[“of similar essence”] vs. homoousios [“of same essence”])? The reason 

comes in a phrase also found in the Nicene Creed, a phrase that is 

attributed to Athanasius. It may not be too much of a stretch to claim this 

phrase to be one of the most profound, if not beautiful, phrases in all of 

theological literature, the phrase “for us and for our salvation.” Athanasius 

wrangled with the best minds of the day and endured persecution at the 

hands of the most powerful politicians of the day, all for the sake of the 

gospel. The person of Christ, Athanasius believed, had everything to do 

with the work of Christ. If the church got it wrong on the person of Christ, 

the church would be wrong on the work of Christ. Athanasius spent six 

decades contending for a letter and contending against the world for the 

sake of the gospel.”43 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    Athanasius of Alexandria 
 Athanasius would have grieved over sentences life ‘It is Christ who unites 

us; it is doctrine that divides.’ And sentences like: ‘We should ask, Whom 

do you trust? Rather than what do you believe?’ He would have grieved 

because he knew this is the very tactic used by the Arians bishops to 

cover the councils with fog so that the word Christ could mean anything. 

Those who talk like this – ‘Christ unites, doctrine divides’ – have simply 

replaced propositions about Christ with the word Christ. It carries no 

meaning until one says something about him. They think they have done 

something profound and fresh, when they call us away from the 

                                                             
43 Stephen Nichols, For Us and for Our Salvation: The Doctrine of Christ in the Early Church (Wheaton: Crossway, 2007), 66–67. 
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propositions of doctrine to the word Christ. In fact they have done 

something very old and worn and deadly.”44 

 Ambrose (A.D. 340–397) 

o In the days of Ambrose, there were still many Arians in the church of Milan, but 

Ambrose was a strong supporter of the Nicene Creed. 

o He became a bishop of Milan in 374 when he, as a provincial governor, was 

trying to make sure the election of the new bishop did not erupt into public 

disorder. Suddenly, a child’s voice shouted out, “Ambrose for bishop!” The whole 

crowd took up the cry, even though he was not yet baptized. Ambrose was 

horrified, but interpreted the event as God’s will and reluctantly submitted.45 

o He was an outstanding preacher and did much to promote Christian hymnology. 

o He also advocated the separation of church and state; standing against the 

increasing influence of imperial control on the Christian church. 

 The emperor Theodosius the Great made Milan his capital which meant 

Ambrose became his close friend and advisor; however, Ambrose was 

clear that the emperor was not to behave as a ruler in the Church. In 390, 

the people of Thessalonica had murdered Theodosius’ governor and 

when the emperor heard of this news, in a fit of anger, he sent his solders 

to massacre the Thessalonians. Almost immediately Theodosius recoiled 

from what he had done, and sent another order cancelling his decree but 

it was too late. 7,000 people had already been butchered by the troops. 

When Ambrose heard of this outrage, he boldly excommunicated the 

emperor and exhorted him to deep, meaningful repentance. Theodosius 

turned up at the church in Milan on Sunday, as if nothing had happened, 

only to find Ambrose barring his way, refusing him to let him enter. The 

emperor claimed he had repented; Ambrose informed him that words 

were not enough – his repentance must be as public as his sin had been. 

Theodosius submitted and walked through the streets of Milan doing 

public penance. When Ambrose finally allowed him to enter church again, 

the emperor had to kneel and beg God’s forgiveness before the whole 

congregation, which he did with passionate sorrow, tears streaming from 

his eyes.46    

 “I cannot deny that you are zealous for the faith and that you fear God. 

But you have a naturally passionate spirit; and while you easily yield to 
                                                             
44 Piper, Contending for Our All, 64. 
45 Needham, 2000 Years of Christ’s Power, 1:186. 
46 Ibid., 1:188. 
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love when that spirit is subdued, yet when it is stirred up you become a 

raging beast. I would gladly have left you to the working of your own 

heart, but I dare not remain silent or gloss over your sin. No-one in all 

human history has ever before heard of such a bloody scene as the one 

at Thessalonica! I warned you against it, I pleaded with you; you yourself 

realized its horror and tried to cancel your decree. And now I call you to 

repent. Remember how king David repented of his crime. Will you be 

ashamed to do what David did? You can wash away your sin only by 

tears, by repentance, by humbling your soul before God. You are a man; 

you have sinned as a man; you must repent as a man. No angel, no 

archangel can forgive you. God alone can forgive you; and He forgives 

those who repent. Oh how I grieve that you – you, who were so 

outstanding for your spirituality, so unwilling that even one innocent 

person should suffer – how I grieve that you should not repent of the 

slaughter of so many innocent people! You are brave in battle, and 

praiseworthy in every other way, but goodness was the crown of your 

character. The evil spirit envied you these purest of your blessings. 

Conquer him while you can! I love you; I honor you from my heart; I pray 

for you. If you believe these, accept what I say. But if you do not believe 

it, forgive me for preferring God to you.”47 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
Ambrose barring Theodosius from Milan Cathedral 

                                                             
47 Ambrose’s letter to Theodosius the Great after the massacre of the Thessalonians. 
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 Jerome (A.D. 342–420) 

o Translated the Bible into Latin (Vulgate, meaning, “language of the people”), 

using his unique knowledge of Hebrew for he was one of the few in his time to 

learn Hebrew. Not even Augustine knew Hebrew as he felt the LXX was 

sufficient. The Vulgate quickly became the accepted translation in the Western 

Latin-speaking world, a position held until the Reformation in the 16th century. 

o One of the most accomplished scholars of the early Church. 

o On the positive side, Jerome emphasized the exegetical study of Scripture and 

wrote many Biblical commentaries with strong linguistic and topographical 

information. On the negative side, Jerome overemphasized the merits of celibacy 

including the perpetual virginity of Mary. 

o From 386 onwards, Jerome lived out the rest of his life in a monastery in 

Bethlehem, constantly writing and teaching the other monks until he died in 420. 

