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About the author 
 
Rev. Gregory CROFFORD, Ph.D. (University of Manchester) is a professor-
missionary in the Church of the Nazarene. Having served successively in Côte 
d’Ivoire, Benin, and in Haiti, currently he is the Director of the ITN-NTI in 
Africa. 
  
This course is designed to be followed by HE 202: History of the Church 2, 
also written by Dr. Crofford. 
 
Corrections or improvements 
 
If you find any typos or other errors in this book, please send suggested 
changes to: 
 
Sharon Martin, Academic Dean (NTI) 
e-mail: smartin@awfcon.org 
 
Church or church? 
 
This course uses two terms – “Church” and “church”. The first refers to the 
universal church, meaning Christians of all types. Later “Church” is used to 
indicate Christian denominations, such as the Lutheran Church, for example. 
By contrast, the word “church” is reserved for local churches, such as the 
church at Antioch or when the reference is to a specific congregation. 
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Course Syllabus 
 
HE 201: History of the Church 1 

Course Description  

This course is a general survey of the history of the Christian church from its 
beginnings until the period of the Reformation with a concentration on the 
movements that contributed to the development of orthodox Christian 
doctrine.  

Program Outcomes  

The program outcomes assigned to this course identify the expected 
competencies for each student to achieve during these sessions.  

CN 6 Knowledge of the events, personalities, and important themes in the 
history of the Christian Church, understood as the history of the 
Church in Africa 

CN 7 Knowledge of the mission, history, and government of the Church of 
the Nazarene and his place in the larger Christian community 

CN 11 Knowledge of the principles of evangelism, church growth, planting 
new churches and the missionary task of the Church in the world 

 
CP 3 Ability to defend the doctrines and positions of the Church of the 

Nazarene 
 
CR 8 Ability to worship God by using personal and public means of grace 
 
CX 1 Ability to understand African history in the context of world history 

Course Outcomes  

For achieving the competencies listed above, this course organizes several 
learning activities and requirements around the following intended learning 
outcomes for this course: 

1) Understand the broad movements of Christian history by identifying time 
periods with certain personalities and ideas. (CN 6, CX 1) 

2) Compare and contrast the spread of Christianity within various eras of 
Christian history. (CN 6, CN 11, CX 1) 

3) Grasp the importance of holiness doctrine from the Early Church Fathers to 
the Middle Ages. (CN 6 & CN 7) 

4) Practice and demonstrate various forms of Christian worship and devotion 
and consider how to apply these forms within today’s cultural context. 
(CP 3; CR 8; CX 1) 

5) Compare and contrast the development of Christology (doctrine of Jesus 
Christ) in the Western (Rome) Church and Eastern (Orthodox) Church 
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and understand the importance of the doctrine of Jesus Christ in 21st-
century Africa (CN 6, CN 7, CN 11). 

6) Be able to discuss major personalities, events, and themes in the Christian 
Church’s history in Africa (CX 1). 

The following sessions and exercises of this course offer the following 
percentages of the four Cs: 

  Content  60% 
  Competency  10% 
  Character  10% 
  Context  20% 

Resources consulted 

The following sources were consulted by the author when writing this course: 

Arendzen, John. “Demiurge.” In New Advent Encycolopedia.  Referenced 27 
Nov 2010, online: http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/04707b.htm. 

Bainton, Roland H. The Horizon History of Christianity. New York: Avon 
Books, 1966. 

Bettenson, Henry, and Maunder, Chris. Documents of the Christian Church. 
New Edition. Oxford, England: Oxford Univ. Press, 1999. 

Bourke, Vernon J., ed. The Essential Augustine. New York: New American 
Library, 1964. 

Bradshaw, Robert I. “Tertullian of Carthage.” Referenced 27 Nov 2010. 
Online: http:// phoenicia.org/tertullian2.html 

Bridge, Donald, and Phypers, David. The Water that Divides: A Survey of the 
Doctrine of Baptism. Ross-Shire, Great Britain: Mentor, 1998. 

Cairnes, Earle E. Christianity Through the Centuries: A History of the Christian 
Church. 3rd ed. Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan, 1996. 

Chadwick, Henry. The Early Church. Middelsex, England: Penguin, 1967. 

Dowley, Tim, ed. A Lion Handbook of the History of Christianity. Revised  
 edition. Oxford, England: Lion Publishing, 1990. 
 
“Edesius and Frumentius.” Referenced 30 Nov 2010, online: http:// 

phoenicia.org/ethiopia.html. 
 
Gonzalez, Justo L. The Story of Christianity: The Early Church to the Present 

Day. Peabody, Massachusetts: Prince Press/Hendrickson Publishers, 
2008. 
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Latourette, Kenneth Scott. A History of Christianity, Volume 1: Beginnings to 
1500. Revised Edition. New York: Harper and Row, 1975. 

Nicole, J.-M. Précis d’Histoire de l’Église. Nogent-sur-Marne, France : Institut 
Biblique de Nogent, 1972. 

Pelikan, Jaroslav. The Emergence of the Catholic Tradition (100-600), Vol 1.  
in The Christian Tradition : A History of the Development of Doctrine. 
Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1971.  

Smith, M.A.  From Christ to Constantine. London: InterVarsity, 1971. 

Soccio, Douglas J. Archetypes of Wisdom: An Introduction to Philosophy. 6th 
ed. United Kingdom, United States, and other locations: 
Thomson/Wadsworth, 2007. 

Staples, Rob. “Adoptionism.” In Taylor, Richard S., ed. Beacon Dictionary of 
Theology.  Kansas City, Missouri: Beacon Hill Press, 1983. 

Stott, John. The Epistles of John: An Introduction and Commentary. In 
Tyndale New Testament Commentaries. Grand Rapids: Wm. B. 
Eerdmans, 1975. 

Tyerman, Christopher. God’s War: A New History of the Crusades. London: 
Penguin, 2006.  

Warner, Rex, trans. The Confessions of St. Augustine. New York and Toronto:  
New American Library, 1963. 

Ware, Timothy. The Orthodox Church. Baltimore, Maryland: Penguin Books, 
1963, 1967. 

Wright, N.T.  Surprised by Hope: Rethinking Heaven, the Resurrection, and 
the Mission of the Church. San Francisco, California: Harper One, 2008. 

Course Requirements, with percentage of course grade 

1. Attendance…………………….…………………………………………..10% 

This course abides by the attendance policy laid out in the Program Handbook 
of the ITN-NTI (p. 17), as follows: 

• Up to 4 hours of class time missed is deemed excused. 
• If a student has missed between 4-8 hours, a significant reduction in 

their attendance grade will be given. 
• When a student has missed more than 8 hours, the student must 

withdraw from the course and repeat the class. 
 

2. Participation……………………………………………………………….10% 
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At the close of each lesson, small groups will discuss questions relevant to the 
topic addressed. Each student will be given a chance to report back to the 
larger group the findings of his or her small group.  
 
3.  Daily content quiz……………………………………………………..40% 
 
The teacher will compose a daily quiz of ten questions, either true/false, short 
answer, or a mixture. This quiz will be given at the beginning of each day’s 
session, and will cover material presented during the previous day’s lectures. 
 
4.  Group skit……………………………………………………………….10% 
 
In groups of 3-5 students, sketches will be given re-enacting an important 
episode from the history of the early Church. Prior to the skit, the group 
leader should explain what episode is being acted out, and why it was chosen 
(i.e. what is its importance). The grade given will be based upon the quality 
of the presentation, including whether all members of the group were 
involved in a meaningful way. 
 
The teacher should give some time in-class for groups to work on this 
assignment. It is recommended that the skits be presented at the end of the 
last day of lectures, but prior to the final exam. 
 
5.  Final essay: Important figures in early Church history……30% 
 
Note to teacher: This exercise can be done orally by those in the certificate 
track. 
 
Choose two figures (other than Jesus) studied during this class. In a 500 
word essay, address the following questions: 
 
 
a. What figure did you choose? 
b. What are the basic facts of their life? 
c. In what way did they change the course of Church history? 
d. How does knowledge of his/her life affect you today in your place of 
ministry? 
 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Note to the reader: 
 
The outline of this course (with some alterations) is based on Sections 2 
through 4 (pp. 1-350) of: 
 
Dowley, Tim, ed. A Lion Handbook of the History of Christianity. Revised 

edition. Oxford, England: Lion Publishing, 1990. 
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Other sources supplement the narrative. See above under “resources 
consulted.” 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

COURSE OUTLINE 
 

Section 1 – Beginnings (AD 1 to 325) 
 

Lesson 1 – The Church Expands: Jerusalem to Rome 
Lesson 2 – The Challenge to Faith 
Lesson 3 – Early Christian Belief, Worship and Practice 

 
Section 2 – Acceptance and Conquest (AD 325 to 600) 
 

Lesson 4 – Diocletian, Constantine and the Christian Empire  
Lesson 5 – Church Structure and the Rise of Monasticism 
Lesson 6 – Frumentius, Chyrsostom, and Augustine 

 
Section 3 – A Christian Society (AD 600 to 1500) 
 

Lesson 7 – The West in Crisis 
Lesson 8 – The Eastern Church and the Iconoclastic Controversy 
Lesson 9 – The Crusades, Francis of Assisi, Catherine of Siena, and 
Thomas Aquinas 
Lesson 10 – An Age of Unrest: Seeds of Reform in the Church 
 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 

Section 1: 
Beginnings (AD 1-325) 

 
See A Lion Handbook The History of Christianity, pp. 57-136 

 
Lesson 1 – The Church Expands: Jerusalem to Rome 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I. Introduction 
 
The rise of Christianity is remarkable. In his two-volume A History of 
Christianity (see Vol. 1, p. 65), Kenneth Scott Latourette observed: 
 

“The only thing unique about Christianity is Christ.” 
 
                             - Paul Orjala, late professor of missiology 
                             at Nazarene Theological Seminary 
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One of the most amazing and significant facts of history is that within 
five centuries of its birth Christianity won the professed allegiance of 
the overwhelming majority of the population of the Roman Empire and 
even the support of the Roman state. Beginning as an obscure sect of 
Judaism, one of scores, even hundreds of religions and religious 
groups which were competing within that realm, revering as its central 
figure one who had been put to death by the machinery of Rome, and 
in spite of having been long proscribed by that government and 
eventually having the full weight of the state thrown against it, 
Christianity proved so far the victor that the Empire sought alliance 
with it and to be a Roman citizen became almost identical with being a 
Christian. 
 

This course cannot explore every detail of this amazing story. However, we 
will look at the broad outline of the birth of the Christian faith, its advance in 
the ancient world, and the characters that make the story come alive. Of 
course, no story of Christianity can begin without first looking at Christ. 
 
II. Who was Jesus of Nazareth? 
 
The story of the Christian Church naturally begins with its founder. It was 
Jesus who said: “I will build my Church, and the gates of hell will not 
overcome it” (Matthew 16:18, NIV). 
 
Most of what we know about Jesus comes from the four Gospels, namely, 
Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. The Gospels are not strictly historical 
accounts, though they do contain historical information. Rather, they are 
theological interpretations of the life of Jesus. 
 
This theological motivation lies behind the introduction to Luke’s narrative, 
especially his concept of things “fulfilled,” a clear reference to prophecy.   
In Luke 1:1-4 (NIV), he explains why he wrote his Gospel account: 
 

Many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things that have 
been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed down to us by those 
who from the first were eyewitnesses and servants of the word. 
Therefore, since I myself have carefully investigated everything from 
the beginning, it seemed good also to me to write an orderly account 
for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the certainty 
of things you have been taught. 

 
Regarding the time of Jesus’ birth, Roland Bainton (Horizon History, 34) 
writes: 
 

We do not even know the precise date of Jesus’ birth. According to 
Matthew, it was sometime before the death of Herod the Great in  
4 BC. Luke records that it was at the time of the census of Quirinius, 
which was in a.d. 6. But again according to Luke, Jesus was thirty 



 9 

years old in the fifteenth year of Tiberius’ reign – from August, AD 28, 
to August, AD 29. That would place his birth very close to the 
traditional beginning of the Christian era. 

 
Little is known of Jesus’ childhood. Luke presents the boy Jesus, at age 12, 
debating with the teachers in the temple courts – see Luke 2:41-52.  
 
As an adult, Jesus calls twelve disciples, and begins a three year itinerant 
ministry that takes him around Galilee and Judea, and passes through 
Samaria. His teaching is simple, based upon the love of God and neighbour 
(Mark 12:28-34). God puts His seal of approval upon Jesus’ ministry, an 
approval characterized by the miraculous. Such miracles encompassed the 
healing of physical ailments, including the restoring of sight to the blind (John 
9:1-12), hearing to the deaf (Mark 7:31-36), and bestowing the ability to walk 
on those who had been lame (John 5:1-15). At times, it even included raising 
the dead (John 11:1-16) or calming a storm (Mark 4:35-41). 
 
All four Gospels portray the rising jealously of the religious leaders of Jesus’ 
time toward this rabbi like none other. John’s Gospel records the plot in 
reaction to Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead – see John 11:45-57. Mark 
pictures Jesus as one who resolutely made his way to Jerusalem, knowing 
well beforehand that he would die there (Mark 10:32-34 – see also Luke 
18:31-34). In the end, they turn one of Jesus’ disciples, Judas, against his 
Lord, paying him thirty pieces of silver in return for his betrayal (Luke 22:1-6). 
 
The details of Jesus’ last week before his death consume a full third of Mark’s 
Gospel (chapters 11-16). False accusations are laid against Jesus, culminating 
in a farcical trial before Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor. Jesus is crucified, 
suspended between two criminals (Luke  23:32). Only a few hours later, 
Jesus breathes his last, calling out with a loud voice, “Father, into you hands I 
commit my spirit!” (Luke 23:46). Joseph of Arimathea wrapped the body in a 
linen cloth and laid it in a tomb cut out of the rock (v. 53). 
 
The Christian faith audaciously claims that the story does not end there. On 
the first day of the week, women coming to anoint Jesus’ body instead find an 
empty tomb – see Luke 24:1-8, Matthew 28:1-10). Roland Bainton (Horizon 
History, 46) notes: “But whatever the variations in the accounts, one point is 
plain. The disciples were sure that Christ crucified was Christ risen from the 
dead. Without this certainty there would probably have been no Christian 
Church.” 
 
The rest of the New Testament, including Peter’s brave sermon on the Day of 
Pentecost (Acts 2:14-41), is built upon the bedrock of the Resurrection. It is 
the cornerstone of the Christian faith. Only such a certainty could motivate 
followers of Christ to travel to the edge of the known world with a message of 
hope and, in many instances, to sacrifice their lives in the sure and certain 
hope that they, too, would one day be resurrected (1 Thess. 4:13-18).  
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N.T. Wright (Surprised by Hope, 67) observes: “Jesus of Nazareth ushers in 
not simply a new religious possibility, not simply a new ethic or a new way of 
salvation, but a new creation.”  
 
 
Discussion question 
 
It has been said that without the Resurrection, there would be no Christian 
faith. Do you agree with this statement? Why or why not? 
 
Going deeper: Other witnesses to the historical reality of Jesus 
 
Sometimes it is wondered if – apart from the Gospels – there exists any 
independent testimony to the existence of the man that we call Jesus of 
Nazareth. This is an important question, since Christianity, like Judaism, is 
grounded in a salvation history, a record of God’s interaction with humanity. 
In the Old Testament, God brought his people out of Egyptian bondage. In 
the New Testament, God’s ultimate self-revelation is Jesus (John 14:9), an 
incarnation that took place in time and space, “in the time of Herod king of 
Judea” (Luke 1:5a).  
 
The non-biblical witness for the existence of Jesus is found in three classical 
writers: Tacitus, Suetonius, and Pliny the Younger.1 
 

• The Neronian Persecution, 64     Tacitus, Annales, xv. 44 
 

But all the endeavours of men, all the emperor’s largesse and the 
propitiation of the gods, did not suffice to allay the scandal or banish 
the belief that the fire2 had been ordered. And so, to get rid of this 
rumour, Nero set up as the culprits and punished with the utmost 
refinement of cruelty a class hated for their abominations, who are 
commonly called Christians. Christus, from whom their name is 
derived, was executed at the hands of the procurator Pontius Pilate in 
the reign of Tiberius… 

 
• Suetonius (c. AD 75-160), in his The Expulsion of the Jews from Rome, 

c. AD 52 
 

…Since the Jews were continually making disturbances at the 
instigation of Chrestus, he [Claudius] expelled them from Rome… 

 
• Pliny (the Younger), c. AD 62-113; in his Christians in Bithynia, c. AD 

112                Plin. Epp. X (ad Traj.), xcvi 
 

                                                 
1
 These excerpts appear in Bettenson and Maunder, Documents of the 
Christian Church, 1-5. See that source for the context of the quotations. 
2
 This refers to the great fire of Rome, summer AD 64. 
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An anonymous pamphlet was issued, containing many names. All who 
denied that they were or had been Christians I considered to be 
discharged, because they called upon the gods at my dictation and did 
reverence, with incense and wine, to your image which I had ordered 
to be brought forward for this purpose, together with the statues of 
the deities; and especially because they cursed Christ which, it is said, 
genuine Christians cannot be induced to do… 

 
Author’s note: This excerpt is from a letter from a young governor, written 
to the Roman Emperor, Trajan. He is asking advice on how to handle the 
question of those accused of being Christians.  

