
Church History 
• The history of the early church is generally defined as the period between A.D. 1 – 600.  It can be 

roughly divided into four periods: 
 

 
 

 

 

I. During the 3rd Century Crisis, which stretched from A.D. 235-284, the Roman Empire suffered a series 
of catastrophes that put the Empire in serious jeopardy of destrucNon. These events forcibly intrude 
on the history of the church and will have significant consequences on its future growth and 
development.  

A. Invasions on mulNple fronNers, plague, monetary collapse and poliNcal instability brought the 
imperial administraNon to the edge of collapse.  
1.   One of the many responses to these crises was the first empire-wide persecuNon of ChrisNans. 

This was insNtuted by the emperor Decius in 250 and lasted for 18 months. Roman ciNzens 
were required to offer sacrifices before magistrates to demonstrate their adherence to the 
gods. CerNficates were issued to those who did cerNfying their obedience. Those who failed to 
obtain these cerNficates were to be executed.  

2. ASer a lull of a few years, the emperor Valerian insNtuted a new round of persecuNons in A.D. 
257. These ordered that all leaders of the church were to be executed and ChrisNans of the 
senatorial and equestrian class were to be stripped of their wealth and Ntles if not executed. 
This persecuNon lasted 3 years unNl Valerian’s son Gallienus, now emperor, rescinded the 
mandate.  

3. During the reign of Gallienus (253-268) the Roman Empire reached the nadir of its fortunes. 
The western territories of Gaul and Britannia broke away to form an independent “Gallic 
Empire”. Meanwhile, in the east, the oasis city of Palmyra asserted its independence and 
brought many eastern provinces, including the criNcal provinces of Syria and Egypt into under 
its control.  

4. The empire was put on a correcNve course through the efforts of the emperor Aurelian 
(270-275) who brought these rogue territories back under imperial control and managed to 
somewhat stabilize the empire’s currency.  

5. During this Nme, the church grew in size and influence in ways it never had previously. 
B. The rise of DiocleNan to the throne of the empire in 284 marked an epochal shiS in history of the 

Roman Empire.   
1. DiocleNan recognized that the empire had too many problems confronNng it and geographic 

realiNes meant the imperial administraNon could not confront them all simultaneously. 
Consequently, he insNtuted a new form of imperial government called the Tetrarchy.  
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2. Finalized in 293, this new form of administraNon divided up the Roman Empire between 2 
senior emperors and 2 junior emperors, each ruling over a specific region of the empire. As a 
result, invasions, uprisings and other problems could be dealt with swiSly by the emperors. 

3. In 303 DiocleNan and his junior emperor Galerius insNtuted a new empire-wide persecuNon. 
These were also enforced by Maximian, the senior emperor in the west but were largely 
ignored by his junior emperor ConstanNus.  

4. Through a series of 4 edicts, the persecuNons condemned all church leaders to death, the 
churches destroyed and property confiscated and the Scriptures burned. Furthermore, all 
ciNzens had to gather in public spaces and offer sacrifices. Those who failed to do so were 
executed.  

5. The persecuNons (including those of Decius and Valerian) resulted in schismaNc groups that 
lacked grace and refuse to forgive members who lapsed during the persecuNons. Eventually 
they would even deny the salvaNon of those who forgave the lapsed. These groups primarily 
consisted of the NovaNans, MeleNans and DonaNsts.  

C. DiocleNan and his fellow senior emperor Maximian reNred in 305. The Tetrarchy conNnued with 
the junior emperors, ConstanNus and Galerius, now promoted to senior status and two new 
junior emperors appointed. However, the enNre edifice was thrown into chaos the next year 
when ConstanNus died while on campaign and his son ConstanNne was proclaimed emperor by 
the army.  
1. ConstanNne, a giSed soldier and statesman, was able to secure his unconsNtuNonal 

appointment and rule part of the western empire while the rest of the Tetrarchy was 
consumed by chaoNc succession efforts and rebellions. 

2. In 312 ConstanNne invaded Italy, seeking the ouster of MaxenNus and mastery of the enNre 
western half of the Roman Empire.  

3. According to LactanNus, while ConstanNne marched toward Rome, he had a vision in which he 
was divinely instructed to devise the Chi-Rho emblem.  He then had this placed on his 
standard and emblazoned on the shields of his soldiers. 

4. Outside of Rome, immediately prior to his engagement with MaxenNus, ConstanNne stated he 
saw a flaming cross in the sky with the words “in hoc signo vinces”, which is “by this sign 
conquer”. 

5. The following year he issued the famous Edict of Milan, which legalized ChrisNanity and ended 
the persecuNons in the regions under his rule.   

6. It would not be unNl A.D. 324, when ConstanNne conquers the eastern Roman Empire that the 
persecuNons finally come to a halt. 