 John Chrysostom (A.D. 347–407) 

o His name means “Golden Mouth” because of his preaching ability and power. 

o He delivered series of "Homilies" on Genesis, Matthew, John, Romans, 

Galatians, Corinthians, Ephesians, Timothy and Titus.  He was known as the 

greatest of Christian expositors. He was against allegorical exegesis and insisted 

on literal interpretation of the Bible. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       John Chrysostom 

 “When John interpreted the Bible, he used a very different method than 

what we have already seen in Origen. Origen’s ‘Alexandrian’ method of 



31 | P a g e  
 

allegorization had a long history among the ancient Greeks, who used it 

to reinterpret their embarrassing mythology to find a more profound 

meaning. In the early church, Origen applied some of the same principles 

to the text of scripture…A school of thought arose in opposition to the 

allegorical exegesis, and this school was centered in the Syrian city of 

Antioch. Therefore, modern scholars of early Christianity make a 

distinction between the ‘Alexandrian’ and ‘Antiochene’ approaches to 

biblical interpretation.”48  

o Excerpts from Homilies: 
 (on Ephesians 2:8) – “Even faith, [Paul] says, is not from us. For if the 

Lord had not come, if he had not called us, how should we have been 

able to believe? “For how,” [Paul] says, “shall they believe if they have not 

heard?” (Rom. 10:14). So even the act of faith is not self-initiated. It is, he 

says, “the gift of God” (Eph. 2:8c).” 

 Elsewhere Chrysostom writes, “For by faith alone He saved us. . . . 

Instead of a certain manner of life, He brought in faith. For that He might 

not save us to no purpose, He both Himself underwent the penalty, and 

also required of men the faith that is by doctrines” 

 (on Ephesians 2:10) – “God’s mission was not to save people in order 

that they may remain barren or inert. For Scripture says that faith has 

saved us. Put better: Since God willed it, faith has saved us. Now in what 

case, tell me, does faith save without itself doing anything at all? Faith’s 

workings themselves are a gift of God, lest anyone should boast. What 

then is Paul saying? Not that God has forbidden works but that he has 

forbidden us to be justified by works. No one, Paul says, is justified by 

works, precisely in order that the grace and benevolence of God may 

become apparent.” 

 Augustine (A.D. 354–430) 

o Born to a Christian mother, named Monica. His father would come to Christ 

through Monica’s testimony. Monica also became a major spiritual influence on 

her son. She prayed deeply (with tears) and consistently for her son’s 

conversion. 

 Extremely worldly early life. We know this because of his Confessions, 

which emphasize the sinfulness of his youth. He lived for 14 years with a 

                                                             
48 Litfin, Church Fathers, 198. 
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woman out of wedlock and had an illegitimate son, Adeodatus, who lived 

18 years. 

 “If we were to look in on Augustine’s life at certain times, however, we 

would be quite surprised to find out that the one we were observing would 

become the towering figure of church history. In his early adulthood, he’s 

running from God. The Scriptures lack rhetorical punch for him, the work 

of the theologians leaves him intellectually unsatisfied, and a Christian 

ethic imposes far too much restriction on him—especially when he looks 

upon his mistress. Christianity is both too much and not enough for 

Augustine. This despite the lifelong prayers and pleas of his saintly 

mother, Monica. Augustine himself would agree with our surprise. In fact, 

he would state it much more starkly. . . . Herein is Augustine’s story. It is 

the story of the Hound of Heaven—Augustine applied that term to God 

with the utmost reverence—tracking him down.”49 

 “You stretched out Your hand from on high and pulled my soul out of 

these murky depths because my mother, who was faithful to You, was 

weeping for me more bitterly than how mothers weep for the bodily death 

of their children. In her faith and in the spiritual discernment, she by faith 

which she had from You discerned me as dead; and You heard her, O 

Lord, You heard her and did not scorn those tears of hers which gushed 

forth and watered the ground beneath her eyes wherever she prayed.”50 

o Augustine’s conversion during the summer of 386 

 “I flung myself down somehow under a fig tree and gave free rein to the 

tears that burst from eyes like rivers… I uttered cries of misery: “Why 

must I go on saying, ‘Tomorrow…tomorrow’? Why not now? Why not put 

an end to my depravity this very hour?” As I was saying this and weeping 

in the bitter agony of my heart, suddenly I heard a voice from the nearby 

house chanting as if it might be a boy or a girl (I do not know which), 

saying and repeating over and over again ‘Pick up and read, pick and 

read’ [tolle lege tolle lege]. At once, my countenanced changed, and I 

began to think intently whether there might be some sort of children’s 

game in which such a chant is used. But I could not remember having 

heard of one. I checked the flood of tears and stood up. I interpreted it 

solely as a divine command to me to open the book and read the first 

                                                             
49 Stephen Nichols, Pages from Church History: A Guided Tour of Christian Classics (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2006), 66–67. 
50 Augustine, Confessions, trans. Maria Boulding (New York: Vintage Books, 1997), 51. 
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chapter I might find… So I hurried back to the place where Alypius [a 

friend of Augustine] was sitting. There I had put down the book of the 

apostle when I got up. I seized it, and opened it and in silence read the 

first passage on which my eyes lit: ‘Not in riots and drunken parties, not in 

immorality and indecencies, not in strife and rivalry, but put on the Lord 

Jesus Christ and make no provision for the flesh in regards to its lusts 

(Rom. 13:13-14)….I neither wished nor needed to read further. At once, 

with the last words of this sentence, it was as if the light of relief from all 

anxiety flooded into my heart. All the shadows of doubt were dispelled” 

(VIII.xii).51 

o The most important church theologian until the Reformation. Augustine was 

greatly influenced by the teachings of Ambrose. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
Saint Augustine of Hippo 
 

o Council of Carthage (419) decided for Augustine’s views on grace and sin and 

condemned Pelagianism. 

 “Pelagius, and his immediate followers taught openly and explicitly that 

man’s moral character had received no injury from the fall, and that men 

were born now with much ability to do the will of God, and to discharge all 

the obligations incumbent upon them, as Adam” 52 

                                                             
51 Augustine, Confessions. trans. Henry Chadwick (Oxford: Oxford Press, 1991), 29. 
52 William Cunningham, Historical Theology: A Review of the Principal Doctrinal Discussions in the Christian Church since the Apostolic Age (Edinburgh: 
T&T Clark, 1960), 1:329. 
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o Pelagius held several important views regarding God and man:53 

 The Freedom of the Will. Adam was created with free will (“the image of 

God”)—the ability to choose. Therefore, the human will is unaffected by 

sin. Pelagius’ slogan was, “Whatever I ought to do, I can do.” 

 The Nature of Sin. Pelagius affirmed that a person who sins does so 

simply because he has made a choice to sin, not because he is 

predisposed to sin by nature. This also meant that Adam’s fall made only 

himself a sinner. We are all born as Adam was before the fall—no original 

sin. 