 
III. Pentecost: The Birthday of the Church 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
The Feast of Pentecost – the Jewish celebration of the harvest of the first 
fruits (Exodus 23:16) – brought together Jews who had scattered all over the 
Mediterranean Basin. On Jesus’ orders just before he returned to heaven, 
about 120 believers (Acts 1:15) had assembled in an upstairs room in 
Jerusalem. They were to “wait for the gift my Father promised” (Acts 1:4).  
 
Acts 2 recounts the miraculous events of the Day of Pentecost. The Holy Spirit 
descended upon the group of believers, symbolized by “tongues of fire” that 
rested on each of them. A crowd gathered as they heard the Gospel 
proclaimed in their native languages, a phenomenon of communication 
produced by the Holy Spirit, since the believers speaking were from Galilee 
and had never studied the multiple languages of the Jewish pilgrims (see Acts 
2:7-13). 
 
Peter preached the first Christian sermon to the gathered crowd. At the close, 
the crowd responded to the message. About three thousand accepted his 
message and were baptized, among whom were likely small children, even 
infants, since Peter notes in 2:39 that the promise was “for you and your 
children.” Circumcision had been the “mark” of the old covenant; baptism 
would become the “mark” of the new (see Col. 2:11-12). 
 
Ward Gasque (Lion Handbook, 58) points out:  
 

Above all, Acts stresses that the Holy Spirit’s power enabled the 
disciples to witness effectively in their world. A tiny band of 

“Therefore let all Israel be assured of this: God has made this Jesus, 
whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ.” 
 
                                   - Simon Peter, on the Day of Pentecost; from 
            Acts 2:36, NIV 
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discouraged and disillusioned men and women was suddenly 
transformed into a bold company of enthusiastic evangelists. Their 
work began in Jerusalem, but quickly spread to other centres. Thirty 
years later the new faith had reached most parts of the eastern section 
of the Roman Empire, and probably even beyond, as well as westwards 
to Rome itself. 
 

The rest of the book of Acts chronicles the work of Peter (primarily in 
Jerusalem) as well as Paul, an unlikely Pharisee convert who brought the 
Gospel message to the Gentile world (Acts 26:17-18). Besides those 
mentioned in the Acts, doubtless there were many other individuals who 
evangelized wherever they went, men and women whom M.A. Smith (From 
Christ to Constantine, 20) called “nameless missionaries.”  

 
IV.     The “fullness of the time” and the rapid spread of Christianity 
 
In his epistle to the Galatians, the apostle Paul spoke of the “fullness of the 
time” (Gal. 4:4, KJV). God sent His son, Jesus, at a moment in history that 
was ripe for the rapid spread of the Gospel message.  
 
 

 
 
Source: http://www.gods-word-first.org/bible-maps/roman-empire-bible-

maps.html -- Map provided free of charge, per description on website. 
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Kenneth Latourette (1:21-23) describes five conditions of the time that 
favoured the spread of religion: 
 
1. Pax Romana – The “peace of Rome” refers to the two hundred year time 
of relative peace instituted by the emperor, Augustus. All the shores of the 
Mediterranean were under Roman rule, and enjoyed prosperity. This political 
stability created an atmosphere favourable to the spread of ideas. 
 
2. Roman roads and the growth of commerce – Well-built highways 
stretched across the empire. This favoured the movement of goods, and with 
it, the movement of the Gospel. Further, pirates who had once ruled the 
Mediterranean were now curbed. 
 
3. Greek and Latin – In the eastern part of the empire, koine Greek was the 
language of commerce spoken by many, especially those around Alexandria in 
Egypt, but also in many major cities. Latin predominated in the western 
portions of the empire. Paul wrote his epistles in Greek, giving his letters a 
broad audience. As time passed, Scripture would be translated into Latin, 
most notably by Jerome (AD 347-420), who became renowned for the Latin 
edition of the Bible now called the Vulgate. 
 
4. Religious and moral hunger – Latourette (1:22) observed: 
 

The formation of an all-embracing empire promoted the decay of the 
local religious cults of the several cities and states which were brought 
within the inclusive political unity…then, too, the advancing intelligence 
and moral sensitivity of the times cast doubt upon the stories about the 
gods. Many of these were both incredible to an educated mind and 
offensive to the morally sensitive. The gods were not as good as the 
best men of the period and could command respect only if the stories 
about them were treated as myths and allegorized. The age had much 
of moral corruption. Yet it also had consciences which revolted against 
the excesses of the day. A religion which offered high moral standards 
and the power to attain them would be welcomed by the more serious. 
 

5. A sense of safety – As time progressed, the Roman Empire began to 
show signs of stress and disintegration. Christianity became a “unifying 
principle” in uncertain times. 
 
V. Conclusion 
 
Paul Orjala was correct in his claim that the only thing unique about 
Christianity is Christ. This difference at first seemed slight to outsiders, 
leading them to consider Christianity a sect of Judaism. However, more and 
more, Christians differentiated themselves from Jews, especially through their 
insistence on worshipping on the first day of the week, commemorating the 
Resurrection of Jesus, rather than on the Jewish Sabbath (1 Cor. 16:2, Rev. 
1:10).  
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The Day of Pentecost saw the Church born, and the first Christian sermon by 
Peter. The Acts of the Apostles chronicled the spread of the Gospel, and 
presupposed the favourable conditions described by Kenneth Latourette. 
 
Justo Gonzalez (Story of Christianity, 17) acknowledged the same conditions, 
but also pointed out the “obstacles” and “dangers” that presented the early 
Christians with serious challenges. It is to these that we turn in lesson two. 
 
Activity: Small group discussion questions 
 
Divide the class evenly into three small groups. Each group will have 15 
minutes to address one of the questions below. Once formed, the group 
should choose a secretary who will also act as spokesperson for the group. 
The secretary will take notes of the discussion, and give a 2-3 minute report 
to the larger group. Following the report, other groups are free to ask 
questions of the spokesperson, who can also call on other members of his or 
her group to assist. 
 
1. Who is Jesus? - In the lesson, Paul Orjala claimed: “The only thing 
unique about Christianity is Christ.” Do you agree with his statement? If so, 
why? If not, why not? How might Christianity be different today if it could be 
shown that no person named Jesus of Nazareth had ever existed? 
 
2. Fire and smoke – Phineas F. Bresee, the founder of one of the branches 
of the Church of the Nazarene, once said: “I was born in the fire, and I 
cannot stand the smoke.” What do you think Bresee meant by this statement? 
How might it be related to the experience of the believers on the Day of 
Pentecost? What are the characteristics of the Holy Spirit’s work among us 
today that attract unbelievers to Christ, in the same way that they attracted a 
crowd on the Day of Pentecost? 
 
3. Opportunities and obstacles – We studied several conditions in the first 
century AD that favoured the rapid spread of the Gospel. What are some of 
the conditions in 21st century Africa that favour the establishment of the 
Christian church? What are some of the obstacles? How can we as believers 
in Jesus maximize the opportunities and minimize the roadblocks? 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Lesson 2 – The Challenge to Faith 
 
See A Lion Handbook The History of Christianity, pp.82-100 
 
 
 
 
 

“The blood of the martyrs is the seed of the Church.” 
 
                             - Tertullian of Carthage, AD 160-225 
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I. Introduction 
 
Like a flame, Christianity spread from Jerusalem, gradually penetrating the 
entirety of the Roman Empire, even beyond.3 As the Church grew, threats 
emerged from both without and within. External opposition came in the form 
of persecution, first by zealous Jews such as Saul, who saw it as a corruption 
of Jewish teaching, but later by the State itself, who viewed Christianity as a 
politically de-stabilizing factor. To soften opposition, some Christian thinkers 
used philosophy as a “bridge” of understanding between Christianity and 
other religions. In their zeal, others went too far, espousing what is now 
called “Gnosticism,” a mixing of Christian beliefs and philosophical concepts 
that in the end compromised the Gospel message. 
 
II. Christ or Caesar?  
 
The first Christian martyr was Stephen, stoned to death by Jewish religious 
leaders in Jerusalem (Acts 7). Early Jewish theologians, like Saul of Tarsus, 
realized that Christian faith was a significant innovation in the worship of the 
God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Only an encounter with the Living Christ 
on the road to Damascus (Acts 9) allowed Saul to accept Jesus as the 
Messiah. The same Jesus whom he persecuted became his missionary passion 
as Saul (also known as Paul) took the Gospel light to the Gentile world. 
 
But most outsiders did not have the keen theological insight of Paul. In some 
sense, this was a blessing to the early Church. Ward Gasque (Lion Handbook, 
82) explained: 
 

As long as the church was regarded simply as a Jewish sect, it was 
tolerated by the Roman authorities. For its first thirty years Christianity, 
like Judaism, enjoyed protection by Roman law. Partly for this reason 
Paul emphasized the benefits of good government. But once Judaism 
and Christianity began to diverge, Christians lost the special privileges 
given to Jews. 
 

When presented with a coin, containing Caesar’s image, Jesus had responded 
to a question about whether we should pay taxes. “Give back to Caesar what 
is Caesar’s,” the Lord replied, “and to God what is God’s” (Matt. 22:21, NIV). 
But in practice, the Lord’s dictum was not always easy to apply, especially 
when some emperors, such as Domitian (reigned AD 81-96), demanded to 
be worshipped as “Master and god” (Gasque, 83). Neither Jews nor Christians 
could accept such claims. 
 
Earle Cairnes (Christianity through the Centuries, 87-90) laid out four principal 
reasons that Christians were periodically persecuted during the early centuries 
of the Church’s history: 
                                                 
3
 Traditionally, it is claimed, for example, that Thomas, Jesus’ disciple, took 
the Gospel message to what is now India.  
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A.  Political – Rome would “brook no rival for the allegiance of its subjects” 
(Cairnes, 87). Since Christians owed their ultimate loyalty to Christ and not to 
Caesar, they were perceived as seditious, as setting up a state within a state. 
Their refusal to make a sacrifice to the image of Caesar – a standard loyalty 
test from the time of Augustus to Constantine – marked them off as doubtful, 
a suspicion only heightened by their tendency to meet at night and in secret. 
 
B.  Religious – Christian worship was “spiritual” and “internal” (Cairnes, 87). 
This was in contrast to the gaudy pageantry of the worship of other gods, 
with their priest, altars, idols and processionals. From the point of view of the 
Romans, Christians were “atheists” – i.e. they denied the gods. On top of this, 
rumours spread about the Christian practice of Eucharist (the Lord’s Supper), 
where Christians were supposed to eat human flesh, most likely infants 
sacrificed to their God. (Hadn’t Jesus said, after all: “This is my body. Take, 
and eat it…”) The Christian custom of the holy kiss (1 Cor. 16:20) was twisted 
to imply that Christians were incestuous, causing moral outrage among those 
who believed the rumours. 
 
C. Social – Christians refrained from the wide-spread revelry, including pagan 
gatherings at temples, theatres, or places of recreation (Cairnes, 89). This 
non-conformity earned them the anger of those who lived more scandalous 
lives. Further, Christianity gained ground among the poor. Its message of 
equality (Gal. 3:28, Col. 3:11) was potentially upsetting to the social order in 
a time where the upper classes depended upon the subservient obedience of 
the lower classes and slaves. 
 
D. Economic – In Acts 19, a riot broke out because the silversmith industry 
was threatened by the spread of Christianity, since fewer people were asking 
for idols of Artemis, the local goddess. In the same way, ss Christian faith 
spread across the empire, the livelihoods of priests, idol makers, soothsayers, 
painters, architects, and sculptors were also threatened (Cairnes, 90).4  
 
The most severe persecution came under the emperor Decius (reigned 249 
through 251). The Emperor ordered that all citizens of the Empire were 
required to make a sacrifice to the traditional Roman gods. When they did so, 
a citizen received libelli (Latin for “certificates”) proving that the sacrifice had 
been made. Those without libelli were subject to arrest, imprisonment, and 
execution. Many Christians either sacrificed or bought fake libelli from corrupt 
officials. Some refused, such as the bishops of Rome, Antioch, and Jerusalem, 
all of whom were executed (Lion Handbook, 88-89).  
 
After this persecution, as after previous ones, the question of the lapsi (lapsed 
Christians) had to be addressed. Should seemingly repentant Christians be 
                                                 
4
 As a modern parallel, imagine that the variety of Christianity that forbids the 
drinking of alcohol were to gain popularity in France. What would the reaction 
of the wine growers be? 
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allowed to come back into the Church? Disagreements over the answer to the 
question lead to splits within the Church. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 
 

Digging deeper: 
The Martyrdom of Polycarp, Bishop of Smyrna, 

AD 155 
 

 
 
Now, as he was entering the stadium, there came to Polycarp a voice 

from heaven, “Be strong, Polycarp, and play the man.” And no one saw 

the speaker, but the voice was heard by those of our people who were 

there. Thereupon he was led forth, and great was the uproar of them 

that heard that Polycarp had been seized. Accordingly, he was led 

before the Proconsul, who asked him if he were the man himself. And 

when he confessed the Proconsul tried to persuade him, saying, “Have 

respect to thine age,” and so forth, according to their customary form; 

“Swear by the genius of Caesar,” “Repent,” “Say ‘Away with the 

atheists!’” Then Polycarp looked with a severe countenance on the mob 

of lawless heathen in the stadium, and he waved his hand at them, and 

looking up to heaven he groaned and said, “Away with the atheists!” But 

the Proconsul urged him and said, “Swear, and I will release thee; curse 

the Christ.” And Polycarp said, “Eighty and six years have I served him, 

and he hath done me no wrong; how then can I blaspheme my king who 

saved me?”           

 
Source: Bettenson and Maunder, 11 
 
III. Defenders of the Faith 
 
As the Church came under fire, some Christian thinkers rose to its defense. 
They came to be known as “apologists.” Most notable among them was 
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Justin Martyr (AD 100-165). A convert from paganism, he had long looked 
for truth among various philosophical schools of thought. Impressed by the 
“moral constancy of Christians in the face of death” (Colin Hemer, Lion 
Handbook, 94), he was converted through the words of a stranger, who 
pointed him to Christ. He now saw Christ as the fulfillment of the important 
but imperfect teachings of ancient wisdom. In his First Apology, addressed to 
the Emperor Antonius Pius (AD 138-61), Justin debunks popular 
misunderstandings about the supposed immorality of Christians. He also 
wrote a Second Apology and a Dialogue with Trypho. Justin Martyr’s positive 
view of philosophy anticipates Augustine of Hippo’s (AD 354-430) use of 
philosophical concepts to develop theology. 
 
Also important as an apologist was Tertullian (AD 160-225). He was the 
first great writer of North African Christianity, and wrote works defending 
Christianity, as well as doctrinal and practical writings. A lawyer by training, 
he “tore the Roman legal procedure to shreds, pointing out its glaring 
inconsistencies when dealing with Christians” (M.A. Smith, From Christ to 
Constantine, 102). We have thirty-one works from Tertullian that survive, and 
he contributed important words to theological vocabulary, including 
“sacrament,” “substance,” “Trinity” and “person” (used to describe the 
Trinity). He was also the first one to use the term “New Testament” (Smith, 
101-102, 104).  
 
One of Tertullian’s famous quotes is:  
 
“What indeed has Athens to do with Jerusalem? What has the Academy to do 
with the Church?” 
 
He appeared to be minimizing the role that philosophy should play in 
theology, though Colin Brown points out that Tertullian’s thought was much 
influenced by Stoic philosophy (cited by Robert I. Bradshaw, in “Tertullian of 
Carthage, Early Church Father,” online: http://phoenicia.org/tertullian2.html).  
 