7. In 325 ConstanNne founded ConstanNnople, a new ChrisNan capitol for the Roman Empire. 

II. Through all the tumult that had engulfed the Roman Empire, the church conNnued to grow. However, 
a different sort of tumult was confronNng the church. A presbyter in Alexandria named Arius had 
begun teaching a new, false view of Christ.   

In his great work Adversus Praxean Tertullian states: 

In various ways has the devil rivaled and resisted the truth.  Some8mes his aim has been to destroy 

the truth by defending it.  He maintains that there is only one Lord, the Almighty Creator of the 

world, in order that out of this doctrine of the unity he might fabricate a heresy.  

(Adversus Praxean chap. 1) 



Tertullian is asserNng that the devil will oSen try to develop error by defending the truth.  This can be 
observed throughout church history.  In many instances error will be achieved by defending the unity 
of God at the expense of the ‘tri-unity’ of God.  The Arian heresy is possibly the greatest example of 
this. 

A. Arius was iniNally responding to what he considered a revival of Sabellianism. However, his rebuke 
went too far and led him to over emphasize his rejecNon of Sabellian teachings at the expense of 
truth. 
1. The essenNal asserNon of the teachings of Arius is the claim that the Son is not God, but a 

being created by the Father.  Arius innovated a new perspecNves scripture, by rendering 
meaning to verses in isolaNon and then building out from that point. Specifically, Arius begins 
with Proverbs 8:22. 

2. What Arius ulNmately accomplished was a “biblical” basis for denying the eternal nature of 
the Son of God.  That is to say that he is rejecNng the divinity of Christ.  He has reduced He 
that is the Creator into a created creature. Arius coined a phrase which disNlled his teachings 

to their basic nature: en oti pote ouk en (There was when he was not). 
3. A significant following coalesced around Arius.  In large measure this was due to his perceived 

defense of the unity of God.  By emphasizing that the Father alone was divine, many believed 
that Arius was the champion of monotheism. 

B. Alexander, the Bishop of Alexandria, and his deacon Athanasius condemned the teachings of Arius 
as hereNcal. 
A. The central issue between the received teaching of the church and the teaching of Arius was 

over the issue of ousia (substance).  

a. Arius argued that Christ and the Father were eteroousia (heteroousia) which means 
“different substance”.  

b. Alexander and Athanasius asserted Biblically that Christ and the Father were omoousia 
(homoousia) which means “same substance”.  

c. A third posiNon, seeking compromise, asserted that Christ and the Father were omoiousia 
(homoiousia) which means “similar substance”.  

B. This last posiNon sought to bridge the gap between the two camps but ulNmately introduced 
an even more insidious corrupNon of Scripture.  

C. In A.D. 324 ConstanNne defeats his final rival, Licinius, and is the leS the sole ruler of the Roman 
Empire.  He now assumes control of the eastern provinces and in so doing, inherits the Arian 
heresy.   
1. To resolve the Arian issue, ConstanNne convenes a council of all the bishops in the Empire in 

the summer of A.D. 325 in Nicaea. Over 320 bishops were in aiendence. 
2. ASer much debate, the Council repudiated the teachings of Arius and affirmed the tradiNonal 

teachings of the Church. The final vote was nearly unanimous in favor of the deity of Christ, 
with only two members voNng against it. 

3. To prevent further false teaching and confusion, the Council draSs a creed, formulaNng the 
teachings of the church into clear language.  This is the Nicene Creed. 



III. Nicaean Creed (A.D. 381) 

1. We believe in one God, the Father, (Exodus 20:2,3, Mark 12:29-31, Ephesians 4:6, Malachi 2:10, Genesis 35:11)  

2. the Almighty, maker of heaven and earth, (Genesis 1:1, Isaiah 44:24) 

3. of all that is, seen and unseen. (Colossians 1:16, Romans 1:20) 

4. We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, (2 Corinthians 1:3, I Thessalonians 1:1, Romans 13:14) 

5. the only Son of God, eternally bego@en of the Father, (John 3:16, Hebrews 1:6, Maihew 14:33, RevelaNon 1:8) 

6. God from God, light from light, true God from true God, bego@en, not made, (John 1:1 , I John 1:5, John 8:12, John 
20:28, I John 5:20, Psalms 2:7, Hebrews 1:5, John 14:9,  

7. of one Being with the Father; (John 10:30, Isaiah 44:6, RevelaNon 1:8, Philippians 2:6, John 10:38, Colossians 2:9) 

8. through him all things were made. (John 1:1-3,10,14, Ephesians 3:9, I Corinthians 8:6, Colossians 1:15-17) 

9. For us and for our salvaCon he came down from heaven, (I Thessalonians 5:9, Acts 4:12, II Timothy 3:15, John 6:51, 
John 6:38) 

10. was incarnate of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary and became truly human. (Maihew 1:18, Luke 1:27,35, 
Philippians 2:6-7, Romans 1:3) 