 The Understanding of Grace. Pelagius did not believe that God needed to 

intervene directly in the heart of man in order to save him, and he 

believed that man’s own natural ability to keep God’s law was itself an 

expression of God’s grace. The law as well as the gospel leads to 

heaven—salvation by works. 

 The Ground of Justification. For Pelagius, the ground of the sinner’s 

justification is his own merit. But for Augustine, the unconverted do not 

have any freedom of the will, because their wills are enslaved to sin. The 

only way someone can be right with God is if the Holy Spirit 

supernaturally intervenes in his heart by the work of regeneration, thereby 

granting him repentance and faith as a gift. 

o Out of this came: 

 Augustinianism – emphasized the depravity of human nature due to the 

sin of Adam, the necessity of divine predestination, and the priority of faith 

over reason.   

 Pelagianism – emphasized human ability and free will rather than 

depravity and sinfulness, even the possibility of living without sin.  The 

effects of Adam’s sin upon his descendants was simply that of a bad 

example. The ecumenical Council of Ephesus condemned Pelagianism 

as a heresy in 431. 

 Semi-Pelagianism – a middle position emphasizing that faith begins 

independently of God’s grace, although such grace is subsequently 

necessary for salvation.  A position including Catholics and Arminianism.  

The view was set forth in the 5th and 6th centuries and the name coined 

in the 16th century. 

                                                             
53 Adapted from David Steele, Curtis Thomas, and S. Lance Quinn, The Five Points of Calvinism: Defined, Defended, and Documented (Phillipsburg, 
NJ: P&R Publishing, 2004), 210–213. 
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o From Augustine’s Confession 

 “You are great, Lord, and highly to be praised (Ps. 47:2): great is your 

power and your wisdom is immeasurable’ (Ps. 146:5). Man, a little piece 

of your creation, desires to praise you, a human being ‘bearing his 

mortality with him (2 Cor. 4:10), carrying with him the witness of his sin 

and the witness that you ‘resist the proud’ (1 Pet. 5:5). Nevertheless, to 

praise you is the desire of man, a little piece of your creation. You stir 

man to take pleasure in praising you, because you have made us for 

yourself, and our heart is restless until it rests in you” (I.i).54 
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The Middle Ages 
 

I. The Fall of the Roman Empire (A.D. 476) 

A. Germanic Tribesmen (“Barbarians” used by Rome to describe outsiders) 

 In 410, one of the Germanic tribes known as “the Visigoths” sacked Rome, covering not 

only modern Germany, but also present-day Poland, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, 

Hungary, and South-eastern Russia. Gradually, the Western emperors had ceased to 

have any real authority; they were merely puppet kings, set up and toppled by the 

German generals. In 476, one of these generals, Odovaker, deposed the last of the 

Western emperors and the troops elected himself king. The later generations came to 

see the year 476 as the moment when the last remnants of the Roman Empire vanished 

in the West.55 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
By 476, the Western Rome Empire had been split up in to a number of “barbarian” kingdoms 

 

                                                             
55 Needham, 2000 Years of Christ’s Power, 1:321–322. 
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B. The Patristic Age to the Middle Age 

 “Of course, we must not think there was any clean or sudden break between the early 

Church period and the period we call the Middle Ages. People did not wake up one 

morning and think, “The Middle Ages begin today.” These divisions of time are 

something historians have invented for their own convenience, to make the study of 

history easier.”56 

 We would be foolish to imagine that between the Fathers and the Reformers there was a 

gap of roughly 1,000 years without any representatives of Christian orthodoxy. The 

Middle Ages do in fact connect the Ancient Church to the Reformation. There was 

continuity (Trinity, Predestination) and discontinuity: 

o Anselm's ideas on the atonement set the stage for the Reformers ideas on the 

atonement. 

 Ancient Church: how did God become man?  

 Middle Ages: why did God become man? 

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

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

Protestantism.”57 

o Big issue of the day was determining how to relate to the early Church Fathers 

and their theology. This was made more difficult because their access to the 

Fathers was mostly through quote books. 

 cf. the way people attempt to substantiate arguments by appealing to the 

Reformers. 

II. The Medieval Church (A.D. 590–1049) 

A. The Rise of Islam 

 Muhammad (A.D. 570–632) 

o Muhammed was born in Mecca, an important religious and trading center near 

the southwestern coast of central Arabia, in 570 and grew up as a shepherd-boy. 

o In 610 came the central experience of Muhammad’s life, which was to divert the 

entire river of human history into a fresh and revolutionary channel; for in that 

year, Muhammad received what he believed to be the first of many personal 

revelations from god, launching him into his amazing career as the prophet of 

Allah (“Allah” is simply Arabic for “God”).58 

                                                             
56 Needham, 2000 Years of Christ’s Power, 2:15–16. 
57 Schaff, The History of the Christian Church, 4:11. 
58 Needham, 2000 Years of Christ’s Power, 2:18. 



38 | P a g e  
 

o He began to preach publically and attract followers. It was his followers who 

wrote down his words in the Qur’an. He reportedly received his revelations from 

an angel named Gabriel. 

o Here are the five main duties (the “five pillars” of Islam):59 

 Shahadah, or the confession of faith – “There is no god but Allah, and 

Muhammad is his prophet.” 

 Salah, or prayer five times a day, vocalized facing towards Mecca. 

 Zakah, or giving charitable gifts of money as a welfare contribution to the 

poor. 

 Sawn, or fasting in the holy month of Ramadan. 

 Hajj, or the pilgrimage to Mecca, which a Muslim must try to make at least 

once.  

 Another sacred duty emphasized in Islam, although it is not one of the 

five pillars, is jihad, often translated “holy war”. The basic meaning, 

however, is “struggle”. Muslims understand jihad as referring to both to 

the personal struggle for obedience to Allah’s will, and to the struggle to 

defend Islam in the world, by preaching, writing, diplomacy, and warfare. 

o Mohammed finally launched a military campaign to subdue the world.  With his 

army of 305 followers and the motto "Islam, tribute or the sword", he began to 

attack (A.D. 630). 

 The Islamic Conquest 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

       The Spread of Islam 

                                                             
59 Needham, 2000 Years of Christ’s Power, 2:20. 
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o After Muhammed died in 632, his followers (under the leadership of 

Muhammad’s four successors [known as the “Rightly Guided Caliphs”]), for the 

next one hundred years, conquered Persia, penetrated into India, overran the 

imperial province of Asia Minor, twice laid siege to Constantinople, and took 

away from the Eastern Empire the provinces of Syria, Palestine, Egypt, and 

North Africa.  