IV. The challenge of Gnosticism 

 
Besides the external opposition of rumours libeling Christianity as well as the 
occasional persecution by the State, internal opposition came in the form of 
false teaching. Already in the New Testament, false teaching, or heresy 
(from the Greek hairesis, meaning “choice”) abounds. In Corinth, there were 
dualists who taught that “spirit is everything, and the body nothing at all, if 
not actually evil (Henry Chadwick, The Early Church, 34). In Colossae, 
Christians had been persuaded to worship angelic powers and the heavenly 
bodies (Ibid.). Similar denial of the goodness of the human body is implied in 
the thinking of those addressed in 1 John. When John begins his letter 
affirming that they had “heard,” “looked at,” and “touched” the “Word of life” 
(v. 1), he is responding to some who denied the reality of the incarnation 
(Stott, 43). 
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So what is Gnosticism? Henry Chadwick (Early Church, 35-36) explains: 
 

The term Gnosticism is derived from the ordinary Greek word for 
knowledge (gnosis). The second century sects claimed to possess a 
special “knowledge” which transcended the simple faith of the Church. 
But in fact their knowledge was not of a philosophical or intellectualist 
character, but rather a knowledge of the nature and destiny of man, 
especially Gnostic man, based on a grandiose revelation about the 
origin of the world which explained how evil came into being and how 
one should act to gain deliverance from it…the world was in the iron 
control of evil powers whose home was in the seven planets, and after 
death the elect soul would be faced by a perilous journey through the 
planetary spheres back to its heavenly home. Much time was therefore 
devoted to learning the correct magic passwords and the most potent 
amulets, which would enable the delivered soul to force the monstrous 
powers barring the ascent to open their doors and allow him to pass 
onward and upward to the realm of light. 
 

The Gnostics viewed the natural order as “utterly alien to the supreme God 
and to goodness” (Chadwick, 35). Most Gnostics taught that our response 
should be a life of self-denial, or asceticism, allowing the divine spark in us 
to be assisted in its turn toward higher things (Ibid., 36). However, some 
drew the opposite conclusion, teaching that it doesn’t matter what we do with 
our body, so we can freely participate in sexual immorality – see Jude 4. 
 
One of the defenders of the faith against Gnosticism was Irenaeus of Lyons 
(AD 115-202), who became Bishop of Gaul. In his treatise, Adversus 
Haereses (Against Heresies), he used Scripture against Valentinus (AD 
120-160), the leader of the Roman school of Gnosticism (Cairns, 107-108). 
He argued for the unity of God against the Gnostic idea of the demi-urge, a 
creator being distant from the Supreme God who – according to Valentinus – 
was the offspring of the union of Achamoth (lower wisdom) with matter (see 
“demiurge,” in New Advent Encyclopedia, online: http://www.newadvent. 
org/cathen/ 04707b.htm). 
 
With time, the ideas of the Gnostics were shown to be outside the 
mainstream of Christian faith and thought. The goodness of God’s creation as 
taught in the book of Genesis and elsewhere in the Bible was re-affirmed. The 
Church survived the first and longest challenge to orthodox belief. 
 
V. Conclusion 

 
Christian faith had many early enemies, both outside of the Church and within 
its own fold. However, periodic persecution from the State, while causing 
many to fall, steeled the resolve of the Church to persevere in the midst of 
suffering. The apologists mounted a vigourous defense of the faith, rebutting 
unfounded rumours and answering the false teaching of Gnosticism. In 
coming years, greater challenges lay ahead, especially as related to 



 20 

understanding the nature of Jesus Christ, the “God-Man,” but for now, the 
Church had weathered the storm. It was well-positioned to move from a 
minority religion to the dominant faith of the Roman Empire. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Activity: Questions for small group discussion 
 
1. The lapsi – Imagine that your country was taken over by a dictator. He 
orders that his portrait be put up in every public building, and that all citizens 
must make a sacrifice to his image, or else be killed. As a pastor, you are 
convinced that to do so would be a form of idolatry. You go into hiding, but 
some of your church people are afraid, and make the sacrifice. Later, the 
dictator is killed, and your church begins holding Sunday a.m. worship again. 
On the first Sunday, you hear a commotion. One of your board members 
refuses to sit on the bench next to another member. “Why should I sit next to 
them?” he asks. “I saw him sacrifice to the photo of the President.” The 
member admits it is true, but says that he is truly sorry, and that Jesus has 
forgiven him. All eyes turn to you, as the pastor, to make a decision. What 
will you do? Will you allow the member to worship with everyone?  
 
2. The apologists – We saw that Justin Martyr, Tertullian and others 
responded to the rumours that many circulated about Christians. Are there 
any false ideas about Christians that circulate today? If you were to write an 
apologetic treatise for Christians in Africa today, what topics would you 
address? How would you convince someone who has been misinformed of the 
truth? 
 
3. Gnosticism today – Gnosticism taught that God is remote, and could 
only create through intermediate beings. Do you see any relationship between 
Gnostic thinking and African views of God and how we relate to Him? How 
might too much emphasis upon demons and angels begin to resemble Gnostic 
thought? In what way does the doctrine of the Holy Spirit help us keep our 
thinking from becoming Gnostic? 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Lesson 3 – Early Christian belief, worship, and practice 
 
See A Lion Handbook The History of Christianity, pp. 101-136 
 
 
I. Marcion and the Question of the Old Testament 
 
 
 
 

“Marcion’s scissors always slip.” 
 
              - Morris Weigelt, former professor of New Testament, Nazarene          
              Theological Seminary, Kansas City, Missouri 
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A Christian man was praying that his neighbor would come to know Christ. 
One day, he gave his neighbor a New Testament. The neighbor gladly 
accepted the gift. Some weeks later, he saw his friend in town. “Thank you so 
much for the book you gave me,” he said. “I’ve read it all the way through. 
But I’m a bit puzzled. Where is the first part?” 
 
The Old Testament (or what some call the Hebrew Bible) contains the 
important early chapters of God’s salvation story. Jesus knew well the Hebrew 
Scriptures, and repeatedly quoted from the book of Deuteronomy when 
confronted by the temptations of the devil (Matthew 4:1-11). The two 
Greatest Commandments (Mark 12:28-34) are taken from Deuteronomy and 
Leviticus. Jesus knew the story of Jonah, and spoke of the repentance of the 
citizens of Ninevah (Luke 11:32). Christ’s words on the cross are an echo of 
the Psalmists words in Psalm 22 (see Matthew 22:46). The most important 
reason for Christian’s to accept the Old Testament as part of our Bible is that 
Jesus himself recognized its authority. 
 
David Wright observes that not all early Christians accepted the authority of 
the Old Testament. Gnostics blamed the “inferior God of the Old Testament 
for creating the evil material world” (Lion Handbook, 104). One teacher 
influenced by Gnosticism was Marcion, who lived in the 2nd century AD.  
A native of Sinope (Pontus) on the Black Sea, he came to believe that the God 
of the Jews described in the Old Testament, an angry God of raw justice, 
could not be the same as the Father of Jesus portrayed in the New 
Testament, a God of love and grace (Dermot McDonald, Lion Handbook, 104-
105). McDonald (Ibid.) comments: 
 

Marcion stated that Jesus Christ was not born of a woman; he 
suddenly appeared in the synagogue at Carpernaum in AD 29 as a 
grown man. For he was not like any other man except in his 
appearance: he was a new being on the earth. Marcion’s view of Christ 
was similar to that of the Docetists.5 Although he stated that Christ’s 
life and crucifixion were necessary for salvation, he also believed that 
Christ’s human experiences and sufferings were merely apparent, not 
real. Since creation was not an act of the good God of the New 
Testament, the Christian must reject the world. The body must be 
denied and discarded, since the soul and spirit alone are redeemed. As 
a result, Marcion rejected the idea of the resurrection of the body.  
 

Marcion rejected the Old Testament. As for the New Testament, he kept only 
a partial version of Luke, and ten of Paul’s letters, since the rest of the Bible 
he viewed as too favorable to the Jews and their God. Though Marcion was 
excommunicated (thrown out of the Church) in AD 144, his challenge was a 
catalyst for the Church to more carefully consider what books should be 
considered part of the Canon (official list) of writings inspired by God and 
useful for Christian faith.  
                                                 
5 See the discussion below, under “Is Jesus God?” 



 22 

 
II. Is Jesus God?  
 
At the same time that Marcion was raising difficult questions about Scripture, 
there was an ongoing discussion about Jesus and who he is. Today, we call 
this discussion Christology, the study of the person and work of Jesus 
Christ. As Christian theologians debated the issue, they came up with many 
wrong answers (heresies) before they hammered out the right one. 
 
It is difficult in a single lesson to adequately address all the variations of this 
question. Most of these wrong answers laid too much emphasis either upon 
the divinity or the humanity of Christ. In the end, it was affirmed that 
Jesus is fully God and fully human. 
 
What were some of the wrong answers eventually discarded by the Church? 
 

• Docetism – From the Greek word dokeō (to seem), Docetists 
practiced a form of Gnosticism. Earle Cairnes (p. 76) explains: 

 
 “The Docetists sought to keep Christ a purely spiritual being, free  
 of any contamination by a material body. This led them to deny the 
 reality of Christ’s material body and to state that only a phantom 
 suffered on the cross.” 
 
 Docetism’s emphasis upon Christ’s divinity obscured his true humanity.   
 Ignatius, Bishop of Antioch in Syria (martyred between AD 98 and 
 117), was outspoken in his opposition to the Docetists. 
 
• Adoptionism – Others erred in the opposite direction, neglecting 

Christ’s divinity by too strong a focus upon his humanity. The Ebionites 
were one such group. They “believed that Jesus was Joseph’s son who 
attained a measure of divinity when the Spirit came upon Him at 
baptism” (Cairnes, 96). The obvious problem with adoptionism is its 
denial of the incarnation as affirmed in John 1:1-14 (Staples, in Beacon 
Dictionary of Theology, “adoptionism”).  

 
• Arianism – Arius (AD 256-336) was a presbyter (priest) from 

Alexandria, in Egypt. He taught that “there was a time when the Son 
was not” (Latourette, 1:156). David Wright (Lion Handbook, 164-65) 
explains: 

 
Arius claimed that the Father alone was really God; the Son was 
essentially different from his Father. He did not possess by 
nature or right any of the divine qualities of immortality, 
sovereignty, perfect wisdom, goodness and purity. He did not 
exist before he was begotten by the Father. The Father 
produced him as a creature. Yet as the creator of the rest of  
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creation, the Son existed “apart from time before all things.” 
Nevertheless, he did not share in the being of God the Father 
and did not know him perfectly. 
 

As the controversy raged, some sympathetic with Arius used the term 
homoiousion (of a similar substance as God) to describe Christ. Others 
insisted that Christ was homoousios (of the same substance as God). 
In the end, the issue was decided in favor of Christ’s full divinity at the 
Council of Nicaea (AD 325), convened by the Emperor Constantine.  
The position of Arius was anathematized, or cursed (Latourette,  
1:152, 156).6 
 

 
 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Conclusion 
 

                                                 
6 The doctrine of the Jehovah’s Witnesses is a revival of Arian thinking. 

The Nicene Creed  
(dated around AD 374) 

 
We believe in one God the Father All-Sovereign, make of heaven and 
earth, and all things visible and invisible; 
 
And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, Begotten of 
the Father before all ages, Light of Light, true God of true God, begotten 
not made, of one substance with the Father, through whom all things were 
made; who for us men and for our salvation came down from the heavens, 
and was made flesh of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary, and became 
man, and was crucified for us under Pontius Pilate, and suffered and was 
buried, and rose again on the third day according to the Scriptures, and 
ascended into the heavens, and sitteth at the right hand of the Father, and 
cometh again with glory to judge living and dead, of whose kingdom there 
shall be no end: 
 
And in the Holy Spirit, the Lord and the Life-giver, that proceedeth from 
the Father, who with Father and Son is worshipped together and glorified 
together, who spake thorugh the prophets: 
 
In one holy Catholic and Apostolic Church: 
 
We acknowledge one baptism unto remission of sins. We look for a 
resurrection of the dead, and the life of the age to come. 
 
                                              - in Bettenson and Maunder, 28-29 
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Because of the long discussion regarding the nature of Christ, a fully-
developed doctrine of the Tri-Unity of God eventually emerged. As Christians, 
we believe that in his substance (Latin substantia) God is one, but in his 
persons (Latin personae) God is three (Latourette, 1:145-46).  
 
III. Origen: Prominent early Christian theologian 
 
The following is an article is by Everett Ferguson, and appears in the Lion 
Handbook, p. 107.  
 

 
 

Origen was the greatest scholar and the most prolific author of the 

early church. He was not only a profound thinker but also deeply 

spiritual and a loyal churchman. 

 

Origen was born into a Christian family in Alexandria about AD 

185. He became a teacher, first of new converts, and later of more 

advanced students. Origen, who lead a very ascetic life, was 

forced to move to Caesarea, in Palestine, because of the 

antagonism of Bishop Demetrius of Alexandria. Origen travelled 

widely in response to invitations to mediate in church disputes, or 

to speak in front of prominent people. His death in AD 254 was the 

result of injuries inflicted during the persecution under the 

Emperor Decius. 

 

Origen produced the Hexapla, the greatest piece of biblical 

scholarship in the early church. It put in parallel columns the 

Hebrew text of the Old Testament, a Greek transliteration, the 

Greek translations by Aquila, Symmachus and Theodotian, and 

the Septuagint. Origen made the Hexapla the basis for his 

interpretations of the Old Testament. His church sermons and 
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massive biblical commentaries illustrated his theory that there 

are three levels of meaning in any biblical text: the literal sense, 

the moral application to the soul, and the allegorical or spiritual 

sense, referring to the mysteries of the Christian faith. 

 

Origen’s major work on theology, First Principles, attempted to 

present the fundamental Christian doctrines systematically: God, 

Christ, the Holy Spirit, creation, the soul, free will, salvation and 

the Scriptures. Origen first tried to set out clearly the faith 

expressed in the church, and then to clarify and draw out what 

was only implicit in the faith. 

 

Exhortation to Martyrdom and Prayer are examples of Origen’s 

writing on the Christian life. Against Celsus was his one major 

writing against pagan criticisms of Christianity. 

 

Origen tried to express Christian faith in terms of the prevailing 

Platonic philosophical ideas of his time. Some of his speculations, 

for example about the pre-existence of souls and universal 

salvation, were repudiated by the church, and helped bring 

about his later condemnation. But Greek Christian theology 

continued to be concerned with the problem which Origen 

tackled – the relationship of philosophy and the Christian 

tradition. 

 

Questions 
 
1. True or false: One of Origen’s problems was that he never attended 
church. 
 
2. How did Origen die? 
 
3. What does Ferguson call “the greatest piece of biblical scholarship in the 
early Church”? 
 
4. Describe the format of Origen’s work, First Principles. 
 
5. Give an example of a doctrine espoused by Origen that the Church later 
rejected. 
 
 

IV. Early Christian worship and practice 
 
The Book of Acts (2:42-47, NIV) gives us the earliest information we have 
about Christian worship: 
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They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the 
fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. Everyone was filled 
with awe, and many wonders and miraculous signs were done by the 
apostles. All the believers were together and had everything in 
common. Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as 
he had need. Every day they continued to meet together in the temple 
courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad 
and sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying the favor of all the 
people. And the Lord added to their number daily those who were 
being saved. 

 
Worship was on the first day of the week, to celebrate the resurrection of 
Christ (1 Cor. 16:2, Rev. 1:10). While today Protestant churches focus on 
preaching as the high point of worship, in the early Church, it was the taking 
of the Lord’s Supper, or Communion, that was the climax. 
 
The earlier part of the service, nonetheless, did include extensive readings of 
Scripture, as well as commentary by those reading. There were also prayers 
and hymn singing (Gonzalez, Story of Christianity, 94). This first part of the 
service was open to all, including those inquiring about Christian faith. 
Because it was the time when the Bible was taught, it could take hours (Ibid). 
 

 
 
The second part of the service was reserved for those who had been 
baptized. It began with the “kiss of peace,” and continued with the 
celebration of the agape, a common meal shared among the Christians. By 
the early second century AD, the agape had been abandoned, but the 
celebration of communion continued. Gonzalez (Ibid.) observes:  
 

After the kiss, the bread and wine were brought forth and presented to 
the one presiding, who then offered a prayer over the elements. In this 
prayer, often lengthy, the saving acts of God were usually recounted, 
and the power of the Holy Spirit was invoked over the bread and the 
wine. Then the bread was broken and shared, the common cup was 
passed, and the meeting ended with a benediction. 
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Besides meeting in private homes, sometimes Christians met in the 
catacombs, which were cemeteries. They did this not because of persecution 
by the authorities, but because they believed that the taking of communion 
joined them with their ancestors in the faith (Gonzalez, 95). 
 
