
CHURCH HISTORY 
Episode 1 – The Early Church 



WHY ARE WE DOING THIS? 

• God’s interaction with the world has continued from New Testament times until today. It 

would be curious if we didn’t want to know what He has done in that time. 

• If we only sang songs or read books by people from Shropshire, people may accuse us 

of being a little narrow; but only caring about our own generation makes the same 

mistake 

• There’s so much more to know than the common Evangelical timeline... 

 Jesu

s 

Paul Luther 

Calvin 

Puritans 

Methodists 

C. H. Spurgeon 
Us 

(     Nothing much; just a bunch of Catholics    ) 



WHAT HAPPENED IN “THE GAP” 

• Well, lots: 

• The Church spread from the Eastern Mediterranean across all of Western Europe, all of North 

Africa, much of East Africa, the Caucasus, Persia, into India and China 

• Christianity had reached Britain by the second century: the earliest Christian artefact unearthed 

so far was found in Manchester and dates from ~180AD. 

• It became the state religion, first in Armenia, then Ethiopia, then the Roman Empire 

• Many godly men and women lived, wrote, argued, and suffered. 



THE ‘SECOND GENERATION’ 

• Clement of Rome (~35-101AD) 

• Mentioned in Phil. 4:3 

• Was appointed Bishop of Rome: perhaps immediately after Peter (accounts vary) 

• Wrote an epistle to the Corinthians in 96AD 

• Ignatius of Antioch (~35-108AD) 

• Bishop of  Antioch 

• Martyred (thrown to lions) in 108AD 

• Wrote epistles to Ephesus, Magnesia, Tralles, Philadelphia, Smyrna and Rome. 

• Urged that churches accept the authority of their bishops 

• Fiercely opposed Docetism and Judaism 

 

“Remember the words of Jesus our Lord: for He said, Woe unto that man; it were good for him 
if he had not been born, rather than that at he should offend one of Mine elect. It were better 
for him that a millstone were hanged about him, and be cast into the sea, than that he should 
pervert one of Mine elect.” (cf. Mark 9:42) 

“…Take up the epistle of the blessed Paul the Apostle. What wrote he first unto you in the 
beginning of the Gospel? Of a truth he charged you in the Spirit concerning himself and 
Cephas and Apollos, because that even then ye had made parties” (cf. with 1 Cor. 1:12, 3:22) 



THE ‘THIRD GENERATION’ 
• Polycarp of Smyrna (~69–156AD) 

• Personally knew the Apostle John in childhood. 

• In ~110AD wrote an epistle to the Philippians; heavily peppered with quotations from the New Testament 

• Like Ignatius, fiercely opposed Docetism and encouraged submission to authority of bishops 

• Martyred (burned at stake) in 156AD when 86 years old. 

• Justin Martyr (~100-165AD) 

• Wrote  series of apologies, arguing that Christians were responsible citizens whose beliefs were rational, as 

opposed to the irrational beliefs of pagans 

• Argued that the Christian interpretation of the Old Testament was the correct one, as opposed to that of 

contemporary Judaism 

• Beheaded in Rome  

• Irenaeus of Lyon (~130-202AD) 

• From Smyrna; knew Polycarp as a boy 

• Argued the case against Gnosticism 

• Quoted from 21 of the 27 books of the New Testament at one time or another 

 

 

“On the day called Sunday there is a gathering together to one place 
of all those who live in cities or in the country and the memoirs of 
the apostles or the writings of the prophets are read as long as time 
permits”. 



SOME PROMINENT LATER SAINTS 

 

• Athanasius (~296-373AD) 

• Bishop of Alexandria 

• Led the fight for orthodox, Trinitarian doctrine against the Arian heresy 

• John Chrysostom (~349-407AD) 

• Archbishop of Constantinople 

• Known for his eloquent preaching, opposition to corruption in church and state, and concern for the poor 

• Augustine of Hippo (~354-430AD) 

• Wide-ranging theological writings covering many topics 

• Known particularly for opposing Pelagianism and formulating what would later become the Reformed 

understanding of original sin, free will and predestination. 



THE FORMATION OF THE CANON 

• To the early church, “Scripture” meant the Old Testament, though see 2 Peter 3:16 

• Letters of the early church fathers (Clement, Justin, Polycarp, Irenaeus in particular) quoted extensively from 

the books we now regard as the New Testament, without having a formal concept of it as a single book. 

• Some other books (e.g. Epistle of Barnabas, Shepherd of Hermas) were circulated widely in 2nd-4th Centuries 

but were never regarded as authoritative 

• Recognition of the New Testament as a unit arose by consensus rather than by formal agreement 

• First almost-full list of New Testament books (with some discrepancies relative to today’s canon) found in 

‘Muratorian fragment’, ~170AD 

• Next attempt at a complete list was written by Eusebius in ~324AD; records that some books still disputed, in 

particular Hebrews, 2 Peter, James, Jude, 2 & 3 John. 