B. The Rise of the Papacy 

 Leo the Great (A.D. 400–461)  

o Leo became the bishop of Rome on September 29, 440 

 The term papa (meaning “father”) or “pope” was originally used of high 

church officials of all kinds. However, its stricter use as applied to the 

bishop of Rome which prevailed at least from Leo the Great (440-61).60 

o Convinced that the Church of Rome should have primacy over all of the 

churches, Leo relied on political support in the West to strengthen Roman 

influence there. In a series of events where Leo defended and protected the city 

of Rome against invading barbarians, he grew in prestige and political power. 

 “These episodes [speaking of defending Rome from outside attacks]—

and others like it—gave Leo great authority in the city of Rome. That he 

was able to do these things was due both to his personal gifts and to the 

political situation of the time, when the civil authorities proved incapable 

of performing their duties. But in Leo’s mind there was a deeper reason. 

He was convinced that Jesus had made Peter and his successors the 

rock on which the church was to be built, and that therefore the bishop of 

Rome, Peter’s direct successor, is the head of the church. Thus, in Leo’s 

writings one finds all the traditional arguments that would repeatedly be 

mustered in favor of papal authority.”61 

 Gregory the Great (A.D. 590) 

o He symbolized the Medieval Church; he was the most important pope in the days 

because he was the first monk to become pope, ruling from 590 to 604. He called 

himself “the servant of the servants of God,” a title used by popes down to the 

present day. He was the first pope to assume broad political powers.62 

 Gregory did assume many of the powers which the decaying Roman 

Empire had given up: “the Church [under Gregory’s leadership], by takin 

governing tasks, became the directing power of European politics…The 
                                                             
60 Mark Noll, Turning Points, 111. 
61 Gonzalez, The Story of Christianity, 243. 
62 Kuiper, The Church in History, 57. 
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Church took up the work of education, of the care of the poor, and of 

maintaining a semblance of justice. Had the Church not done this, Europe 

would certainly have experienced a deeper valley of darkness than it did 

during the difficult days of readjustment to the barbarian invasions.”63 

 Ironically, Gregory also taught humility, by rejecting the view of “universal 

bishop” that meant all other bishops were mere agents of the one bishop: 

“Now I confidently say that whosoever calls himself, or desires to be 

called, Universal Priest, is in his elation the precursor of Antichrist, 

because he proudly puts himself above all others. Nor is it by dissimilar 

pride that he is led into error; for, as that perverse one wishes to appear 

as above all men, so whosoever this one is who covets being called sole 

priest, he extols himself above all other priests. But, since the Truth says, 

Every one that exalteth himself shall be humbled (Luke 14:11; 18:14), I 

know that every kind of elation is the sooner burst as it is the more 

inflated. Let then your Piety charge those who have fallen into an 

example of pride not to generate any offense by the appellation of a 

frivolous name.”64 

 

 

 

 

 

 

          Gregory the Great 

o Even with his view of papal supremacy, Gregory was nonetheless exceptional in 

his pastoral theology as Calvin describes Gregory: “It appears that in the time of 

Gregory some of the seeds of this corruption existed, the rulers of churches 

having begun to be more negligent in teaching; for he thus bitterly complains: 

“The world is full of priests, and yet laborers in the harvest are rare, for we indeed 

undertake the office of the priesthood, but we perform not the work of the office” 

(Gregor. Hom. 17)…Since he uses such bitterness of expression against those 

                                                             
63 Kuiper, The Church in History, 58. 
64 “A letter to Maricius Augustus,” Book 7, Epistle 33, in Schaff’s Post-Nicene Fathers, volume 12, 224–225. 
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who were only less diligent in their office, what, pray, would he have said if he 

had seen that very few bishops, if any at all, and scarcely one in a hundred of the 

other clergy, mounted the pulpit once in their whole lifetime? For to such a 

degree of infatuation have men come, that it is thought beneath the episcopal 

dignity to preach a sermon to the people.”65 Calvin called Gregory “the last good 

pope.” 

 Charlemagne Crowned by Pope Leo III (A.D. 800) 

o Charles reigned for 43 years (771–814) as a ruler of France and created the first 

great Western empire since the fall of Rome in 410. He is called “Charles the 

Great” or Charlemagne (from the Latin magnus, “great”). He had been called the 

“Moses of the Middle Ages,” because he led the Germanic peoples out of the 

wilderness of barbarianism and gave them a new code of civil and ecclesiastical 

laws. 

o “On Christmas day of 800, while Charlemagne was kneeling at the alter in Saint 

Peter’s Church, Rome, receiving communion, surrounded by the Frankish nobility 

and Roman clergy, Pope Leo II suddenly produced a crown and placed it on 

Charlemagne’s head. Leo’s men then shouted out, “To Charles Augustus, 

crowned by God, great and peace-making Emperor of the Romans, long life and 

victory!” So was born the Holy Roman Emperor. Leo’s act announced that the 

new Roman Emperor owed his position to the papacy: Leo was determined to 

make the Emperor dependent for his imperial crown on God’s agent, the pope.”66 

C. The Iconoclast Controversy in the East (A.D. 730–842) 

 Debate broke out in the Eastern Church over the use of icons (images that depicted 

Christ and other biblical saints); those who endorsed the use of icons were known as 

iconodules while those who opposed the use of icons were iconoclasts 

 An extension of the Chalcedonian debate regarding the nature of Christ 

o The iconoclasts were convinced that the two natures of Christ could not be 

adequately represented in an image, sculpture, or painting. To make an icon was 

to only represent his human side, and thus separate the human from the divine. 

Thus, they asserted that icons should be rejected. This was all the more true, 

they believed, because the Second Commandment forbids the use of images, 

and the Old Testament forbids any worship of idols. 

o The iconodules, on the other hand, believed that the incarnation superseded the 

Second Commandment, since Jesus Christ is the image of the invisible God. 
                                                             
65 Calvin’s Institutes, 4.5.12. It’s important to understand the Calvin is making a rhetorical point by showing how corrupt the Roman Catholic Church had 
become since the time of Gregory. He is by no means endorsing everything that Gregory taught. 
66 Needham, 2000 Years of Christ’s Power, 2:58. 
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Moreover, they argued that the icons were not idols (which are physical 

representations of false gods) since icons represent actual people. 