Gonzalez (p. 97) gives a description of the annual baptism service which was 
held for those who had followed a lengthy “catechumenate” (baptism course): 
 

Usually baptism was administered once per year, on Easter Sunday. 
Early in the third century it was customary for those about to be 
baptized to fast on Friday and Saturday, and to be baptized very early 
Sunday morning, which was the time of the Resurrection of Jesus. The 
candidates were completely naked, the men separated from the 
women. On emerging from the waters, the neophytes were given 
white robes, as a sign of their new life in Christ (see Col. 3:9-12 and 
Rev. 3:4). They were also given water to drink, as a sign that they 
were thoroughly cleansed, both outside and inside. Then they were 
anointed, thus making them part of the royal priesthood; and were 
given milk and honey, as a sign of the Promised Land into which they 
were now entering.  
 

The new Christians then joined a procession with the entire congregation, and 
upon arrival at the meeting place, would partake of communion for the first 
time (Ibid.). 
 
Gonzalez gives only a passing mention to infant baptism. However, Donald 
Bridge and David Phypers quote Origen from the early third century AD:  
“The Church has received a tradition from the Apostles to give baptism even 
to little children” (The Waters that Divide, 27). This seems to be the 
implication of the aged Polycarp, when he affirms before the stadium crowd 
that he had served Christ for eighty-six years. Likewise, Justin Martyr spoke of 
“many men and women of the age of sixty and seventy years who have been 
made disciples of Christ from childhood” (Ibid). Acts 16 and the baptism of 
the jailer with his entire household is a New Testament instance of the 
baptism of an entire family, likely including infants.  
 
V. Conclusion 
 
The early Church wrestled with many issues, including the authority of the 
Old Testament and their understanding of Christ’s nature. Great theologians, 
like Origen, systematized Christian doctrine, presenting in a way that was 
winsome to those inquiring about the faith. Origen and other Christians 
celebrated weekly times of worship, moments of joyous thanksgiving as they 
recognized God’s resurrection power at-work in their lives. With time, the 
attractiveness of the Gospel and the exemplary lives of Christ followers would 
win over even the most hardened of skeptics, making Christianity the 
predominant religion of the Roman Empire. 
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Activity: Questions for small group discussion 
 
1. Jesus is God – The early Church long debated the relationship of the 
divinity and humanity of Jesus. Talk about how Christianity would be different 
today if they Council of Nicaea has sided with Arius, that Jesus was like God, 
but was not God. Be ready to present to the larger group a summary of your 
findings. 
 
2. The Old Testament – Marcion argued that the Old Testament should not 
be considered part of the Christian’s Bible. While we rightfully criticize 
Marcion, is it possible that in our practice as preachers, we are closer to 
Marcion than we would like to admit? Examine your own preaching practice. 
When was the last time you preached out of an Old Testament passage? 
Come up with a practical strategy for how we can make the teachings of the 
Old Testament come alive in our churches. What practical steps can we take 
to make sure the important contribution of the Old Testament is not 
neglected?  
 
3. Baptism and the Lord’s Supper – In the Church of the Nazarene, we 
practice “open communion,” meaning that the choice of whether to take 
communion lies with the person receiving it, as long as they are repentant 
and willing to celebrate it in a respectful manner, regardless of age. (See the 
Manual of the Church of the Nazarene for further clarification). This is in 
contrast with the early Church, that allowed only baptized Christians to 
participate. What disadvantages do you see with our current practice? What 
advantages, on the other hand, does open communion give? How is this 
question related to sacraments as a “means of grace”? 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 

Section 2: 
Acceptance and Conquest (AD 325 to 600) 

 
See A Lion Handbook The History of Christianity, pp. 138-223 
 
Lesson 4 – Diocletian, Constantine and the Christian Empire 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“By this conquer.”  
 
                    - Words that the future Emperor, Constantine, saw in the  
  noonday sky, next to a sign of the Cross; in response to his  
  prayer to the “Supreme God”  
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I. Persecution under Diocletian 
 
The final widespread persecution of Christians occurred under the Emperor 
Dicoletian in AD 303 (Bainton, 90). He decreed that all church buildings be 
destroyed and all Scriptures publicly burned, and the “rolls of martyrs was so 
swollen that the days of the year do not suffice for their commemoration” 
(Ibid., 91).  
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 

Digging Deeper: Agnes of Rome 
 

 
 

During the time of Dicoletion at Rome, a young girl, only twelve or thirteen 
years old, was turned into the authorities. Likely, this was because she 
refused the advances of young boys, and this a time when girls were often 
married very young (see Christian History Magazine, 
www.christianhistorytimeline.com/ DAILYF/2003/01/daily-01-21-2003.shtml). 
Presumably, one of the young boys reported her to authorities, out of anger. 
 
The judge ordered her to sacrifice to the pagan gods. Agnes refused to pour a 
libation to the idols, instead making the sign of the cross. Ambrose of Milan 
reports that she was stripped naked (Ibid.). Prudentius reports that the judge, 
at wits end to know what to do with the girl, sent her to a whorehouse (New 
Advent Encyclopedia, http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/01214a.htm). 
Throughout her debacle, she remained innocent, and maintained her purity. 
 
In the end, young Agnes was put to death by the sword. This execution 
shocked the common people, who were unaccustomed to seeing young girls 
put to death for their Christian faith (Christian History Magazine, Ibid.). 
Shortly afterward, the Church began honoring her for her bravery, and today, 
the Feast of St. Agnes is celebrated annually on January 21. In art, she is 
often pictured with a lamb, the symbol of her purity. 
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Discussion 
 
1. Where did Agnes live? How old was she? 
 
2. Why was Agnes brought before the authorities? 
 
3. What did Agnes do instead of pouring a libation to the gods? 
 
4. What did the exasperated judge do to try to break Agnes? 
 
5. On what day is the Feast of St. Agnes celebrated annually? 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
II. Constantine’s conversion and consolidation of power 
 
Despite its severity, the persecution was overshadowed by political instability 
and infighting. When Diocletian abdicated in AD 305 (Smith, 163), the Empire 
fragmented as competing generals fought each other for power. Those 
generals included two who fought for the control of the West, namely, 
Constantine and Maxentius. 
 
Historians question the authenticity of the account of Constantine’s 
conversion to Christ, especially since it was only recounted to the historian, 
Eusebius of Caesarea, toward the end of Constantine’s life (Lion Handbook, 
139). In AD 312, against the advice of his generals, Constantine chased 
Maxentius into Italy, where Maxentius at first took refuge in Rome. Strangely, 
instead of staying in Rome, where he might have withstood a long siege, he 
rushed out to meet Constantine.  
 
Meanwhile, Constantine testifies to having had a mid-day vision. He saw a 
Cross in the sky with the words, “By this conquer.” That night, he also had a 
dream of Christ, commanding him to use the Chi Rho cross (see below) as “a 
safeguard in all engagement with his enemies” (Richard Todd, Lion 
Handbook, 139). Constantine commanded his soldiers to put the sign on their 
shields: 
 
 

 
 

The Chi Rho (or “Labarum”) Cross 
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Soon after, he attacked Maxentius while Maxentius was crossing the Tiber 
river, at the Milvian bridge. Maxentius drowned, and his army was defeated 
(Bainton, 92). In AD 324, Constantine would defeat Licinius in the east, and 
gain undisputed reign over the Empire. 
 
III. Constantine and the Church 
 
When Constantine became Emperor, pagan religions were still widespread. 
Constantine himself appears to have still worshipped the Sun God, and cast a 
coin with the image of the “Unconquered Sun” (Lion Handbook, 140). Though 
he did not outlaw pagan worship, he clearly favoured Christianity. The days of 
persecution were over. Christianity’s “sacred days were made public holidays, 
and its officials gained prized exemption from taxation and compulsory public 
service” (Smith, 172). Bishops now became favoured guests at court, and 
“people no longer decided to follow Christ despite the great cost; it could be 
an advantage to be a Christian” (Ibid., 174). Many in the aristocracy were 
now publicly favourable toward the formerly outlawed faith, and some 
converted. 
 
Unfortunately, under Constantine, pagan customs influenced the Church. 
Some scholars believe that the veneration of the Virgin Mary was inspired by 
the worship of Artemis, also known as Diana (Lion Handbook, 141). The 
celebration of Christian on December 25, with its giving of gifts, merriment 
and candles, was likely patterned after Saturnalia, the Roman winter festival 
held each year from 17-21 December (Ibid.). The cult of the saints and 
martyrs also grew rapidly in the fourth century, though Richard Todd notes 
that “the Church never want as far as to teach that the saints were to be 
worshipped. It was only suggested that there were in a special position to 
hear petitions and present them directly to God” (Ibid., 142). 
 
Constantine also established the precedent of the Emperor having authority 
over the Church. He called himself “a bishop, ordained by God to oversee 
whatever is external to the Church” (Bainton, 95). While he never saw himself 
as having authority to administer the sacraments, “there was little else 
ecclesiastical that he was not ready to do” (Ibid.). This set a pattern for 
centuries to come, where the State and the Church jostled for authority. 
 
What was Constantine’s overall impact? Justo Gonzalez (pp. 124-28) outlines 
several aspects. 
 
1. Persecution of Christians ceased. 
 
2. Since martyrdom was no longer possible, some who wanted to be a “true 
athlete of Christ” withdrew to the deserts of Egypt and Syria. Monasticism 
was born. 
 
3. Churches could now be openly built, and many were constructed to 
commemorate the places where martyrs had died. With this movement came 
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the introduction of relics, articles associated with saints or Christ and said to 
have miraculous powers. Pilgrimages to the Holy Land increased. 
 
4. So many flocked to the Church that “there was little time to prepare them 
for baptism, and even less to guide them in the Christian life once they had 
been baptized” (p. 126). 
 
5. The simplicity of worship gave way to huge basilicas that were often 
ornately adorned. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 

Digging deeper: Athanasius of Alexandria 
 

AD 300-73 
 

Constantine had hoped to unify his Empire by promoting Christianity. He was 
disappointed to find, however, that a great theological controversy (Arianism) 
threatened to tear the Church apart. To settle the question, he convened a 
Council of bishops that met in Nicea in AD 325, a Council at which Athanasius 
was to play a pivotal role. 
 
The following essay, by Everett Ferguson, is taken from The Lion’s Handbook, 
p. 145.  
 

 
 

Athanasius (about 300-73) is one of the giants of Christian history 

because of his part in defining the doctrine of the Trinity in the Arian 

struggles. 

 

As a deacon of the church at Alexandria, Athanasius accompanied his 

bishop, Alexander, to the Council of Nicaea in 325. He succeeded 
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Alexander as bishop in 328. Changing political fortunes due to the 

involvement of the Emperor in the affairs of the church resulted in 

Athanasius being exiled five times (335-37, to Trier in Gaul; 339-46, 

when he went to Rome; 356-61, when he lived among the monks in the 

Egyptian desert; 362-63 and 365-66 in concealment in Egypt). 

Athanasius’ flock stayed loyal to him and each time he was welcomed 

back from exile. 

 

On the Incarnation, (335-37, but dated by some as early as 318) sets out 

Athanasius’ basic theological viewpoint. Christ “was made human that 

we might become divine.” This concern for salvation motivated 

Athanasius as he argued against Arius and his followers. The Arians said 

that Christ was a created being, made by God before time. Athanasius 

argued that if Christ was less than God then he could not be our saviour. 

Only God could restore the human race to communion with himself. For 

this reason he defended Nicaea’s definition of Christ as of the same 

substance with God, and Nicaea’s rejection of Arianism. 

 

Most of Athanasius’ writings are aimed at opposing Arianism, dealing 

with it historically, doctrinally, or from Scripture. Athanasius stood like a 

rock in defence of the creed adopted at Nicaea. His personality, 

preaching and writings did more than anything to achieve victory for 

the Nicene position. His zeal made him uncompromising – even harsh – 

in dealing with opponents, and slow to recognize good in those he 

disagreed with. Athanasius’ Life of Antony did much to promote 

monasticism by praising the life of the desert ascetics. Athanasius found 

echoes of his own experiences and emotions in the psalms (Letter to 

Marcellinus) and helped to introduce the personal devotional use of the 

psalms which Christians have ever since adopted. His Easter Letter 39 

(367) is the earliest witness to the twenty-seven-book New Testament 

canon. 

 

Questions 
 
1. According to the Ferguson, why is Athanasius considered “one of the giants 
of Christian history”? 
 
 
2. Athanasius said that “Christ was made human so that we might become 
divine.” He did not believe that we would become beings with attributes of 
divinity, such as omnipotence or omnipresence. So what do you think 
Athanasius meant? (Hint: think of the biblical doctrine of holiness). 
 
 
3. What did the Arians argue was the nature of Christ? Why did Athanasius 
argue against this idea? 
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4. What was Athanasius’ opinion of monasticism?7 
 

 

5. What was Athanasius’ achievement in relation to the psalms? 
 
 
IV. Conclusion 
 
Under the Emperor, Dicoletian, the Church suffered tremendous persecution. 
However, when Constantine became Emperor, he converted to the Christian 
faith. Where they once had been forced to worship underground, Christians 
now became favoured subjects of the Roman Empire. With its new status, the 
faith faced new challenges, including the temptations of power and influence. 
In the next lesson, we will examine one strong reaction to the comfortable 
relationship between the State and the Church, namely, the rise of 
monasticism. 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 
Activity: Questions for small group discussion 
 
1. The State, the Church and military language – When Constantine had 
his vision of the Cross and ordered his soldiers to emblazon the Chi Rho on 
their shields, he implied that Christ was on his side in the battle. What do you 
think when political leaders use Christian imagery when waging war? Further, 
is it ever appropriate for the Church to use military language as it seeks to 
fulfill its mission? Discuss these two issues in the light of Scripture. 
 
2. Persecution, or acceptance? – Consider the Church while it was still 
persecuted, then after it was favoured by Constantine. Is the Church in 
greater danger when its members can be killed for being Christian, or when 
its members are closely aligned with the government? What are the 
disadvantages and advantages of each situation? Can God use our 
relationships with those in power to help advance the Church?  
 
3. Church buildings – We saw that the early Church had no buildings until 
the time that Constantine extended toleration to Christianity. Despite this 
seeming limitation, Christianity grew quickly in numbers, though it only met in 
homes or cemeteries. In your experience, does the Church grow more slowly 
or more quickly when its efforts are focused on buildings for worship? What 
are some of the advantages of having church buildings? Disadvantages? Is it 
wrong to have beautiful buildings that are expensive?  After all, cannot a well-
constructed building, complete with artwork inside, also give glory to God? 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
7 See the next lesson in this book for more information on monasticism. 
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~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Lesson 5 – Church Structure and the Rise of Monasticism 
 
 
I. Introduction 
 
Early on, the Christian movement needed supervision. In the Acts of the 
Apostles, Paul moves between churches, providing oversight. When he must 
move on, he leaves others (such as Timothy, or Titus) as pastors (shepherds) 
of the flock. The Pastoral Epistles (1 and 2 Timothy, Titus) give us basic 
details about how the Church was organized in the first century AD, but the 
New Testament imposes little in the area of church structure. 
 
Today, various groupings of churches organize themselves in various ways. 
Those in the Baptist tradition practice congregationalism, placing special 
value on the autonomy of local congregations. Others, such as the Anglican 
community, have kept a strict hierarchy, allowing greater authority to a 
bishop who supervises multiple pastors and congregations. This is called 
episcopacy. The Church of the Nazarene attempts to combine the best 
aspects of both systems, practicing a limited superintendency.  
 
This lesson will examine the development of the episcopacy in the early 
centuries of the Church. Secondly, it will look at monasticism as a renewal 
movement within the Church. 
 
II. Leadership: Preparing God’s people for works of service 
 
A.  Paul’s Letter to the Ephesians 
 
Ephesians 4:11-13 (NIV) is a key passage when understanding the various 
roles that believers serve within the Church: 
 

It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some 
to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, to prepare 
God’s people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be 
built up until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the 
Son of God and become mature, attaining the whole measure of the 
fullness of Christ. 