• First single volume containing the whole of today’s New Testament is the Codex Sinaiticus, dated ~330-

360AD. 



HOW THE BIBLE CAME TO US 
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HOW THE BIBLE CAME TO US 

• The oldest manuscript of all is the 

“Rylands Papyrus P52”, found in 

Egypt but held at the John Rylands 

Library in Manchester. 

• It has parts of John 18:31-33 on the 

front and vv. 37-38 on the back. 

• Dates from somewhere in range 90-

120AD. 



PERSECUTION 

• Empire-wide persecution of Christians was actually quite rare: 

• Nero (64-68 AD) blamed the Christians for the ‘great fire of Rome’ widely believed to have 

been started by Nero himself 

• Decius and Valerian (250-260) – All citizens forced to make sacrifices to Roman gods and 

obtain certificates for having done so. 

• Diocletian (303-313) – All Christian property to be seized and all scriptures to be destroyed; 

Christians forced to sacrifice to Roman gods 

• Julian the Apostate (355-363) – Christians purged from government jobs; state takeover of 

Christian schools and charities; state sponsorship of pagan temples and rituals (along with 

other religions and non-mainstream Christian sects) under the banner of ‘toleration’ 

 



IT WASN’T JUST THE ROMANS...  

• Simon Bar Kochba 

• Led successful rebellion against Roman rule 132-133AD with widespread Christian support; 

Romans expelled from Judea 

• Declared Messiah by the Jews; Christians immediately withdrew support 

• Jews turned on Christians; many Christians martyred 

• Romans return in 134AD and obliterate Judea; estimated 580,000 killed, rest exiled. 

• Persians 

• Widespread persecution in 341AD under Zoroastrian emperor Shapur II. 

 



CHURCH AND STATE 

• Eventually, converts to Christianity included heads of state 

• King Abgar IX of Edessa (nowadays Turkish Kurdistan) ~218AD 

• King Tiridates of Armenia, converted ~301AD 

• Emperor Constantine I of Rome, converted ~312AD 

• King Mirian III of Georgia, ~318AD 

• King Ezana of Ethiopia, converted ~325AD 

• Conversion of Constantine followed by Edict of Milan (313AD), Council of Nicaea 

(325AD) and Edict of Thessalonica (380AD) 



EARLY HERESIES 

• Gnosticism 
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• Montanism 
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• Arianism 

• Nestorianism 

• Pelagianism 

• Donatism 
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1st-2nd Century 

 

The belief that there was some secret knowledge (gnosis) available 

only to the inner circle of believers. 

 

Only the spirit world was ‘pure’; the material world was fundamentally 

evil. This led to one of two conclusions (depending on who you 

followed) 

 

• The material world should be shunned in every way possible 

Extreme asceticism 

 

• The material world really doesn’t matter a jot 

Extreme hedonism / antinomianism 
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1st-7th Century 

 

The belief that Jesus did not have a real physical body, but merely 

appeared to (from Greek ‘dokein’, ‘to seem’) 

 

Overlaps with Gnosticism in that the reason for denying Christ’s body 

was real was the idea that anything physical had to be inherently evil, 

so it wasn’t possible to mix good (spirit) and evil (flesh) in the same 

person. 

 

It’s possible that the Mary cult arose as a reaction to Docetism, since 

having a physical mother is a good indication of being physical 

yourself. 
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1st-5th Century 

 

The opposite of Docetism; the belief that Jesus was in fact the Jewish 

Messiah, but was nevertheless only a man whom God had chosen for 

that role.  
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1st-2nd Century 

 

In this context, the belief that whoever Jesus was, the correct way to 

follow him was to adopt the whole of the Jewish law. 
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2nd-5th Century 

 

Essentially the early church’s charismatic movement, emphasising the 

importance and desirability of prophecy, healings, visions etc. at a 

time when they were no longer commonplace in the early church.  

 

Montanists were often basically orthodox in their beliefs (though some 

adopted Sabellianism – see next slide) but behaved in sometimes 

bizarre ways that undermined the church; for example, at the 

martyrdom of Polycarp of Smyrna, a Montanist called Quintus put 

himself forward to be martyred as well but then lost confidence and 

recanted. 
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3rd Century onwards 

 

Also called ‘modalism’; the belief that God is not three distinct 

persons, but He merely reveals himself in three different forms. 

 

Hence Father, Son and Holy Spirit and not three individuals but three 

different ‘aspects’ of the same God, like a man being at the same time 

a husband, a father and an employer. 
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Late 3rd Century onwards 

 

The idea that Jesus, rather than being the Eternal Son of God and the 

second person of the Trinity, is a created being 

 

Named after Arius, ~250-336, who spread his teaching by writing 

songs about it which became popular throughout the Empire.  Though 

condemned at the Council of Nicaea in 325, it became mainstream 

within the Roman Empire until the late 4th Century. 