III. The Classical Church (A.D. 1049–1294) 

A. General Information to the Period 

 It is the classical age of Latin Christianity: the age of the papal theocracy, aiming to 

control the German Empire and the kingdoms of France, Spain, and England. 

 The progress of the crusades, with the heroic conquest and loss of the Holy Land. 

 It was the age of scholastic philosophy and theology, and their gigantic efforts to solve 

all conceivable problems and by dialectical skill to prove every article of faith. 

B. The Great Schism (A.D. 1054) 

 The East and the West split dramatically after the tension has been brewing for 

centuries; the Bishop of Rome and the Patriarch of Constantinople excommunicate each 

other. 

o “The Oriental Church [East] claims exclusive orthodoxy, and looks upon Western 

Christendom as heretical; the Roman Catholic Church [West] claims exclusive 

catholicity, and considers all the other churches as heretical.”67 

o There was a language divide: Latin in the West and Greek in the East 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      

 

     The Great Schism of 1054 
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 Most significantly, there was a theological divide: 

o West believed in the procession of the Holy Spirit from the Father and the Son 

(Filoque), the East in the procession of the Spirit from the Father only. 

 “’The East-West divide over the filioque clause revealed fundamentally 

different ways of understanding the Trinity. The East began with the 

person of God the Father, and saw Him as the personal source of the 

divine essence, and thus the personal bond of unity in the Trinity; the 

West, by contrast began with the divine essence itself, and saw it as the 

source of the three divine persons and their common bond of unity.”68 

 “The East did not teach the Wester doctrine of purgatory, which was 

becoming ever more central in Western spirituality. The West held that 

some aspects of sin’s penalty could be removed on earth by penance or 

by an indulgence. If a believer died without paying all the punishment he 

owed, he had to pay off his outstanding debt by sufferings in the fire of 

purgatory. However, the pope had the power to release souls from 

purgatory, because God had given the papacy control over the “treasury 

of merits” of the saints. The pope could transfer these merits to souls in 

purgatory by means of an indulgence, thus paying off their temporal 

punishment for them and releasing them.”69 

o East did not acknowledge the Pope, but saw five Patriarchs with equal authority. 

 In the West, there is an emphasis on sin, grace, justification, salvation, and the 

sacraments. On the other hand, in the East, the emphasis is on different distinctive: 

o Mystery 
 An emphasis on negative theology, the shadow rather than the light; 

though there is revelation, there is also mystery. Negative theology 

asserts that the transcendent God is essentially unknowable. 

o Tradition 

 In the Western Church, the Reformation eventually questions the church’s 

emphasis on tradition. In the Eastern Church, there has never been a 

check placed on tradition. 

o Theosis (“deification”) 

 This is a Greek term referring to “deification” and is really the summary of 

Eastern Orthodox understanding of salvation 

 Sinful man is changed to become “like God” 

                                                             
68 Needham, 2000 Years of Christ’s Power, 2:134–135. 
69 Ibid., 2:132. 
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 This concept is often expressed more strongly than this: God became 

man so that man might become God 

o Icons 

 Images of Christ and the saints are present everywhere as objects of 

veneration (cf. The Iconoclast Controversy) 

C. The Crusades (A.D. 1095–1291) 

 A series of military expeditions to recover the Holy Land from the Muslims. Most 

recognize 7 crusades between 1095 and 1291. 

o “Driven by religious fervor, love of adventure, and dreams of personal profit, 

crusaders from western Europe for 200 years attempted to expel the Muslims 

from the Holy Land.”70 

o At this point, the Western Church had felt that pilgrims to the Holy Land were a 

special way of acquiring God’s blessing. When the Seljuk [dynasty that invaded 

the Byzantine Empire in 1071 with a decisive battle] Turks took control of the 

Holy Land, Christian pilgrims began to be treated poorly. So when the Western 

pilgrims came back with terrible stories of Turkish hostility, the tension only grew. 

In November of 1095, Pope Urban called on the kings and nobles of Catholic 

Europe to stop fighting each other; instead, unite and rescue the Holy Land from 

the Turks. Urban then promised a greatly reduced period of time in purgatory to 

all who would go. To all those who should ide while serving in the war against the 

Turks, he even promised heaven. The assembled crowds responded with an 

outburst of wild enthusiasm, crying out, and “God wills it! God wills it!” (in Latin, 

“Deus vult! Deus vult!”).71 

 None of the crusades accomplished their ultimate purpose of taking back 

the Holy Land. In fact, it became more and more difficult for the popes (as 

the crusades were zealously inspired by the papacy) to whip up 

enthusiasm for such movements. Unfortunately, the popes never held two 

basic truths that we must never forget: Christianity’s highest satisfactions 

are not guaranteed by possession of special places, and the sword is 

never God’s way to extend Christ’s church.72 

 

                                                             
70 Shelley, Church History in Plain Language, 186. 
71 Needham, 2000 Years of Christ’s Power, 2:200–201. We must remember that the Crusades were genuine expression of popular religious enthusiasm. 
Hundreds of thousands of Western European men sincerely wanted to free the tomb of Christ from the Muslims, as an act of devotion to their Savior. 
The Crusades were simply pilgrimages carried out in the form of warfare. The very name the Crusaders took for themselves suggests this religious 
motive, because the word “crusade” comes from the Latin crux, meaning “cross”. A Crusading knight would have the sign of the cross sewn into his 
outer clothing as a token of his allegiance to Christ; the more zealous would brand it into their flesh. 
72 Shelley, Church History in Plain Language, 192. 
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       The Crusades 
D. Scholasticism and the Rise of Universities 

 Definitions 

o “A theological method that developed in the medieval schools…beginning in the 

twelfth century, but reaching its apex in the thirteenth and fourteenth….As most 

earlier theology, Scholasticism based its work on the authority of written texts, to 

which it then applied reason – particularly, Aristotelian logic….Thus the method 

developed of posing a question, giving a series of arguments and quotations 

leading to one answer, and another series in the opposite direction, then offering 

a solution, and finally responding to the objections raised by the arguments that 

would seem to prove the opposite of the solution.”73 

 It began as an effort to explain how Christian theology and Greek 

philosophy could be reconciled; thus, it’s main objective was to answer 

questions and resolve supposed contradictions. 