 
An apostle is a messenger sent by the church across a cultural boundary, to 
proclaim the Gospel. In today’s terms, this is a missionary. Acts 13:1-3 is an 
example of the church in Antioch sending Paul and Barnabas as missionaries. 
 
A prophet is one who speaks forth God’s word. The church in Corinth  
(see 1 Cor. 14), included some who gave a word of divine guidance in special 
situations. In the Church of the Nazarene, we understand the word prophet to 
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be a synonym of preacher. Those who faithfully proclaim God’s word (the 
Bible) are God’s prophets, or prophetesses. 
 
An evangelist is one who has a calling from God to evangelize the lost. In 
Acts 8, Philip went to Samaria to preach, and many were saved.  
 
A pastor is a shepherd of God’s flock. He or she looks after the spiritual 
welfare of believers. See 1 Peter 5:2-4. 
 
A teacher is one who instructs others in the things of God. They are 
responsible for promoting sound doctrine within the Church, building up 
believers in their faith, and equipping others theologically for the various tasks 
in the Body of Christ. 
 
  B.  Leadership in the emerging Church 
 
Kenneth Latourette (1:115-18) traces the early development of leadership in 
the Church. He notes that evidence is fragmentary, so it is not always 
possible to draw sure conclusions. 
 
For the first two or three generations, no clear pattern emerged. However, by 
the end of the first century AD, offices become clearer, including: 
 
1) deacons (Greek diaconos, meaning “minister” or “servant” 
 
2) elders (Greek presbyteros, meaning “priest”) 
 
3) bishop (Greek episcopos, meaning “overseer” or “superintendent”) – see 
Acts 20:28 

 
 

Ignatius, Bishop of Antioch, was martyred for his faith 
 
Ignatius, the Bishop of Antioch, wrote his Letter to the Romans in the early 
part of the second century. Latourette (pp. 116-17) summarizes some of the 
key points: 
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In the first quarter of the second century Ignatius, bishop of the 
church in Antioch, while on a journey to Rome under guard for 
martyrdom, wrote letters to several churches in Antioch, most of them 
in Asia Minor. In these is seen something of the organization of the 
churches and of the conception which Ignatius had of it. It is clear that 
in several of the churches which he addressed there was a single 
bishop. Presumably, though not certainly, there was only one bishop in 
a city. Ignatius enjoined obedience to the bishop. He spoke of 
presbyters and deacons as though they were the recognized officers in 
the church and commanded that they be heeded…he declared that he 
who honours the bishop shall be honoured by God. 
 

The prominent cities throughout the Roman Empire had bishops, including 
Antioch, Lyons, Alexandria, and Rome. However, the church in Rome enjoyed 
a special status. This was due in part, of course, to the fact that Rome was 
the capital of the Empire. However, it was also likely the place where both 
Peter and Paul were martyred. Iranaeus, writing at the end of the second 
century AD, advised: “It is a matter of necessity that every church should 
agree with this church [i.e. of Rome] on account of its preeminent authority” 
(Latourette, 1:118). Already from the earliest times, seeds of Rome’s later 
importance as the seat of the Papacy were in place. 
 
III. Monasticism: a deeper commitment to Christ? 
 
  A.  Two types of Christians? 
 
Even long before the toleration of Christianity under Constantine, there had 
been a concern about how comfortable the Church should become in this 
world. Henry Chadwick (The Early Church, 175) observes: “Detachment from 
vanity fair was easier to those who expected the end of the world in the 
imminent future than to those who expected the historical process to roll on 
and who possessed some modest property to pass on to their children.” 
 
Even as early as the second century AD, there were some Christians who 
“renounced marriage and all but the minimum of possessions” (Ibid.). 
Instead, they sought to devote themselves to prayer and to works of mercy. 
As the Church expanded, these individuals – who came to be known as 
ascetics – found it more difficult to live their lives of prayer, fasting, 
simplicity and service among the vast majority of Christians who seemed 
caught up in the affairs of this world. In a sermon, Origen likened the 
situation to a group of elite soldiers who are surrounded in camp by a 
multitude who do no fighting. Chadwick concludes (p. 176): “It was a matter 
of time before the ascetics withdrew to live separately from the ordinary 
congregations, while still continuing to do works of mercy in caring for 
prisoners, sick, orphans, and widows.” Withdrawing from the Church to 
pursue a monastic lifestyle was a “living criticism of the society of the day” 
and a “revolt against the growing decadence of the times” (Cairns, 145). 
Bishops at first were distrustful, however, of what seemed to them an 
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individualistic and separatist spirit (Chadwick, 177), and the local 
congregations were weakened by their withdrawal. 
 
What did the ascetics seek? In the writings of Origen and Clement of 
Alexandria (AD 150-215), they found the basic theology of their movement.  
Chadwick explains (p. 177): 
 

It was a theology dominated by the ideal of the martyr who hoped for 
nothing in this world but sought for union with the Lord in his passion. 
Just as the cross was God’s triumph over the powers of evil, so the 
martyr shared in this triumph in his own death. The ascetics continued 
this spirit after the persecutions were past. They strove to achieve the 
same self-sacrificing detachment from the world. The evangelical 
demand for sacrifice, however, was fused with attitudes toward 
simplicity and frugality inherited from the classical past. The monastic 
movement had room not only for simple folk but also for men educated 
in the tradition of Plato and his ideal martyr Socrates, in the Cynic 
principle of self-sufficiency, and in the Stoic doctrine that happiness 
consists in suppressing the desire for anything one cannot both get 
and keep, and therefore demands the suppression of the passions for a 
life of right reason. 
 

The word “monasticism” is derived from the Greek word monos, meaning 
“single” or “alone” (see “monasticism,” at http://www.efn.org/~russelln/ 
monasticism.html). Monasticism appeared to be motivated in part by a 
dualistic view of the human being inherited from Gnosticism and 
Neoplatonism, with its tendency to consider flesh as evil and spirit as  
good (Cairns, 144).  
 
  B.  Forms of monasticism 
 
    1. “athletes of God” – One type of monasticism was solitary, or eremitic 

(from which we get the word “hermit”). Anthony (AD 251-356) is usually 
regarded as the first monk. At the age of twenty, he sold all of his 
possessions, gave the money to the poor, and retired to a cave in the 
Egyptian desert, giving himself to a life of meditation (Cairns, 145). His life 
is chronicled by Athanasius in his work, The Life of Anthony. More bizarre 
was Simon the Stylite (Ad 390-459), who spent more than thirty years 
on the top of a sixty-foot pillar near Antioch (Ibid., 146).  

 
 2. monastic life in community – Monasticism was sometimes of the 

community (or cenobitic) variety. Basil of Caesarea (AD 330-79) “did 
much to popularize the communal type of monasticism” (Cairns, 146). He 
discouraged extreme asceticism, and developed a rule for the guidance of 
his monks, including work, prayer, Bible reading, and the performance of 
good deeds. Basil was in the tradition of Pachomius (AD 285-346), who 
pioneered this way of disciplined life together.  
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~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
Digging deeper:  

Pachomius and communal monasticism 
 

 
 
(The following excerpt is from Kenneth Latourette, in A History of Christianity, 
1:227-28). 
 
The son of pagan parents in Egypt, at the age of twenty Pachomius was 

for a short time in the imperial army. There he was impressed with the 

thoughtful kindness of Christians in bringing food and drink to the 

soldiers. Leaving the army, he was given instruction in the faith, was 

baptized, and joined himself to an ascetic. Some time afterwards he 

began a monastery, and it became so popular that several others arose. 

Pachomius ruled over them from a central monastery, and it became so 

popular that several others arose. As he was dying he appointed a 

successor and the latter eventually chose a coadjutor who succeeded 

him in office. 

 

Rules were gradually developed for the operation of the community. By 

the end of the fourth century the Pachomian system was fairly mature 

and stabilized. Each monastery was surrounded by a wall. Within this 

wall there were the houses in which the monks dwelt, twenty-two to 

forty to a house, and each with his own private cell. Every house had a 

common room for meetings. Within each enclosure there were also a 

church, a refectory, a library, a kitchen, a bakery, a store house for 

food, various workshops, and an infirmary. All the monasteries were 

under a superior-general or archimandrite who appointed his own 

successor. He visited them, made rules for them, and to each named 

one of the monks as resident head. In each house was placed, so far as 

possible, those with the same type of work. In every house the monks 

were ranked by order of seniority. Dress was prescribed and was very 

simple. All who applied were admitted if they were willing to keep the 
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rules, but full membership was given only after a probation of three 

years.  

 

Each day had its regular times for group prayers by houses. The 

Eucharist was celebrated twice a week. Twice a year there were 

assemblies of all the monks, and at one of these the custom was to 

forgive any of the others who had done him an injury. Monks slept three 

in a cell and in a sitting, not a recumbent position. Study and 

memorization of passages from the Bible were required of all and the 

illiterate were taught to read. Manual labour was also compulsory, 

partly in the weaving of rushes into mats and baskets for sale and partly 

for the supply of the physical needs of the community. Extreme 

asceticism was discouraged, although some of the monks followed a 

very austere diet or might greatly curtail their hours of sleep. There wre 

two meals a day, and flesh and wine were forbidden. Twice a week 

there were community fasts. Strict obedience to their superiors was 

required by all, and there were punishments for the disorderly. Chastity 

and poverty were compulsory. Gossip was forbidden and conversation 

was supposed to be limited to spiritual subjects. Each monastery had 

between two and three hundred monks and the total by the time of the 

death of Pachomius is said to have been three thousand. 

 
Questions 
 
1. How do you think that Pachomius’ service in the military might have 
influenced his later views of monasticism? 
 
2. How many monks lived together in one house? 
 
3. Describe how the monks slept. 
 
4. True of false: Monks could talk about whatever they wanted. 
 
5. What role did prayer and fasting play in community life? 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
IV. Conclusion 
 
The early Church gradually developed a system of supervision that included 
deacons, priests, and bishops. As persecution lessened and (under 
Constantine) disappeared, the Church was in greater danger of conforming to 
the standards of the world. Monasticism grew up in part as a response to the 
desire of many to live a simpler life of greater devotion to Christ and – in the 
case of its communal form – service to others. Though monasticism did not 
always attain these high ideals, monasteries became safe places that, in the 
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troubled times to come, preserved the treasures of ancient learning that 
otherwise would have been lost. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Activity – questions for small group discussion 
 
1.  A place for celibacy? – In the monasteries, celibacy was required of all 
monks. Read 1 Cor. 7:32-35. What are the disadvantages of marriage as 
enumerated by Paul? Is there a place for voluntary celibacy in the Church of 
the Nazarene? In your experience, are congregations open to having a single 
pastor? Are there other specialized places of service in the church where 
being single would be an advantage? 
 
2. Roles of ministry – Review the roles of ministry, as laid out by Paul in 
Ephesians 4:11-13. Are all roles present and functioning well in the Church of 
the Nazarene in Africa? Is it necessary for all these functions to be filled by an 
ordained minister? How can lay people in the church assist, to make sure that 
all these “works of service” are happening in the church? 
 
3. “athletes of God” – Often, it is young people in the Church who are most 
zealous for God. This was obvious in the life of Pachomius. Think about some 
of the specific ways that we can channel the youthful energy in our churches. 
Come up with three ideas that a pastor could give a young person who 
expresses a desire to “go deeper” with God. 
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~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Lesson 6 – Frumentius, Chrysostom, and Augustine 
 
 

 
 

An ancient Roman merchant ship 
 
I. The Ethiopian Adventure of Edesius and Frumentius 
 
Metropius was a philosopher who lived in Tyre, on the east coast of the 
Mediterranean Sea. He was fond of his two young nephews, Edesius and 
Frumentius. One day, he thrilled the boys when he announced that he would 
take them on a trip to India (Latourette, 1:104). They sailed, and on their 
return from that distant land, their ship – perhaps one similar to the Roman 
merchant ship shown above – put in at a harbor along the Red Sea. The year 
was AD 316. 
 
Little did they know that cutthroats were lying in wait. They seized Metropius 
and the rest of the crew, putting them to death. For some reason, they 
spared the young boys, and sent them as slaves to the King of Axum, a city in 
northern Ethiopia. Soon, they earned the King’s favour, who gave them 
positions of trust. Shortly before he died, the King set them at liberty (see 
http://phoenicia.org/ ethiopia.html). The widowed queen persuaded them to 
remain at court and help administer the kingdom, as well as educate young 
Prince Erazanes until he was old enough to assume his duties as King. 
 
Both Edesius and Frumentius were open about their Christian faith, and 
encouraged Christian merchants who were visiting the country to attend 
worship. Some of the local people accepted Christ. Later, Edesius would 
return to Tyre. Frumenthius accompanied his brother as far as Alexandria, 
where he asked the bishop, Athanasius, to appoint a bishop for Abyssinia 
(Ethiopia). To his surprise, Athanasius consecrated Frumentius to the post! He 
returned to his adopted land, and in Axum, set up his headquarters. In years 
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to come, many churches would be planted in Ethiopia. It’s likely that 
Frumentius even won the King of Axum to the faith (Latourette, 1:104). 
 
Historians credit Frumentia for having made the first Ethiopian translation of 
the New Testament. The people affectionately called him Abuna (Our Father) 
and Abba Salama (Father of Peace). The Coptic Christian Church still 
celebrates the Feast of Frumentia every December 18. 
 
II. John Chrysostom, the “Golden Mouth” 
 

 
 
John Chrysostom, also known as John of Antioch, was born in AD 350. His 
father was an army general. His mother, Anthusa, was only twenty when her 
husband passed away (Cairns, 134). Afterward, she devoted herself to her 
only son, John, making sure he got a solid education, including training in the 
Greek classics and rhetoric. 
 
When his mother died in 374, John went into the desert near Antioch and 
practiced an ascetic life for several years, nearly ruining his health. In 386, he 
was ordained a priest in Antioch, and began a decade-long preaching career 
in that city that brought him fame (Chadwick, 186). More than 640 of his 
homilies still exist (Cairns, 135), sermons that Chadwick calls “outspoken,” 
“direct,” and “a vivid source for the social history of the age” (Ibid.). 
 
In 397, John was brought to Constantinople, the Empire’s new capital, as 
bishop. What was Chrysostom like? Henry Chadwick (p. 188) summarizes his 
style of ministry: 
 

John was ascetic, aloof, energetic, and outspoken to the point of 
indiscretion, especially when he became excited in the pulpit. None of 
these qualities made him easy to live with in a sophisticated and 
affluent city. The rich resented as a personal affront his socialist 
sermons explaining that private property existed only as a result of 
Adam’s fall, or pillorying those who cared nothing for the beggars at 
their door and wanted only to own fine houses with hundreds of 
servants and lavatories of gold. He offended the men by repeatedly 
proclaiming that a woman had as much right to demand fidelity of her 
husband as a man had of his wife. His unsparing sarcasms about 

“Again Herodius raves, again she dances, again she demands John’s 
head on a charger.” 
 
                                  - John of Antioch, condemning Eudoxia, the wife 
        of the Emperor, from the pulpit, for having set 
        up a silver statue of herself near Saint Sophia 
        church in Constantinople 
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feminine luxuries, delivered in the scathing tradition of Juvenal or 
Seneca, were not relished by ladies of high fashion. 

 
After a series of political intrigues, including John’s denunciation from the 
pulpit of Euxodia (see box above), he was forced into exile, where he died in 
September 407. It was only in 417 that his name was added to the diptychs, 
the official list of departed saints read at the Eucharist (Chadwick, 191). 
Summarizing his life and impact, Earle Cairns (p. 135) observes: “He taught 
that there must be no divorce of morals and religion; the Cross and ethics 
must go hand-in-hand. It is little wonder that he was and still is hailed as the 
greatest pulpit orator the Eastern church ever had.” 
 
III. Augustine of Hippo: From wayward son to theological giant 
 
 

 
 

The young Augustine and his mother, Monica 
 

Sources: Justo Gonzalez, 207-16; David Wright, Lion Handbook, 206-7 
 

Augustine of Hippo (AD 354-430) was born in Tagaste, Numidia (modern 
day Algeria). Though he grew up under the Christian influence of his mother, 
Monica, later in his teens, Augustine was drawn by friends into the prevalent 
sexual immorality of Carthage, the capital city. He took a concubine, and 
fathered a child, even as he studied literature, and became a lecturer in 
rhetoric.  
 