 

Very similar to what is believed by modern-day Jehovah’s Witnesses. 
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4th Century onwards 

 

The idea that Jesus, rather than being both God and Man at the same 

time, had separate Divine and Human natures that inhabited His body 

side by side. 

 

[Named after Nestorius, ~386-450, a little unfairly as Nestorius himself 

does not seem to have believed this but was himself orthodox, though 

some things he taught were subject to misinterpretation].  

 

Nestorianism was prominent in the Eastern church, especially in Iran 

and China, before being eclipsed by Islam. 
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Late 4th Century onwards 

 

The belief that human nature is not tainted by Adam’s sin, but that 

people have free will to accept or reject the gospel and can be made 

perfect in this life. 

 

[Named after Pelagius, ~354-440, a British (i.e. Welsh) monk whose 

name is the Latin equivalent of ‘Morgan’].  

 

Essentially this was what John Wesley believed (he called Pelagius a 

“a wise and holy man”) in opposition to George Whitefield and the 

Welsh Methodists. 
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4th Century onwards 

 

The belief that the efficacy of a priest’s ministry depended on the piety 

of the priest himself – in effect, that God’s grace was transmitted 

through the person of the priest himself, rather than through what he 

did (whether preaching, baptism or administering communion). 

 

Named after Donatus Magnus, a North African bishop who taught that 

people who had been baptised by priests who recanted during the 

Diocletian persecution needed to be re-baptised by priests who 

hadn’t. 
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THE CREEDS 

• Apostles’ Creed (~2nd Century) 

• Nicene Creed (325AD) 
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I believe in God, the Father almighty,
      creator of heaven and earth.
I believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord,
      who was conceived by the Holy Spirit
      and born of the virgin Mary.
      He suffered under Pontius Pilate,
      was crucified, died, and was buried;
      he descended to hell.
      The third day he rose again from the dead.
      He ascended to heaven
      and is seated at the right hand of God the Father almighty.
      From there he will come to judge the living and the dead.
I believe in the Holy Spirit,
      the holy catholic* church,
      the communion of saints,
      the forgiveness of sins,
      the resurrection of the body,
      and the life everlasting. Amen.
  



THE CREEDS 

• Apostles’ Creed (~2nd Century) 

• Nicene Creed (325AD) 

• Athanasian Creed (~5th Century 

We believe in one God,
      the Father almighty,
      maker of heaven and earth,
      of all things visible and invisible.
And in one Lord Jesus Christ,
      the only Son of God,
      begotten from the Father before all ages,
           God from God,
           Light from Light,
           true God from true God,
      begotten, not made;
      of the same essence as the Father.
      Through him all things were made.
      For us and for our salvation
           he came down from heaven;
           he became incarnate by the Holy Spirit and the virgin Mary,
           and was made human.
           He was crucified for us under Pontius Pilate;
           he suffered and was buried.



THE CREEDS 

• Apostles’ Creed (~2nd Century) 

• Nicene Creed (325AD) 

• Athanasian Creed (~5th Century) 

Whoever desires to be saved should above all hold to the catholic faith.
Anyone who does not keep it whole and unbroken will doubtless perish 
eternally.
Now this is the catholic faith:
    That we worship one God in trinity and the trinity in unity,
    neither blending their persons
    nor dividing their essence.
        For the person of the Father is a distinct person,
        the person of the Son is another,
        and that of the Holy Spirit still another.
        But the divinity of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit is one,
        their glory equal, their majesty coeternal.
    What quality the Father has, the Son has, and the Holy Spirit has.
        The Father is uncreated,
        the Son is uncreated,
        the Holy Spirit is uncreated.
        The Father is immeasurable,
        the Son is immeasurable,
        the Holy Spirit is immeasurable.



• https://youtu.be/KQLfgaUoQCw 

 

https://youtu.be/KQLfgaUoQCw


ANN GRIFFITHS (1776-1805) NAILED IT 

O am gael ffydd i edrych 
Gyda’r angylion fry 
I drefn yr iachawdwriaeth 
Dirgelwch ynddi sy; 
Dwy natur mewn un person, 
Yn anwahanol mwy, 
Mewn purdeb heb gymysgu 
Yn eu perffeithrwydd hwy. 
 
Mae’n ddyn i gydymdeimlo 
A’th holl wendidau’i gyd; 
Mae’n Dduw i gario’r orsedd 
Ar ddiafol, gnawd a’r byd. 

 

Two natures in one person, 

Henceforth inseparable, 

In purity, without mixing 

Each one of them perfect. 

He’s a man to sympathise 

With all of your frailty; 

He’s God – to carry the day 

Over the world, the flesh and the devil. 