 “The Scholastics were not so much seeking truth as they were trying 

rationally to organize a body of accepted truth so that truth, whether it 

came by faith from revelation or by reason from philosophy, might be a 

harmonious whole….For the Scholastics the data or content of their study 

was fixed, authoritative, and absolute. The content of their study was the 

Bible, the canons and creeds of the ecumenical councils, and the writings 

of the fathers of the church. The question that they wished to settle 

involved whether or not the faith was reasonable.”74 

                                                             
73 Justo González, Essential Theological Terms (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2005), 156–157.  
74 Earle Cairns, Christianity Through the Centuries (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 228. 
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o “Scholasticism may be defined as the attempt to rationalize theology in order to 

buttress faith with reason. Theology was to be treated from a philosophical point 

of view rather than from a biblical point of view. The data of revelation were to be 

organized systematically by the use of Aristotelian deductive logic and were to be 

harmonized with the newly discovered philosophy of Aristotle.”75  

 Anselm of Canterbury (1033–1109) – “faith seeking understanding”  

o Used logic to explore the context of what he already believes 

o The father of rational theistic proofs 

 “Certain brethren have often and earnestly entreated me to put in writing 

some thoughts that I had offered them in familiar conversation, regarding 

meditation on the Being of God…It is in accordance with their wish that I 

have begun such a form for the writing of this meditation; in order that 

nothing in Scripture should be urged on the authority of Scripture itself, 

but that whatever the conclusion of independent investigation should 

declare to be true, should, in an unadorned style, with common proofs 

and with a  simple argument, be briefly enforced by the cogency of 

reason, and plainly expounded in the light of truth.”76 

o Proslogium 

 “Now my whole heart, say to God, ‘I seek Your face; Lord, it is Your face I 

am seeking…I confess, O Lord, with thanksgiving, that you have made 

me in Your image, so that I can remember You, think of You, and love 

You. But your image in me is so worn away, so blotted out by faults, so 

darkened by the smoke of sin, that it cannot do the things it was made 

fore, unless You renew it and remake it. Lord, I am not trying to climb up 

to Your height; My understanding is simply not equal to that. But I do want 

to understand a little of Your truth which my heart already believes and 

loves. I do not seek to understand so that I may believe; I believe so that I 

may understand. More than that, I believe that unless I do believe I will 

not understand” (I) 

 Ontological argument – “God cannot be conceived not to exist. God is 

that, than which nothing greater can be conceived. That which can be 

conceived not to exist is not God. AND it assuredly exists so truly, that it 

cannot be conceived not to exist. For, it is possible to conceive of a being 

which cannot be conceived not to exist; and this is greater than one which 

                                                             
75 Cairns, Christianity Through the Centuries, 226. 
76 L. Russ Bush, Classical Readings in Christian Apologetics (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1983), 242. 
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can be conceived not to exist. Hence, if that, than which nothing greater 

can be conceived, can be conceived not to exist, it is not that, than which 

nothing greater can be conceived. But this is an irreconcilable 

contradiction. There is, then, so truly a being than which nothing greater 

can be conceived to exist, that it cannot even be conceived not to exist; 

and this being you are, O Lord, our God. So truly, therefore, do you exist, 

O Lord, my God, that you cannot be conceived not to exist; and rightly. 

For, if a mind could conceive of a being better than you, the creature 

would rise above the Creator; and this is most absurd. And, indeed, 

whatever else there is, except you alone, can be conceived not to exist. 

To you alone, therefore, it belongs to exist more truly than all other 

beings, and hence in a higher degree than all others. For, whatever else 

exists does not exist so truly, and hence in a less degree it belongs to it to 

exist. Why, then, has the fool said in his heart, there is no God (Psalms 

xiv. 1), since it is so evident, to a rational mind, that you do exist in the 

highest degree of all? Why, except that he is dull and a fool?” (III) 

 Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274) 

o Said there were five proofs for God’s existence 

 Motion (Argument from change) 

 Un-changed or un-moved mover who is God 

 Cause (Argument from cause and effect) 

 Un-caused cause in the chain of causality is God 

 Necessity (Argument from contingency) 

 Un-ceasing thing in a world where everything ceases is God 

 Perfection (Argument from degrees) 

 Absolute standards for qualities like “goodness” is God 

 Design (Argument from purpose) 

 Observable “drive” [design] in inanimate matters points to God 

o The father of evidential theistic proofs 

o Most important theologian in the Medieval era 

o Wrote many books but two important works are: 1) the Summa contra Gentiles 
(“Summary against the Pagans”) and 2) the Summa Theologiae (“Summary of 

Theology”) 
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Thomas Aquinas 
o His theological contribution: 

 “More than anyone else, Thomas Aquinas set down the medieval Catholic 

notion of justification and its corollaries of grace, human effort, and merit. 

Although a substantial departure from Augustine and the Augustinians of 

the Middle Ages, his theology became determinative for the Roman 

Catholic Church.  . . . Aquinas emphasized the grace of God yet 

prescribed an important role for human cooperation in obtaining salvation. 

Certainly, God exercises the primary role in achieving and applying 

salvation, but people have their part to play as well. God moves by 

initiating grace in a person’s life; then that person moves toward God and 

moves away from sin, resulting in the forgiveness of sins. Thus, Aquinas 

believed in a synergy, or cooperative effort, between God and people in 

justification.”77 

 In terms of his theological emphasis, Thomas attempted to unite 

Aristotelianism with Augustinianism. He emphasized the importance of 

empirical thought, and taught that truth comes to men through reason 

(general, natural revelation) and faith (special, supernatural revelation). 

Thus, faith and reason become the two primary ways through which 

theology is to be understood. Aquinas, like Anselm, claimed that the 

existence of God could be proven by reason but he rejected Anselm’s 

proof because Aquinas had embraced Aristotle’s philosophy which meant 

that he believe that all human knowledge arose from our experience of 

life in the outward physical world. Therefore, God’s existence had to be 

proved from the world, rather than (as Anselm had tried to do) from the 

inner ideas of the mind.78 

                                                             
77 Allison, Historical Theology, 505. 
78 Needham, 2000 Years of Christ’s Power, 2:286. 
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o From a Protestant perspective, evangelicals today are divided on their opinions 

of Thomas Aquinas. Some find his approach to be helpful, especially in the area 

of Christian philosophy and apologetics. Others consider reject him as a 

theological ally because of his Catholicism (papal infallibility, transubstantiation, 

baptismal regeneration, sacraments, etc.) 