During this time, Augustine was seeking truth in many places other than 
Christianity, since he viewed the Bible as barbaric. His religious pilgrimage 
brought him to Manicheism, a Gnostic religion that taught a dualistic view of 
the universe. He later abandoned it, moving to Rome, where he became an 
imperial rhetorician in Milan. During this time, his mother, Monica, who had 
never ceased praying for the conversion of her son, suggested that he go to 
hear Bishop Ambrose, who was known for his eloquence. Under his 
preaching, he came to appreciate Ambrose’s allegorical interpretation of 
troublesome Old Testament passages.  
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At the same time, Augustine became acquainted with neo-Platonism. Through 
this study, he came to realize that evil was not a power of itself, as the 
Manichees had believed, but rather was simply the absence of good, a result 
of free will wrongly used. This was an important discovery for Augustine, 
since before he could not reconcile a good God with the presence of evil and 
suffering in the world. 
 
Augustine came to a point of decision, and in a quiet garden, the words of 
Romans 13:13-14 became instrumental to his conversion. (See the reading 
excerpted from his Confessions). Leaving his common-law wife behind, 
Augustine was determined to live the celibate life of a true seeker after God. 
He set out for north Africa in AD 388 with a small group of friends and his 
mother, Monica. Sadly, she died of an illness shortly after the voyage began, 
and Augustine returned to Rome for her burial and to mourn her passing.  
 
Back in Africa, he settled down with his friends to form a small contemplative 
community. However, the Bishop of Hippo, Valerius, put public pressure on 
Augustine to enter the priesthood. For a time they would serve jointly as 
Bishop, and upon Valerius’ passing, Augustine served as bishop there for the 
rest of his life. His practical pastoral work would provide a wonderful context 
for the theological labour that would become his passion. 
 
Though Augustine wrote on many topics, including the Trinity and infant 
baptism, his controversy with Pelagius (AD 354-420) over original sin was 
especially notable. Pelagius wrote: 
 

Everything good and everything evil, in respect of which we are either 
worthy of praise or of blame, is done by us, not born with us. We are 
not born in our full development, but with a capacity for good and evil; 
we are begotten as well without virtue as without vice, and before the 
activity of our own personal will there is nothing in man but what God 
has stored in him. 
    - in Bettenson and Maunder, 58 
 

Augustine replied that, since the Fall, we are not free not to sin (Gonzalez, 
215). In conversion, God’s grace is extended to those who have been 
predestined to receive it, enabling them to accept saving grace. Augustine’s 
views on predestination were largely rejected by subsequent theologians, with 
the notable exception of John Calvin (1509-64), who frequently cited them 
favorably in his Institutes of the Christian Religion.8  
 
The two best known works by Augustine are his Confessions, a testimony of 
his long pilgrimage to Christian faith, and The City of God. It was written 
following the sack of Rome in AD 410, responding to those who claimed that 
                                                 
8 John Wesley (1703-91), by contrast, taught that prevenient grace – a term 
coined by Augustine – was made available to all through Christ’s atoning 
death and is related to the universal drawing of God through the Holy Spirit. 
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it was Rome’s abandonment of the gods and its espousal of Christianity that 
had led to the disaster. Its essential message, as summarized by Gonzalez, is 
simple: “All these kingdoms and nations, no matter how powerful, will wither 
and pass away, until the end of history, when only the city of God will stand” 
(Gonzalez, 216). 
 
Augustine represents the last of the great theologians who wrote before the 
Roman Empire crumbled in the West. His influence is enduring, both for 
Protestant and Roman Catholic thinkers. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 

Digging deeper:  
Tolle, Lege – Take up and read 

 

 
 

In Confessions VIII.12, Augustine gives the circumstances of his conversion: 
 

I probed the hidden depths of my soul and wrung its pitiful secrets from 

it, and when I gathered them all before the eyes of my heart, a great 

storm broke within me, bringing with it a great deluge of tears…For I 

felt that I was still enslaved by my sins, and in my misery I kept crying, 

“How long shall I go on saying, ‘Tomorrow, tomorrow?’ Why not now? 

Why not make an end of my ugly sins at this moment?” 

 

I was asking myself these questions, weeping all the while with the most 

bitter sorrow in my heart, when all at once I heard the sing-song voice 

of a child in a nearby house. Whether it was the voice of a boy or a girl I 

cannot say, but again and again it repeated the chorus, “Take it and 

read, take it and read.” At this I looked up, thinking hard whether there 

was any kind of game in which children chant words like these, but I 

could not remember hearing them before. I stemmed my flood of tears 

and stood up, telling myself that this could only be God’s command to 
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open my book of Scripture and read the first passage on which my eyes 

should fall. For I had heard the story of Antony, and I remembered how 

he had happened to go into a church while the Gospel was being read 

and had taken it as an instruction addressed to himself when he heard 

the words, “Go home and sell all that belongs to you, give it to the poor, 

and so the treasure you have shall be in heaven; then come back and 

follow me.” By this message from God he had at once been converted. 

 

So I hurried back to the place where Alypius was sitting, for when I 

stood up to move away I had put down the book containing Paul’s 

Letters. I seized it and opened it, and in silence I read the first passage 

on which my eyes fell: “No orgies or drunkenness, no immorality or 

indecency, no fighting or jealousy. Take up the weapons of the Lord 

Jesus Christ and stop giving attention to your sinful nature, to satisfy its 

desires.” I had no wish to read more and no need to do so. For in an 

instant, as I came to the end of the sentence, it  was as though the light of 

faith flooded into my heart and all the darkness of doubt was dispelled. 

                                                          -- source: Lion’s Handbook, p. 208 
 
Questions 
 
1. Why was Augustine so troubled? 
 
2. What did the sing-song voice of a boy or girl say again and again? 
 
3. As Augustine pondered the meaning of the words said by the child, of 
whose story did he think? 
 
4. What did Augustine decide to read? 
 
5. How does the story end?  
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
IV. Conclusion 
 
Frumentius was powerfully used of God to spread the Gospel in Ethiopia. 
Meanwhile, as the strength and stability of the Roman Empire in the West 
faded, like an aging tree, it sent out a new “shoot” of life in the East, 
especially around Constantinople. Here, John of Antioch practiced a 
controversial but effective ministry, especially from the pulpit. Likewise, God 
turned Augustine, a wayward young man, into a honoured vessel, making of 
him a theological giant whose influence endures to this day.  
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~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Activity – Questions for small group discussion 
 
1. Frumentius and the providence of God – We saw that the boy, 
Frumentius, and his brother, Edesius, suffered a terrible tragedy when they 
lost their uncle in the massacre of the ship’s crew. Somehow, God turned a 
catastrophe into an opportunity for evangelism and the Church was planted in 
Ethiopia. What other stories from the Bible show that God is sovereign, and 
can use things that others meant for evil for His good? Share stories in the 
group of things that happened in your life that seemed bad at the time, but 
out of which God brought something very good. Be ready to share the best 
story with the whole class. 
 
2. Bold, or foolish? – John of Antioch, after his death, was renamed John 
Chyrostom, the “Golden Mouth.” An eloquent preacher, he nonetheless stirred 
up much opposition by what he sometimes said from the pulpit. How does a 
Nazarene preacher today remain faithful to preach what the Holy Spirit is 
moving him or her to say, yet at the same time, avoid stirring up controversy 
that can be damaging to the church? How does one combine the fire of John 
the Baptist with the gentle reassurances of Barnabas, the “son of 
encouragement”? Besides preaching, what other tools does the pastor have at 
his or her disposal to address sin within the church? 
 
3. Monica, the mother who would not give up – How important is it for 
us to pray for our unsaved loved ones? Think of the life of Monica. Besides 
prayer, what else did she do to help gently draw her son, Augustine, to 
Christ? What other things can African parents do today to help bring a 
wayward son or daughter back into the fold? What actions that would chase 
them further away from Christ and the Church should we avoid ? 
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~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 

Section 3:  
A Christian Society (AD 600-1500) 

 
Lesson 7 – The West in Crisis 
 
I. Division of the Western Roman Empire 
 
Augustine wrote his The City of God as a theological response to the sack of 
Rome in AD 410 by Alaric and his Goths. When Augustine died in 430, Hippo 
– the North African city where he was bishop – was under siege by the 
Vandals. Justo Gonzalez (p. 217) explains the larger context: 
 

The ancient Empire, or rather its western half, was crumbling. For 
centuries Roman legions had been able to hold the Germanic peoples 
behind their borders at the Rhine and the Danube. In Great Britain, a 
wall separated the romanized area from that which was still in control 
of the “barbarians.” But now the floodgates were open. In a series of 
endless waves, barbarian hordes crossed the frontiers of the Empire, 
sacked towns and cities, and finally settled in areas that had been part 
of the Roman Empire. There they founded their own kingdoms, many 
of them theoretically subject to the Empire, but in truth independent. 
The western Roman Empire had come to an end. 
 

The Byazantine Empire in the East would continue for another thousand 
years. Into the power vacuum and chaos in the West, many turned to the 
Church to provide continuity (Ibid., 218). 
 
II. Benedictine monasticism and the Papacy  
 
  A.  Benedict of Nursia (480-547) 
 
In the previous lesson, we studied the founding of collective monasticism in 
the East under Pachomius. But monasticism also flourished in the West, and 
was influenced in its development by Benedict (Michael Smith, Lion 
Handbook, 218).  
 
Benedict was born in 480, in the small Italian town of Nursia. When he was 
twenty, he became a hermit, and went off to live in a cave. As his fame grew, 
he attracted disciples, and together they moved to remote Monte Cassino and 
built a monastery (Gonzalez, 239). There, Benedict developed his Rule, which 
laid down common sense guidelines for the monks who lived in community.  
 
The Benedictine Rule had provisions that were less exacting than those of 
Pachomius. For example, monks were allowed to sleep on a bed, with a cover 
and a pillow. What was most important about the Rule was its insistence on 
two principles, namely, permanence and obedience. 
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“Permanence” referred to the necessity of monks – once they had chosen 
their monastery – to remain there for the rest of their lives. Gonzalez (p. 239) 
observes that “the commitment to permanence on the part of Benedictine 
monks proved one of the sources of the institution’s great stability in a time of 
chaos.”  
 
Secondly, monks were to be obedient to the abbot, the head of the 
monastery. Gonzalez (Ibid.) clarifies: 
 

But the abbot is to be obeyed “without delay.” This means, not only 
instant obedience, but also that an effort is to be made to make the 
obedience willing. If what is commanded is impossible, the monk is to 
explain to the abbot why it is so. If, after such explanation, the 
superior insists on the command, it is to be obeyed as well as possible. 
The abbot, however, must not be a tyrant, but is himself subject to 
God and to the Rule. The word “abbot” means “father,” and as such 
should the abbot behave. 
 

In 589, the Lombards burned the monastery at Monte Cassino. The 
Benedictine monks fled to Rome, where their Rule became well known and 
practiced by many. It was there that Gregory, the future Pope, came to know 
them.  
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 
Digging Deeper:  

 
Rule of St. Benedict 

 

 
 

Note: Benedict saw the common mealtime as a wonderful opportunity for 
learning. In this passage from the Rule, he talks about the reader: 
 
XXXVIII. Of the weekly Reader. – At the meal times of the brothers there 

should always be reading; no one may dare to take up the book at 
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random and begin to read there; but he who is about to read for the 

whole week shall begin his duties on Sunday. And, entering upon his 

office after Mass and Communion, he shall ask to pray for him, that God 

may avert from him the spirit of elation. And this verse shall be said in 

the oratory three times by all, he however beginning it: “O Lord, open 

Thou my lips, and my mouth shall show forth Thy praise.’ And thus, 

having received the benediction, he shall enter upon his duties as a 

reader. And there shall be the greatest silence at table, so that no 

whispering or any voice save the reader’s may be heard. And whatever 

is needed, in the way of food, the brethren shall pass to each other in 

turn, so that no one need ask for anything. But if anything shall be 

wanted let him ask for it by means of a sign rather than by speech… 

 

     - Bettenson and Maunder, p. 133 

 

Questions 
 
1. Why do you think that Benedict had reading done during the meal? 
 
2. A Beninese proverb says: “The mouth that eats does not talk.” Is your 
African tradition the same? Would Benedict’s practice of having only one 
person read while others eat be a helpful devotional aid in the homes of our 
Nazarene families? 
 
3. Why do you think that Benedict allowed for only one reader each week, 
rather than changing readers each day? 
 
4. What is the “spirit of elation”? 
 
5. How were those who wanted something passed to them at table supposed 
to communicate, rather than talking? 
 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
  B.  The Papacy and Gregory the Great 
 
Besides monasteries, the Papacy was a force for stability. Earl Cairnes  
(pp. 150-52) details the growing status of the Bishop of Rome. Part of the 
status came when Constantine moved the political capital of the Empire to 
Constantinople in AD 330. This left the Bishop of Rome as the most powerful 
remaining individual, and people looked more and more to him not only for 
spiritual matters, but also temporal. Rome was also the place where 
(traditionally) Peter and Paul had been martyred, and this gave the Church 
there special status.  
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Not to be overlooked is the so-called “Petrine theory.” Cairnes (p. 151) 
explains: 
 

The Petrine theory, based on such Scriptures as Matthew 16:16-18, 
Luke 22:31-32, and John 21:15-17, was generally accepted by 590. 
According to this theory, Peter had been given “ecclesiastical 
primogeniture” over his fellow apostles, and his superior position had 
been passed on from him to his successors, the bishops of Rome, by 
apostolic succession. As early as about 250, Stephen I had appealed to 
these Scriptures.9 
 

Between 330 and 590, the bishops of Rome won gradual primacy over 
bishops from other major cities, with Pope Leo I (ruled 440-461) directly 
claiming supremacy over other bishops. The Catholic Church had become the 
Roman Catholic Church, with its administrative center in the old capital. 
 
The word “Pope” means “father,” and outstanding among the Popes was 
Gregory I (ruled 590-604). (Only Leo and Gregory have ever been given the 
titles “the Great”). He called himself servus servorum Dei, “servant of the 
servants of God” (Latourette, 1:339), and was “one of the ablest men to ever 
occupy that position (Gonzalez, 244). 
 

 
 
                                          Gregory the Great 
 
Gregory, a monk, was in Rome when a major epidemic broke out around  
AD 586. He assisted Pope Pelagius in the sanitation of the city, including the 
burial of the dead and the feeding of the hungry (Ibid., 246). When Pelagius 
died, the people turned to Gregory and – despite his reluctance to take the 
post – he was drafted as the new Pope. 

                                                 
9 Protestants view the “rock” upon which Christ promised to build his Church 
as being not Peter himself, but his confession that Jesus is the Christ, the Son 
of the living God. 
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J.-M. Nicole (Précis de l’Histoire de l’Église, 81-82) summarizes the 
accomplishments and theological developments of Gregory’s papacy: 
 
1. Anglo-Saxons evangelized – He sent Augustine (not to be confused with 
Augustine of Hippo) to the British Isles. Augustine became the first bishop of 
Canterbury, and baptized the King of Kent into the Christian faith. 
 
2. Liturgy – He gave attention to the careful development of liturgy, including 
the introduction of the type of singing known as the “Gregorian chant.” 
 
3. Worship – Gregory knew the Bible well, and made much use of it 
(Latourette, 1:340). Though his preaching was simple and practical (Ibid.), he 
endorsed the use of images in the churches. 
 
4. Purgatory – a place of temporary punishment for sins, before the deceased 
go on to heaven – had been suggested as a possibility by Augustine of Hippo 
(Gonzalez, 247). However, Gregory made it official Church teaching. 
 
5. Writings – Gregory was a prolific writer, but is best known for his Regulae 
Pastoralis Liber (Pastoral Rule).  
 
Summary 
 
Gregory was a caring man, able writer, and effective administrator. 
Unfortunately, despite his biblical knowledge, he elevated the speculative idea 
of purgatory to the place of official doctrine, opening the door to abuses in 
centuries to come. 
 
III. The Carolingian Renaissance: AD 800-814 
 
It is not possible to adequately summarize in this short space the political 
ups-and-downs of the various rulers in the West. However, one individual 
stands above the others. This person was Charlemagne (AD 742-814). 
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Though Charles ruled for only fourteen years as “Roman Emperor” (800-814), 
he had served for decades prior as King of the Franks. He engaged in more 
than fifty military campaigns in the course of his lifetime, and with time, 
expanded his rule over Italy as far south as Rome, all of modern France, and 
much of modern Germany (Cairns, 180). 
 