11. For our sake he was crucified under PonCus Pilate; (Acts 2:36, Maihew 27:2,26, Mark 15:15) 

12. he suffered death and was buried. On the third day he rose again in accordance with the Scriptures; 
(Maihew 16:21, Mark 15:46, Luke 24:5-7, I Corinthians 15:3,4) 

13. he ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father. (John 20:17, I Timothy 3:16, I Peter 3:21,22, 
Acts 1:9, Mark 16:19) 

14. He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead, and his kingdom will have no end. 

(Acts 1:10,11, RevelaNon 1:7, John 5:22, Acts 10:42, Luke 1:33) 

15. We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, (John 14:17, II Corinthians 3:17, Acts 5:3,4, John 3:5, Titus 
3:5) 

16. who proceeds from the Father who with the Father and the Son is worshiped and glorified, (John 15:26, Luke 
11:13, Maihew 28:19) 

17. who has spoken through the prophets. (II Timothy 3:16, II Peter 1:21) 

18. We believe in one holy catholic and apostolic Church. (John 17:20-23, Ephesians 4:1-6, Colossians 1:18, Hebrews 
12:23, RevelaNon 21:27, Philippians 4:3, Maihew 18:20, Philemon 1:2, Romans 16:5, I Timothy 3:15, Ephesians 2:20, 
Acts 2:42) 

19. We acknowledge one bapCsm for the forgiveness of sins. (Maihew 28:18-19, Ephesians 4:5, GalaNans 3:27, 
Maihew 26:28, Luke 24:47, Acts 2:38, I Peter 3:21, Romans 6:3-4, Mark 1:4, Luke3:3) 



20. We look for the resurrecCon of the dead, and the life of the world to come. Amen. (1 Corinthians 15:12, 1 
Corinthians 15:21-22, John 3:16, 1 Corinthians 2:9, Romans 11:36) 

A.   There are six major movements in systemaNc theology.  They are: Bibliology, Trinitarianism, 
HamarNology and Anthropology, Soteriology, SancNficaNon and Ecclesiology, and Eschatology.  
The Nicaean Creed states or implies all of these major theological categories. 

a. Bibliology:  12,17 
b. Trinitarianism: 1-10, 13, 15-16 
c. HamarNology and Anthropology: 2-3, 8, 9, 11-12, 19 
d. Soteriology: 9, 11-12 
e. SancNficaNon and Ecclesiology: 18-19 
f. Eschatology: 14, 20 

B.  There are 10 lines of evidence that the church used to affirm the doctrine of Christ’s deity: 

a. Divine Prophecy 
b. Divine Existence 
c. Divine Name 
d. Divine Authority 
e. Divine Power 
f. Divine Ownership 

g. Divine ExaltaNon 
h. Divine Titles 
i. Divine Unity 
j. Divine AffirmaNon 

C. The patrisNc writers, both the Apostolic Fathers and the Apologists also affirmed the deity of Christ.  

IV. Even though the church had repudiated Arius and his teachings, the poliNcal momentum behind 
Arianism remains strong. The emperors ConstanNus II (ConstanNne the Great’s son) and Valens were 
hosNle to Nicene orthodoxy. In spite of this, Athanasius, the champion of TrinNtarian theology, stood 
strong in the face of fierce imperial hosNlity.  

A. He was persecuted and exiled 5 Nmes (for a total of 17 years) in the 40 years aSer the Council of 
Nicaea. 

B. He wrote numerous defenses of biblical theology, much of which was devoted to proclaiming the 
deity of Christ. However, he was also an eloquent and caring pastor, who sought to edify 
ChrisNans.  

C. One of his greatest works is De Incarna8one (On The IncarnaNon). Of this book, C.S Lewis states: 
“When I first opened his De Incarna8one I soon discovered by a very simple test that I was reading 

a masterpiece…only a master mind could, in the fourth century, have wriHen so deeply on such a 

subject with such classical simplicity.”   

In the beginning of this incredible document, Athanasius begins his argumentaNon for the deity of 
Christ by staNng: 

We will begin, then, with the crea8on of the world and with God its Maker, for the first fact that you must grasp is 

this: the renewal of crea8on has been wrought by the Self-same Word Who made it in the beginning. There is thus 

no inconsistency between crea8on and salva8on; for the one Father has employed the same Agent for both works, 

effec8ng the salva8on of the world through the same Word Who made it in the beginning. 

Later, he says: 



From the Scriptures you will learn also of his second manifesta8on to us, glorious and divine indeed, when he shall 

come not in lowliness but in His proper glory, no longer in humilia8on but in majesty, no longer to suffer but to 

bestow on us all the fruit of His cross—the resurrec8on and incorrup8bility. No longer will He then be judged, but 

rather will Himself be Judge.”   

 AMEN!