IV. The Weakened Church (A.D. 1294–1517) 

At this point, the Catholic Church finds itself without credibility and authority due to the centuries of hypocrisy 

and power-hungry men. This then paves the way for what we know as the Reformation. 

A. The State of Roman Catholicism  

 While popes claimed absolute authority, no one had the power of Innocent III (1160–

1216). Innocent was the first pope who made the title “vicar of Christ” central to the 

claims of the papacy (“Vicar” means a person who stands in someone else’s place). 

Before Innocent III, people normally gave the tiles “vicar of Christ” and “vicar of God”, not 

to the pope, but to kings, especially the Holy Roman Emperor.79 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

King John presents his crown to Rudolph, the pope’s representative 

o “John Lackland, king of England, dared to oppose Innocent III. In 1208, the pope 

placed England under and interdict [prohibition]. That meant that in all England 

no church service could be held. The next year King John was excommunicated 

                                                             
79 Ibid., 2:326. 
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from the church. His subjects were no longer required to obey him. He was 

deprived of his throne. In 1213, he submitted to the pope. He had a legal 

document drawn up, which in a solemn ceremony, he handed over to Rudolph, 

the representative of the pope. The document read: ‘We grant to God, to his holy 

apostles Peter and Paul, to our mother the Holy Roman Church, and to our Lord 

Innocent and to his Catholic successors…our kingdoms of England and Ireland, 

with all their rights and dependencies...We take the oath before Rudolph and our 

heirs will always be obliged to take the same oath. As a sign of our allegiance, 

we and our successors will pay annually to the Holy See [the jurisdiction of the 

pope], besides the denarius of St. Peter (Peter’s Pence), seven hundred marks 

for England, and three hundred marks for Ireland, derived from the royal 

revenues.’ Thereupon King John committed his crown and scepter to Rudolph.”80 

 From 1250–1300, there was tremendous fighting between popes and emperors 

(primarily over whether the church or the state had the right of investiture—the right to 

appoint bishops). 

o One prime example involves a new pope named Boniface VIII. Until his papacy, 

the popes have been relatively successful in maintaining temporal power of the 

Church, but with Boniface VIII, a rapid decline of that power began.  

o “Boniface got into trouble with Philip the Fair, king of France, about taxation of 

the clergy. King Philip imposed a heavy tax upon the clergy in France. The pope 

forbade the clergy to pay this tax. The king retaliated by forbidding the 

exportation from his kingdom of gold, silver, and precious stones. In that way the 

king cut off the revenue the pope had been receiving from France…In response, 

Pope Boniface hurled the band of excommunication at King Philip of France but it 

did not have the desired effect. The times had changed. In the earlier days, 

feudalism [a social system of the Middle Ages in which people worked and fought 

for the nobles who gave them protection and the use of land in return] prevailed 

and the nobles were strong; they often rebelled against their king. But in the time 

of Boniface, as one of the many results of the Crusades, feudalism had fallen into 

decay, the nobles had lost much of their power, and a strong spirit of nationalism 

had sprung up in the hearts of the people of France. When the Pope Boniface 

excommunicated their king, they did not withdraw their allegiance and forsake 

him. Instead, they loyally clung to him and backed him up, so that King Philip the 

                                                             
80 Kuiper, The Church in History, 126. 
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Fair of France was in a position to defy Boniface. This marked the beginning of 

the decline of the power of the Church.”81 

B. Changing of the Tide 

 The two centuries intervening between 1294 and 1517, between the accession of 

Boniface VIII and the nailing of Luther’s Ninety-five Theses against the church door in 

Wittenberg, mark the gradual transition from the Middle Ages to modern times, from the 

universal acceptance of the papal theocracy in Western Europe to the assertion of 

national independence, from the supreme authority of the priesthood to the intellectual 

and spiritual freedom of the individual. Old things are passing away; signs of a new order 

increase… 

 “At the end of the Middle Ages, we find the conditions characterized by decay and 

chaos. The epic struggle between papacy and empire was the great drama of the Middle 

Ages. Now the Holy Roman Empire was fading out, and a spirit of nationalism was 

arising in the various sections of Europe. The political structure was chaotic.”82 

 The power of the papacy, which had asserted infallibility of judgment and dominion over 

all departments of human life, was undermined by the mistakes, pretensions, and 

worldliness of the papacy itself, and the disastrous schism which, for nearly half a 

century, gave to Europe the spectacle of two, and at times three, popes reigning at the 

same time and all professing to be ‘the vicegerents of God on earth.’ 

C. The Babylonian Captivity (1305–1377) 

 A real dark spot in Roman Catholic Church history.  It was a 70 year long period named 

after the OT Captivity of 70 years. It lasted from 1305 to 1377 during which the papal 

chair was carried away from Rome to Avignon, Provence. 

o “In the eyes of the people of Europe this put the pope under French control even 

though Avignon was not technically French territory. Except for a brief period 

between 1367 and 1370, the papal residence was maintained at Avignon until 

1377 and was dominated by strong French kings.”83 

 It was called a captivity because during this time the popes were completely under the 

domination of the French kings. During these 70 years, 7 successive popes–all French 

and weak–failed to move the papacy back to Rome.  All were subservient to French 

interests. 

 One of the implications of this event is that the prestige of the papacy was further 

undermined.  

 
                                                             
81 Kuiper, The Church in History, 134–135. 
82 Ibid., 140. 
83 Cairns, Christianity Through the Centuries, 241. 
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D. The Great/Papal Schism (1378–1417) 

 “The Italians were greatly dissatisfied with the residence of the popes in Avignon. They 

wanted Rome to become again the seat of the papacy. This resulted in an open rupture 

in 1378 between the Italian and the French party. Each party elected a pope: one in 

Rome [Urban VI] and one in Avignon [Clement VII]. Each pope denounced, 

excommunicated, and anathematized each other.”84 

o At one time, three popes claimed to be the rightful leader of the Roman church 

(1409) when the Council of Pisa disposed both poses and elected Alexander V 

as the new pope. But neither of the deposed popes would give up his office, so 

now there were three popes. 

o Situation not resolved until the Council of Constance (1414-18) forced the 

resignation of all claimants to the papacy and elected Martin V. 

In God’s kind providence, the degradation of the Roman Catholic Church began to pave the way for the 

Reformation. 

E. The Pre-Reformation 

 Peter Waldo (1140–1218)  

o A merchant from Lyon who believed that the Bible and especially the New 

Testament should be the only rule of faith and life for the Christian.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Statue of Peter Waldo in Worms, Germany 
o By 1170, Waldo had surrounded himself with a group of followers known as the 

Poor of Lyon, later known as Waldensians. In many ways, their movement was a 

precursor to the Reformation. 