Earl Cairnes (p. 180) gives us a portrait of the man: 
 

Charlemagne was about seven feet tall and had a proportionately large 
body. His bright face and long white hair, coupled with such height, 
gave him an air of dignity. He delighted in hunting, riding, and 
swimming but also had a real interest in culture; and this interest led 
him to combine the pleasure of the table with listening to music of 
having someone read to him. He was also devoted to religion. 
However, his religion did not carry over into his domestic life because 
he kept concubines as well as his legal spouse in his palace. 

 
Charles was deeply affected by Augustine’s book, The City of God. His wish 
was “so far as possible to (make) his realm the City of God (Latourette, 355). 
 
What were his contributions to the improvement of the Church? Kenneth 
Latourette (pp. 356-57) explains: 
 
1. He strengthened the system of bishops and archbishops. 
 
2. He instigated mandatory tithes and offerings, for the support of the clergy. 
 
3. He encouraged the repair and building of churches, as well as the 
improvement of public worship through the use of the standard liturgy that 
had developed in Rome. 
 
4. Though his own example was bad, he encouraged the passing of 
ecclesiastical legislation supporting the sanctity of marriage. 
 
5. Charlemagne expected all of his subjects to be able to recite the Lord’s 
Prayer and the Apostle’s Creed. 
 
6. He emphasized the education of the clergy, and was responsible for having 
copies of many of the writers of antiquity made.  
 
7. He encouraged theological scholarship. Bede (known as the “Venerable 
Bede”) and Alcuin were two theologians sponsored by the Emperor. 
 
IV. Conclusion 
 
With the crumbling of the Roman Empire in the West, people looked 
increasingly to the Church as a force for stability. Benedictine monasticism 
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and an increasingly strong Papacy were two forces for calm in the midst of 
the storm. Later, the rule of Charlemagne helped strengthen the Church, 
improving its administration and raising the educational level of the clergy. 
Meanwhile, in the East, the Empire continued, and it is to this continuation 
that our course now turns. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Activity – Small group discussion  
 
1. The Church during political instability – In our lesson, we saw how 
Pope Pelagius and Gregory worked together (with others) to assist during 
times of social upheaval. Likewise, in Africa, there are frequently violent 
changes in government that cause great stress. What are some practical 
things that Nazarenes can do at that time to bring relief to those most 
affected? What can we do to make sure our members become part of the 
solution during times of crisis, and not part of the problem? 
 
2. A place of quiet refuge – The Bible teaches that “the prayer of a 
righteous man is powerful and effective” (James 5:16). One advantage of the 
monasteries was that they provide a place where the ministry of prayer could 
go forward, no matter what was happening on the outside. What can we as 
Nazarenes to do make sure that in our church buildings we provide quiet 
places where out people can come to pray? Are there other things that we 
can do to promote a prayer ministry among us? 
 
3. Education – One of the enduring contributions of Charlemagne was the 
emphasis that he placed upon education. In the same way, the Church of the 
Nazarene believes in the importance of education for our people. What is the 
educational level of the average member of your local church? Think together 
in your group of one thing that you could do this year to raise the educational 
level of the people in your church. N.B. -- Make sure that your idea does not 
depend upon outside money, but can be supported by the income of your 
own members.  
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Lesson 8 – The Eastern Church and the Iconoclastic Controversy 
 
I. Introduction 
 
Courses in Church history sometimes present the facts as if there were only 
two branches to Christianity, namely, Roman Catholicism and Protestantism.10 

                                                 
10 The Coptic and Syriac churches split off during the early centuries of the 
Christian era. HE 202 – History of the Church 2 explores the birth of 
Protestantism in 16th century Germany.  
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However, the churches in the Eastern part of the Empire are a third 
significant grouping that today is sometimes called Eastern Orthodoxy.  
 
II. Characteristics of the Eastern Church 

 

 
 

Hagia Sophia, built by Emperor Justinian (AD 527-65), was first a Cathedral, then 
later became a mosque. It is now a museum in Istanbul, Turkey. 

[Image credit: Sloppy Steven, on Flickr] 
 
Harlie Gallatin (Lion Handbook, 251) describes what in part constitutes the 
uniqueness of the Eastern Church: 
 

The rich liturgical tradition, which forms part of the Eastern Orthodox 
Church’s uniqueness, developed at Constantinople from the fourth 
century. The elaborate liturgy of Basil, bishop of Caesarea in 
Cappadocia (370-79), was brought to the capital shortly after it had 
been written. This liturgy is still used for ten special services during the 
Orthodox church year. During the rest of the year Orthodox 
worshippers use the shorter liturgy, which was introduced at 
Constantinople by John Chrysostom, patriarch 398-404. Some additions 
were made to Chrysostom’s liturgy then in use at Jerusalem.  

 
Eastern Orthodoxy is sometimes called “The Church of the Seven Councils” 
(Ibid., 248). Timothy Ware in his book, The Orthodox Church, gives a listing 
of these “General Councils” (see pp. 28-39): 
 
1. Nicaea I (AD 325)   5. Constantinople II (553) 
2. Constantinople I (381)   6. Constantinople III (680-1) 
3. Ephesus (431)    7. Nicaea II (787) 
4. Chalcedon (451) 
 
Each of the Councils was convened in order to decide a doctrinal issue that 
was dividing the Church. Mainly, these were some aspect of the Trinity or the 
Incarnation (Ware, 28).  
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The Eastern Church speaks of five “sees” (or Patriarchates) and ranks them in 
order of importance: Rome, Constantinople, Alexandria, Antioch, and 
Jerusalem. However, Ware clarifies (p. 36): “The primacy assigned to Rome 
does not overthrow the essential equality of all bishops. The Pope is the first 
bishop in the Church – but he is the first among equals.” This configuration is 
known as the Pentarchy (Ibid., 35). Ware continues: “Rome’s mistake – so 
Orthodox believe – has been to turn this primacy or ‘presidency of love’ into a 
supremacy of external power and jurisdiction” (Ibid.). 
 
One important doctrinal difference between Roman Catholicism and 
Orthodoxy is the question of the filioque (pronounced fill-ee-oh-kweh). Does 
the Holy Spirit proceed from the Father and the Son, or from the Father only? 
Orthodoxy teaches the later position, Roman Catholicism, the former.11  
 
Today, there is no single “Orthodox” church. Rather, it is organized nationally. 
So, for example, there is a Greek Orthodox church and a Russian Orthodox 
church. In the United States, one of the fastest growing denominations is the 
Orthodox Church in America. 
 
III. Controversy over icons 
 
What is an “icon”? These are devotional paintings of Christ or other holy 
persons, usually rendered on wood. That seems simple enough, except that 
some thought that people were making them into idols. Harlie Gallatin (Lion’s 
Handbook, 255-56) observes: 
 

By the beginning of the seventh century many of the cities of the 
Empire had one or more local saints whose icons were revered as 
having special powers of intercession and protection. Examples include 
Saint Demetrius of Thessalonica, the miraculous Christ-icon of Edessa, 
and the miracle-working icon of Mary, the Hodegetria, of 
Constantinople. From the sixth century, both the church and the 
imperial government encouraged the recognition given both to 
monastic holy men and Christian icons. They failed to realize that the 
uncontrolled multiplying of icons and holy men would encourage 
people to confine their Christian devotion to unique local shrines and 
figures. Most ordinary Christians failed to distinguish between the holy 
object or holy person and the spiritual reality it stood for. They fell into 
idolatry. 

 
The movement to destroy the icons began in earnest under Emperor Leo 
III (reigned 717-41). In 726, he ordered the icon of Christ over the Bronze 
Gate of the imperial palace be removed (Lions’ Handbook, 256). Four years 
later, he ordered that religious icons in all public places and churches be 
removed and destroyed. Those who favoured getting rid of the images were 
called “iconoclasts” and the sentiment to do so was termed “iconoclasm.”  
                                                 
11

 Protestants agree with Roman Catholics on this issue. 
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They argued that only simple traditional Christian symbols, like the Cross, the 
Bible, or the elements of the Lord’s Supper, should be used. Supporters of 
icons were sometimes excommunicated, mutilated, or sent into exile (Ibid., 
257). 
 
Controversy raged over the issue for sixty years. Even the Pope spoke out in 
defense of keeping the icons. But it was John of Damascus (676-749) who 
provided the strongest rationale for doing so, arguing that they were not idols 
but only objects that helped the worshipper give proper respect to the one 
pictured (Ibid.). In the end, John’s position was adopted by the Second 
Council of Nicaea (787), and icons were once again allowed in churches. Even 
today, Orthodox and Roman Catholic churches tend to be more ornate than 
Protestant churches, which generally favour simplicity in worship. 
  
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Digging Deeper: Definition of the Second Council of Nicaea, AD 787 

 
 

 
 

John of Damascus, whose logic on the acceptability of icons won the day 
 

…Proceeding as it were on the royal road and following the divinely 

inspired teaching of our holy Fathers, and tradition of the Catholic 

Church (for we know that this tradition is of the Holy Spirit which dwells 

in the Church), we define, with all care and exactitude, that the 

venerable and holy images are set up in just the same way as the figure 

of the precious and life-giving cross; painted images, and those in 

mosaic and those of other suitable material, in the holy churches of God, 

on holy vessels and vestments, on walls and in pictures, in houses and 

by the roadsides; images of our Lord and God and Saviour Jesus Christ 

and of our undefiled Lady, the holy God-bearer, and of the honourable 

angels, and of all the saintly and holy men. For the more continually 

these are observed by means of such representations, so much more 



 59 

will the beholders be aroused to recollect the originals and to long after 

them, and to pay to the images the tribute of an embrace and a 

reverence of honour, not to pay to them the actual worship which is 

according to our faith, and which is proper only to the divine nature: but 

as to the figure of the venerable and life-giving cross, and to the holy 

Gospels and to the other sacred monuments, so to those images to 

accord the honour of incense and oblation of lights, as it has been the 

pious custom on antiquity. For the honour paid to the images passes to 

its original, and he that adores and image adores in it the person 

depicted thereby… 

 

    - Source: Bettenson and Maunder, pp. 102-3 
 
Activity 
 
Write two sentences below in your own words that summarize the Council’s 
ruling.  
 
 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
IV. Conclusion 
 
Despite the political instability that followed the crumbling of the Roman 
Empire in the West, in the East, the Church continued to thrive. Organized 
around major “sees,” the Church was administered by Patriarchs (bishops) 
who sometimes were called to General Councils to decide questions of 
doctrinal controversy. While the disagreement over icons raged for much of 
the 8th century, it was decided in favour of those who found images useful for 
Christian devotion. In the next lesson, we will look at great Middle Age 
thinkers in the Church as well as the misguided warriors who forever changed 
the relationship between Christianity and Islam. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Activity – Group discussion (all together, or in small groups) 
 
Are you in favor or opposed to the use of paintings or other images in 
Christian worship or in our homes? Do you agree with Emperor Leo III that 
using such icons is a form of idolatry? If so, how do you answer those who 
say that pictures are an aid to conversion, in the same way that showing the 
“Jesus” film makes the story come alive? Is it possible to use icons without 
them becoming an idol? What place does art have in the Church of the 
Nazarene in Africa? 
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~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Lesson 9 – The Crusades, Catherine of Siena, and Thomas Aquinas 
 
I. The Cross vs. the Crescent: 1095-129112 
 
 

 
 
One of the saddest chapters in the history of the Church is the Crusades. 
These were periodic campaigns launched by the Church in the West between 
the 11th and the 13th century, some with the intention of gaining back the 
“holy places” located in Jerusalem and its environs. Unfortunately, the 
seemingly well-intentioned zeal of the Crusaders was easily channelled in 
directions that were damaging to the cause of Christ. The Crusades came to 
be a lasting symbol of bitterness between Christians and those of Islamic 
faith, since the locations targeted by Crusades were under their control. 
 
  A.  Augustine and the theory of “just war” 
 
In his massive God’s War: A New History of the Crusades (Penguin, 2006), 
Christopher Tyerman outlines the four essential characteristics of a “just war” 
as taught by Augustine of Hippo (p. 34): 
 
1. A just war requires a just cause; 
 
2. Its aim must be defensive or for the recovery of rightful possession; 
 

                                                 
12

 This heading is suggested by Cairns, 212. 
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3. Legitimate authority must sanction it; 
 
4. Those who fight must be motivated by right intent. 
 
Tyerman summarizes (Ibid.): 
 

Thus war, by nature sinful, could be a vehicle for the promotion of 
righteousness; war that is violent could, as some later medieval 
apologists maintained, act as a form of charitable love, to help victims 
of injustice. From Augustine’s categories developed the basis of 
Christian just war theory, as presented, for example, by Thomas 
Aquinas in the thirteenth century. 
 

The theoretical foundations for the Crusades were now in-place. Later 
churchmen would build upon them to launch attacks on the enemy. 
 
  B.  The First Crusade: AD 1095-99 
 
The First Crusade officially began with an appeal from Pope Urban II (lived 
1042-1099). He had been in a synod in Clermont (southern France) for the 
month of November. On 27 November 1095, he made a rousing speech to 
thousands who had gathered. Robert, a monk at Reims, records parts of the 
speech and puts it in context (J.-M. Nicole, 102-103):13 
 

In the year 1095 of the incarnation of our Lord, a great Council was 
celebrated in Auvergne, in the village named Clermont. Pope Urban II, 
accompanied by bishops and cardinals, presided. The Council was 
notable for the crowds of French and Germans, including bishops and 
princes, and after having addressed some ecclesiastical questions, the 
Pope went out to a large place because no building could hold the 
huge crowds. The Pope spoke to all in a persuasive manner and with 
much eloquence in these terms: “People of France, people from 
beyond the mountains, people loved and chosen by God, you have 
distinguished yourselves among the nations by the situation in your 
countries, by the Catholic faith and by the honour of the Holy Church; 
it’s to you that our speech is addressed…Sad news comes to us from 
the territory of Jerusalem and from Constantinople. A people from the 
kingdom of Persia, a cursed people, a foreign people, a people 
alienated from God, has invaded the lands of the Christians, has 
depopulated them by the sword, by robbery and fire, has overturned 
from top to bottom the churches of God, and has given them over to 
the rites of their religion. 
 
The Greek empire has already been mutilated by them, its means 
taken away. To whom falls the task, then, of exercising vengeance, of 
taking back these lands, if not to you, to whom God has given more 

                                                 
13 Translation by G. Crofford 
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than to other nations military glory, moral courage, bodily agility, and 
the ability to humble the heads of those who resist you? Be 
encouraged by the great deeds of your predecessors, by the piety and 
grandeur of Charlemagne and his son Louis, and other kings, who 
destroyed the Turkish realms and enlarged the frontiers of the Holy 
Church. Think especially of the Holy Sepulchre of our Lord under the 
control of impure people, who dirty without respect the holy places by 
their impurity. Courageous soldiers, descendants of invincible families, 
do not lose these things, but remember the virtues of your ancestors. 
If the love of your children, of your relatives, of your spouses keeps 
you from acting, remember what our Lord says in the Gospel: “He who 
loves his father or his mother more than me is not worthy of me, and 
he who loves his son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me.” 
Give yourselves to this path, for the forgiveness of your sins, sure of 
the incorruptible glory of the kingdom of heaven.  
 
With these words and others like it, the Pope finished his speech, and 
he provoked in all those who were there such a united spirit that they 
cried together: “God wills it, God wills it.” 
 

The Crusaders were joined by forces from the eastern Empire (Byzantium), 
and succeeded in conquering Nicaea and Antioch. However, a Turkish army 
arrived, and laid siege to the city (Gonzalez, 294). In their hunger, they 
almost gave us, but someone had a vision of the Holy Lance, the sword that 
supposedly had pierced the side of Christ. They dug where the vision said the 
lance was buried, and they found a spear! Encouraged by the finding, they 
burst out of the city, attacking and routing the much larger Turkish army 
(Ibid.). The Crusaders went on to Jerusalem, conquering the city held by 
Arabs, but unfortunately putting all the civilians to the sword, including the 
women and children, in a “horrible bloodbath” (Ibid., 296). One eyewitness 
said that, at the porch of Solomon, the “horses waded in blood” (Ibid.). 
The Crusaders set up an administration of the conquered lands, and Godfrey 
of Bouillon was made “Protector of the Holy Sepulcher,” but his brother, 
Baldwin, who succeeded him, took the title of “King of Jerusalem” (Ibid.). 
 
C.  Other crusades 
 
Notable among the crusades was the Fourth Crusade, called by Innocent 
III. Its goal had been to attack Saladin in Egypt (Gonzalez, 297), but it was 
diverted to Constantinople, and that city fell to the Crusaders in April 1204 
(Tyerman, 524).  
 