 “…they were called the Poor of Lyons because they felt to give up all 

riches and to live in poverty according to the precepts of the Gospel as 
                                                             
84 Kuiper, The Church in History, 137. 
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was the case in all movements of reaction against Rome between the 

twelfth and the thirteenth century. They were pledged to the three 

monastic vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience…They refused to 

accept Purgatory or the gross practices that Romanism had inherited 

from paganism and the worship of the saints and the Virgin although they 

regarded the mother of Jesus with exceptional respect.”85 

o A quote from a Roman Catholic describing the Waldensians and labeling them 

as heretical: “And because they [The Waldensians] presumed to interpret the 

words of the gospel in a sense of their own, not perceiving that there were any 

other, they said that the entire gospel ought to be obeyed literally. And they 

boasted that they wished to do this, and that they only were the true imitators of 

Christ….This was their first heresy, contempt of the power of the church…In their 

zeal they led many others astray along with them. They teach even little girls the 

words of the Gospels and the Epistles, so that they may be trained in error from 

their childhood….They teach their docile and fluent disciples to repeat the word 

of the Gospel and the sayings of the apostles…by heart, in their common 

language, so that they may know how to teach others and lead the faithful 

astray.”86 

 John Wycliffe (1329–1384): “The Morning Star of the Reformation” 

o Educated at Oxford University in theology. 

o “Wycliffe never started a new church. But like many of his contemporaries, he 

realized that the medieval church was going seriously astray. In his case he saw 

the decadence and corruption of much of the clergy, some of whom were more 

politicians or major landowners than priests and had mistresses and illegitimate 

children. In 1377, Wycliffe got into trouble with the church authorities. Here he 

was fortunate: he had a political protector in John of Gaunt, a younger son of 

King Edward III (and the ancestor of today’s British Royal Family). This was 

crucial since otherwise Wycliffe would have been executed, as Jan Hus would 

later be. John of Gaunt was no saint, but he did admire Wycliffe, and, as earlier 

in history, God used an unrighteous man to protect a godly one.”87  

o He translated the Bible (from Latin Vulgate) in English in 1382 

 “In 1376, [Wycliffe] began to criticize the clergy. He said that wealth and 

political power had so corrupted the Church that a radical reform was 

necessary. The Church, he said, should return to the poverty and 
                                                             
85 Giovanni Luzzi, The Struggle for Christian Truth in Italy (Madrid, Spain: HardPress Publishing, 2013), 152–153.  
86 David of Augsburg, “On the Waldensians of Bavaria, 1270” quoted in Allison Historical Theology, 127. 
87 Christopher Catherwood, Church History: A Crash Course for the Curious (Wheaton: Crossway, 2007), 90–91.  
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simplicity of apostolic times. The pope he called the antichrist. He 

declared that the Bible rather than the Church should be the only rule of 

faith. But the Bible in general use in the Catholic Church was written in 

Latin and could not be read by the people.  . . .  In order that Christians in 

England might be able to read the Bible to themselves, Wycliffe translated 

it into the English language.”88 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

John Wycliffe 

o In 1382 his followers were called ‘Lollards’ for the first time (a term of abuse 

which probably means “mumblers”). Wycliffe was declared a heretic by many at 

Oxford and was imprisoned for a short time. Retired to his parish in 1381 and 

died in 1384. “Since he died in the communion of the church, he was buried in 

consecrated ground. But the council of Constance later condemned him, and his 

remains were disinterred and burned. His ashes were then thrown into the river 

Swift.”89 

o Looking over the career and teachings of Wycliffe, it becomes evident that in 

almost every doctrines he taught anticipated and foreshadowed the Reformation. 

 He exalted preaching; 

 He insisted upon the circulation of the Scriptures among the laity; 

 He demanded purity and fidelity of the clergy; 

                                                             
88 Kuiper, The Church in History, 143–144. 
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 He denied infallibility to the papal utterances, and went so far as to 

declare that the papacy is not essential to the being of the Church. He 

defined the Church as the congregation of the elect; 

 He showed the unscriptural and unreasonable character of the doctrine of 

transubstantiation. 

 John Huss (1373–1415) 

o Dean of the theological faculty at the University of Prague in the capital of 

Bohemia (now a region of the Czech Republic) 

 Heavily influenced by John Wycliffe 

o Preached against the corruption in the RCC and faced persecution as a result 

 “When Huss became acquainted with the writings of Wycliffe, he began to 

preach against the corruption of the clergy. Long before the birth of Huss, 

strong opposition to the Roman Church had developed in Bohemia. The 

Waldenses were especially numerous in that country. So the preaching of 

Huss met with a hearty response among the common people and the 

nobility. Huss won almost the whole of Bohemia to his views. Huss taught 

many ideas which later became the main teachings of the Reformers. He 

taught that the holy Catholic Church consists of the total number of the 

predestinated. He distinguished between being in the Church and being 

of the Church. He taught that one could be in the Church and yet not be a 

real member of it. Of the universal Church Christ alone is head. Popes 

and cardinals are not necessary to the government of the Church.”90 

 Eventually John Huss was arrested, tried for heresy, and ultimately 

burned at the stake in 1415. When called to recant his claims against the 

Catholic Church, these were his words: “I have said that I would not, for a 

chapel full of gold, recede from the truth… I know that the truth stands 

and is mighty for ever, and abides eternally, with whom there is no 

respect of persons.” While imprisoned for eight months, Huss wrote and 

prayed, “O most holy Christ, draw me, weak as I am, after Thyself, for if 

thou dost not draw us we cannot follow Thee. Strengthen my spirit, that it 

may be willing. If the flesh is weak, let Thy grace precede us; come 

between and follow, for without Thee we cannot go for Thy sake to cruel 

death. Give me a fearless heart, a right faith, a firm hope, a perfect love, 

that for Thy sake I may lay down my life with patience and joy. Amen.” On 

arriving at the execution-ground, Huss knelt and prayed. For the last time 
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the marshal of the empire asked him if he would recant and save his life. 

Hus said: “God is my witness that the evidence against me is false. I have 

never thought nor preached except with the one intention of winning men, 

if possible, from their sins. In the truth of the gospel I have written, taught, 

and preached; today I will gladly die.”91 
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