A strange chapter in the history of the Crusades was the “Children’s 
Crusade.” Earle Cairns (p. 216) describes the movement: 
 

The Children’s Crusade of 1212 consisted of about a hundred thousand 
teens and younger children. The French group led by Stephen, aged 
12, went to Rome, and the German group led by Nicholas across 
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southern Europe went to Marseilles. War and hunger killed many, and 
most of the rest became slaves. Their average age was 12.  

 
II. Francis of Assisi 
 
At the same time that some were clamouring for war, others re-emphasized 
the peaceful nature of Christian faith. Francis of Assisi (1182-1226) is well-
known for his prayer:  
 

Lord, make me an instrument of your peace. 
Where there is hatred, let me sow love; 
where there is injury, pardon; 
where there is doubt, faith; 
where there is despair, hope; 
where there is darkness, light; 
where there is sadness, joy; 
 
O Divine Master, grant that I may not so much seek 
to be consoled as to console; 
to be understood as to understand; 
to be loved as to love. 
For it is in giving that we receive; 
it is in pardoning that we are pardoned; 
and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life. Amen. 
 
 

 
 
 

But who was the man behind the prayer? Kenneth Latourette (1:429-33) 
gives the story, calling Francis “one of the most winsome figures of Christian 
history.” 
 
Francis was born in the town of Assisi (Italy). His father, Pietro Bernardone, 
was a wealthy cloth merchant. Although he knew some Latin and French, he 
had little education as a boy. Later, he became a leader of the young men 
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born into aristocratic families, and gave himself to youthful revelry and 
pleasure. His father intended him to be a knight (Robert Clouse, Lion 
Handbook, 272), but God had other plans. 
 
His spiritual awakening came gradually, the result of time to reflect during 
sicknesses as well as a pilgrimage to Rome (Ibid.). One day as he was 
walking in the countryside, he came upon a broken down chapel, and found a 
crucifix hanging on the wall. It spoke to Francis of Christ’s love, and he found 
himself fascinated by it. With Francis’ newfound love for the poor that 
resulted in a desire to give to them, Pietro was angry with his son, and 
brought him before the local bishop to disown Francis. Voluntarily, Francis 
disrobed, and returned his clothes to his father, declaring that he only desired 
to serve his Father in heaven. He then set to the repair the broken down 
chapel as well as several others. 
 
Latourette (p. 430) continues: 
 

It was in 1209 at the Portiuncula during the reading of the Gospel at 
the mass that Francis, then in his upper twenties, heard the call which 
sent him forth on his life mission. He felt impelled to become a 
travelling preacher, proclaiming the kingdom of God and calling men to 
repentance, doing so in complete poverty, subsisting on whatever food 
might be given him, and radiating the love of Christ. He sought to 
imitate Jesus and obey him to the letter. 

 
Francis gathered other men around him. Their life was one of utter poverty. 
They worked with their hands, or sometimes would beg for food. Eventually, 
Francis received permission from Pope Innocent III to be the head of a new 
order, the Brothers Minor, eventually known as the Franciscans. They 
preached and sang, including some songs improvised by Francis, who had the 
“soul of a poet” (Ibid., 431). 
 
One interesting episode from Francis’ life was his desire to preach to Muslims. 
He accompanied the soldiers on the Fifth Crusade, and met the Sultan of 
Egypt. Francis also sent his friars to various parts of Europe and Morocco. 
 
Many photos of Francis show him with birds, symbolic of his “love for all 
creation and a joy in it” (Ibid.).  
 
Only in his mid-forties, Francis passed away, but not before receiving the 
stigmata, the wounds of his Master in his own body. Clouse concludes: “He is 
revered by many Christians as one of the most noble, Christ-like figures who 
ever lived” (Lion Handbook, 272). 
 
III. Catherine of Siena 
 
Catherine of Siena (1347-80) lived in a time of “growing corruption in high 
ecclesiastical quarters” (Latourette, 1:645). She was one of twins, the 
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youngest of twenty-three children born to Giacommo Benincasa and his wife, 
Lapa di Piagenti di Puccio. At the age of seven, she had a vision of Jesus, and 
vowed to him her virginity (Ibid., 643). At the age of 15, she took the vows of 
the third order of Dominic, becoming a nun. 
 
Latourette (p. 644) observes: 
 

It is significant that in the second half of the fourteenth century one 
frail woman of humble birth, who died before she had reached her 
mid-thirties, should have had so profound an influence. Her life was a 
life of meditation, prayer, ecstatic vision, and of so great a devotion to 
Jesus, whose bride she believed herself to be, that she felt she had 
received the stigmata of his wounds spiritually even though not 
physically. By nature joyous, she had a profound sense of her own 
sinfulness, attributed to it some of her failures to accomplish what she 
believed to be her divinely commissioned ends, and had periods of 
inward struggle and depression. Yet her life was one of intense activity 
in personal ministrations and in the stormy and intricate complexities of 
Italian and papal politics. 

 
Her accomplishments were many. Catherine had a heart for the poor and 
sick, and ministered to them when the Black Death spread across Siena (in 
Italy). Many miraculous healing were attributed to her during this time (Ibid., 
644). At the same time, she was unafraid to get involved in politics, and was 
instrumental in seeing Pope Gregory XI establish his residence in Rome. On 
the other hand, she failed in her attempt to incite another Crusade, to bring 
Palestine back into Christian hands. 
 

 
Catherine of Siena anticipated the work done in the 20th century by 

Mother Teresa of Calcutta 
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III. Thomas Aquinas 
 
Thomas Aquinas (1225-74) is the most renowned of medieval theologians. 
Colin Brown (Lion Handbook, 286-87) counts him among the scholastics, 
theologians living from the 9th through the 14th century who placed a great 
emphasis upon logic and philosophy as they developed their theology. The 
term “scholasticism” comes from the Greek scholastikos, meaning “to enjoy 
leisure” or “to devote one’s free time to learning” (Soccio, Archetypes of 
Wisdom, 238). 
 
 

 
 

Thomas Aquinas 
 
In his many-volume work, Summa Theologica, Aquinas lays down the “Five 
Ways,” attempts to prove the existence of God. These are still influential 
today, and are often addressed by philosophers as part of the study of 
metaphysics, “that portion of philosophy which treats of the most general and 
fundamental principles underlying all reality and all knowledge” (New Advent 
Encyclopedia, under “metaphysics,” http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/ 
10226a.htm). 
 
One of the best known of the “Five Ways” is the teleological argument, the 
so-called “argument from design.” In nature, we can discern an order. Things 
act with an “end” (telos) in mind. An acorn becomes a tree, and an infant 
becomes an adult, and an arrow is directed by an archer. Thomas concluded: 
“Therefore some intelligent being exists by whom all natural things are 
directed to their end; and this being we call God” (cited by Soccio, 246). 
 
IV. Conclusion 
 
The Crusades were an attempt to take back from Muslims holy places that 
had fallen into their hands. Unfortunately, the Crusades came to symbolize 
the opposite of the Gospel message, which is love of neighbour. Catherine of 
Siena demonstrated such a love through a life of devotion to the poor and 
sick. For his part, Thomas Aquinas devoted himself to God through theology, 
leaving a legacy of Christian reflection for generations to come. In the next 
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chapter, we will examine others, especially those who prepared the way for 
what would come to be known as the Protestant Reformation. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Activity – Small group discussion questions 
 
1. A “just war” ? – Before the time of Constantine, Christians never joined 
the army, considering it a contradiction to Jesus’ peaceful teachings. Later, 
Augustine laid down the four characteristics of a “just war.” What do you 
think of his conditions? Are they persuasive? Is it possible to demonstrate love 
to one’s neighbour through war? What about when one is attacked? Are 
Christians forbidden to defend themselves?  
 
2. The “bride of Christ” – From a young age, Catherine of Siena considered 
herself the bride of Christ. In the New Testament, it the Church itself, 
however, that is considered to be Christ’s bride (see Ephesians 5:25-27). 
What are some of the advantages you see in Catherine’s early commitment to 
live as Christ’s bride? What disadvantages might there be by accepting this 
idea? On the other hand, if the Church is Christ’s bride, what ramifications 
might that have regarding upholding high standards of holiness in the 
Church? 
 
3. Riches and Christianity – Francis of Assisi was convinced that Christ 
was calling him to give up the privileges of his birth and live a life of poverty, 
in service to the poor. Do you think that God calls all Christians to such a life? 
If yes, defend your response. If no, explain why not. What temptations might 
both great riches and great poverty present to the Christian? 
 
4. Argument from design – What do you think of Aquinas’ argument that 
God must exist, since we see design in nature? Can you think of other 
examples of design besides the ones mentioned in the lesson? How would 
you answer an atheist who points to floods, volcanoes and hurricanes as 
indications that nature is random, without a Designer? 
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~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Lesson 10 – An Age of Unrest: Seeds of Reform in the Church 
 
I. The Great Schism 
 
The Papacy had always been a force for unity in the Church. However, it 
would undergo severe stress due to a disagreement about who was Pope. 
 
During the 14th century, the Papacy had been seated in Avignon, in 
southwestern France (Lion’s Handbook, 332). When the Cardinals elected 
Pope Urban VI (1378-79) in Rome, however, they found that he was too 
much of a dictator. Some cardinals elected a different Pope, Clement VII. He 
moved to Avignon in 1381, so now there were two Popes, each claiming rule 
over the Church (Ibid., 335). So began a period of confusion which persisted 
until 1417, when the Council of Constance elected Martin V as the sole Pope. 
 
II. Savonarola, Preacher of Moral Reform 
 
This article, by Robert G. Clouse, was taken from the Lion’s Handbook,  
p. 340. 
 

 
 

Savonarola 
 

“At the carnival in Florence in 1496, Savonarola inspired the ‘burning of the 
vanities’ when the people made a great bonfire of cosmetics, false hair, 

pornographic books and gambling equipment.” -- Clouse 
 

Girolamo Savonarola (1452-98) was an Italian preacher of reform who 

was executed for his activities. Born in Ferrara, Italy, he studied 

humanism and medicine, but renounced these pursuits to become a 

Dominican in 1474. He served in several north Italian cities and by 1491 

was Prior of San Marco and a popular preacher in Florence. His sermons 

warned of a great judgement coming on the city, after which a golden 

age would arrive, when Florence would unite all Italy in a just 

commonwealth. These predictions seemed to be fulfilled when Charles 

VIII, king of France, invaded Italy and the Medici rulers of Florence fled. 
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Under the new government, Savonarola rose to a position of power 

through his preaching. He initiated tax reforms, aided the poor, 

reformed the courts, and changed the city from a lax, corrupt, pleasure-

loving place into a virtual monastery. Having reformed Florence, he 

next denounced Pope Alexander VI and the corrupt papal court. The 

quarrel which followed resulted in his excommunication and the threat 

of an interdict against Florence. This frightened the people and led to 

his execution. 

 

Savonarola became a hero to many of the early Protestants, even though 

he retained a Catholic theology. They saw in his opposition to the 

papacy a useful example for them to follow. His success came at the 

height of the Italian Renaissance; it demonstrates a deeply religious 

attitude among the people of that era which is often overlooked. 

 
Questions 
 
1. In what country did Savonarola exercise his preaching ministry? 
 
2. What were his sermons like? 
3. What did Savonarola do that upset the Pope? 
 
4. Why did the people execute Savonarola? 
 
5. To whom did Savonarola later become an example? 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
III. The Inquisition in Spain 
 

 
 
Source: Latourette, 1:657-58 
 
In Spain of the 15th century, many Jews and Muslims were baptized and 
converted to Christianity under pressure from Christian authorities. For many 
of the converted Jews (called Marranos or Conversosi) and converted Muslims 
(called Moriscos), it was a purely nominal change. Many in the population at-
large harboured ill feeling toward them, and accused them of practicing their 
religious rights in secret. In 1480, the Pope approved the appointment of 

 
He that complies against his will 
Is of the same opinion still. 

 

                                        - Samuel Butler, 1612-1680 
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Torquemada, the Inquistor-general. Under his zealous oversight, many of the 
so-called Marronos and Moriscos were burned at the stake.  
 
In 1502, King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella issued an edict that Muslims 
either had to be baptized or leave the country. The same requirement had 
been imposed upon the Jews in 1492, and in both instances, thousands more 
were baptized. Latourette (p. 658) concluded: “The Inquisition was developed 
by men who had the zeal of reformers and made for a certain kind of unity in 
Spain, but it can scarcely be said to have contributed to the religious 
awakening of the sixteenth century.”  
 
The website Catholic.com correctly points out that stamping out heresy has 
not been limited to Roman Catholicism, but that “Luther and Calvin both 
endorsed the right of the state to protect society by purging false religion. In 
fact, Calvin not only banished from Geneva those who did not share his 
views, he permitted and in some cases ordered others to be executed for 
"heresy" (e.g. Jacques Gouet, tortured and beheaded in 1547; and Michael 
Servetus, burned at the stake in 1553)” (see http: www.catholic.com/library/ 
Inquisition.asp). It should be underscored that no matter the circumstances, 
persecution for wrong doctrine is never justified. 
 
IV. John Wyclif and John Hus 
 
Today we take our Bibles for granted. It is difficult to imagine a time when 
the Bible was only in the hands of the clergy, and existed only in Hebrew, 
Greek, or Latin editions, yet such was the case in 14th century England. 
 
John Wyclif (1329-84) was a would-be reformer in the Church, living in the 
north of England (Tim Dowley, Lion’s Handbook, 344). He “offended the 
church by backing the right of the government to seize the property of 
corrupt clergymen” (Ibid.). He also attacked the idea of transubstantiation, 
the doctrine that during the mass, the bread and wine were transformed into 
the literal body and blood of Christ. Further, he taught that people did not 
need a priest to mediate between themselves and God. Finally and most 
importantly, Wycliffe made a translation of the Latin Vulgate into English, 
producing what is now called the Wyclif Bible. Although Wyclif died in peace, 
a synod in London condemned his doctrines and his unauthorized Bible 
translation.  
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Jan (John) Hus 
 
Jan (John) Hus (1373-1415) was another reformer in the spirit of Wyclif. He 
eventually became dean of the faculty of philosophy and rector of the 
University of Prague, in Bohemia (Latourette, 1:666), but he is best known as 
an eloquent and earnest preacher, rector of the chapel of the Holy Innocents 
of Bethlehem in Prague. Latourette (p. 667) clarified: 
 

(Hus) denounced the evils in the Church, from parish priests to Pope, 
and held that Christ and not Peter was the foundation on which God 
had founded the Church, and that, far from being inerrant, many 
Popes had been heretics. He was marked by high ethical purpose and 
wished moral reform rather than ecclesiastical revolution.  
 

The Council of Constance tried Hus and found him guilty of supporting the 
teachings of Wyclif. Latourette called Hus’ defence during trial – that to recant 
his teachings could only be done if it did “not offend God and his conscience” 
– the “essence of Protestantism” (Ibid., 669). He was sentenced to death by 
burning, and his last words were said to have been: “Lord, into your hands I 
commend my spirit.” 
 
V. Conclusion 
 
The several centuries leading to the Protestant Reformation were marked by 
instability and corruption in the Church. Occasionally, misguided zeal against 
heresy displayed itself, such as during the Spanish Inquisition. Nevertheless, 
God raised up preachers like Savonorola, Wycliffe, and Hus to challenge His 
people to a life of holiness. The foundation had been laid for a wider Reform 
of the Church, a Reform that awaited the 16th century and a German monk by 
the name of Martin Luther. 
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~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Activity – Small group discussion questions 
 
1.  Corruption in the Church – What are some of the things that happen in 
the Church today that could be called “corruption”? What should a Nazarene 
minister do who witnesses this? Is it easy to be like Savonarola? What might 
some of the long-term consequences be for any church that refuses to 
address corruption in its midst? 
 
2. The Bible and the laity – Our lesson showed us that John Wyclif had a 
heart to make the Bible available to the people. What are some of the things 
in Africa today that make the Bible a closed book for our Nazarenes? Talk 
about ideas for making the Bible more accessible and our people more 
knowledgeable about Scripture. 
 
3. Imposters – The Spanish Inquisition attempted to find out who the real 
Christians were, and put many to death whom they found guilty of practicing 
other faiths, people who nonetheless claimed to be Christians. In Africa, do 
we have Nazarenes who say they are followers of Christ, but in secret, serve 
other gods? What can we do – other than falling into the extremism of the 
Inquisitors – to help our people leave behind the worship of false gods?  
 


