
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. At the Council of Nicaea in A.D. 325, the church repudiated Arianism and formulated the Nicene Creed. 
However, due to imperial patronage, Arianism remained a force throughout the eastern half of the 
Roman Empire. A new generaKon of theologians was raised up and contended for the true faith. Among 
the chiefs of these leaders are a group known as the Cappadocian Fathers, acKve around A.D. 360-385.  

A. The first of the Cappadocians is Basil the Great. He was the leader of the church in Caesarea, one 
of the prominent ciKes of Cappadocia. He was from a prominent ChrisKan family but he pursued 
studies in philosophy, leaving his home and moving to Athens, sKll a great center of pagan 
learning. However, through the efforts of his sister Macrina, who was a significant influence on 
the church in Caesarea, Basil returned to the faith.  
1. His elevaKon to bishop of Caesarea put him into opposiKon against the imperial 

administraKon, in the east headed by the Arian emperor Valens. However, Basil remained 
steadfast and managed to secure his posiKon despite his Nicene faith. When confronted by 
the emperor, who was surprised by his defiance, Basil stated “perhaps you have never met a 
real bishop.” 

2. Basil was greatly concerned with the preservaKon of the teachings of the Apostles. He wrote 
Krelessly against the Arians. Two of his most important works are Against Eunomius, a 
treaKse refuKng a leading Arian teacher, and On The Holy Spirit. Through these works, he 
conKnued to refine the arKculaKon of the doctrine of the Trinity. He states: 

No one knoweth the Father save the Son, and the Spirit searcheth all things; and what can this pre-
eminence in knowledge mean if any other can comprehend the essence of the Deity. It is under the 
teaching of God’s acts, and knowing the Creator through His works, that we arrive at the concepHon of 
His wisdom and His goodness and thus there is no one name which suffices to include the whole nature 
of God. What is the substance of the earth, and what is the method by which it is known? If the 
substance of all things is unknown to us, much more that of God. The peace of God passeth all 
understanding, yet Eunomius will not allow that the very substance of God is beyond all understanding 
and knowledge of man. For my part, I believe that the concepHon of it passes not only men’s 
understanding, but that of all raHonal creatures” (Contra Eunomius 1.10-14) 

3. He summarizes his teaching on the nature of God, clearly laying out Trinitarian doctrine, 
being sure to use the language of Nicaea clearly: 

I shall state that ousia has the same relaHon to hypostasis as the common has to the parHcular. Every 
one of us both shares in existence by the common term of essence (ousia) and by his own properHes is 
such a one and such a one. In the same manner, in the maQer in quesHon, the term ousia is common, like 
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goodness, or Godhead, or any similar aQribute; while hypostasis is contemplated in the special property 
of Fatherhood, Sonship, or the power to sancHfy. If then they describe the Persons as being without 
hypostasis, the statement is per se absurd; but if they concede that the Persons exist in real hypostasis, 
as they acknowledge, let them so reckon them that the principle of the homoousion may be preserved in 
the unity of the Godhead, and that the doctrine preached may be the recogniHon of true religion, of 
Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, in the perfect and complete hypostasis of each of the Persons 
named. (Epistle 214) 

4. UlKmately, he had great clarity with regards to where the errant views on the nature of God 
would lead. He says: 

Those who say that the Only-begoQen is a creature of God, and then worship Him and call Him God, by 
adoring the creature and not the Creator, re-introduce the errors of the heathen; and they who deny that 
He is God of God, and nominally confessing the Son of God, in reality and truth evacuate His existence, 
renew Judaism. (Homily 24) 

B. The second of the Cappadocian Fathers is Gregory of Nyssa. He was the younger brother of Basil 
but of a very different temperament. Though well educated, he never traveled to Athens and 
received the complexity of training that his brother did. His focus was more mysKcal in nature 
and he was more inclined to monasKc life than Basil. However, when Basil died, Gregory was 
called upon to pick up his mantle and became one of the leaders of the Nicene church. He 
conKnued his brother’s work, wriKng extensively against the Arians.  

C. The third and final of the Cappadocian Fathers is Gregory of Nazianzus. He was a best friend of 
Basil’s and studied with him in Athens (incidentally, he and Basil both became acquainted with 
the future emperor Julian, later known as the Apostate). Gregory is oben referred to as The 
Theologian. Like the other great leaders of the church of that age, he wrote copiously, working to 
refute the deviaKons of the hereKcs.  
1. As with Gregory of Nyssa, he picks up Basil’s mantle and conKnues the struggle against the 

Arians. Much of his wriKngs build on the works of Basil and further the teachings and 
arKculaKons that he brought to the fore. In refutaKon of Arius’s refrain “en oti pote ouk en 
(There was when he was not)” Gregory replied: 

If ever there was a Hme when the Father was not, then there was a Hme when the Son was not. If ever 
there was a Hme when the Son was not, then there was a Hme when the Spirit was not. If the One was 
from the beginning, then the Three were so too. (OraKon 5.4) 

2. In 379 Gregory was called to ConstanKnople, the capitol of the Roman Empire. The emperor 
Valens, a vehement patron of the Arian church, had been killed at the disastrous Bagle of 
Adrianople. The general Theodosius was elevated to the imperial dignity. A devout Nicene, 
he cleared the way for the church to expunge the taint of Arianism. When he arrived in 
ConstanKnople, Gregory found that there was not a single orthodox church in the enKre city 
and the patriarchal seat was occupied by an Arian. He began Nicene church in his own home, 
calling it “the new Shiloh where the Ark was fixed", and as "an Anastasia, the scene of the 
resurrecKon of the faith". 

3. Within two years, he had led the clearing out of Arian prelates and presided over the 
convocaKon known as the Council of ConstanKnople, which occurred in the year 381. There, 
the final repudiaKon of Arianism was achieved, restoring the true teachings of the Apostles 
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with regard to the deity of Christ once and for all. Some addiKons were made to the Nicene 
Creed, emphasizing the deity of the Holy Spirit and adding some detail to the Christology.  

4. The Nicene Creed, as it looked aber the Council of ConstanKnople, was now in form by which 
we recognize it today. Though not completely exhausKve, it does have, explicitly or implicitly, 
most of the major teachings of the church embedded in it. There are six major movements in 
systemaKc theology.  They are: Bibliology, Trinitarianism, HamarKology and Anthropology, 
Soteriology, SancKficaKon and Ecclesiology, and Eschatology. The presence of these doctrines 
in the creed reflect a growing understanding of and confidence in the ability to arKculate the 
teachings of the Apostles. 

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

II. In the west, the church’s most prominent leader was Ambrose. He was the bishop of the church in 
Milan. At the Kme, Milan had become the funcKonal capitol of the western half of the Roman Empire so 
his posiKon there gave him considerable influence in the church. He contended for both orthodox 
theology against Arianism but also for the independence of the church from the imperial administraKon.  

A. Ambrose was from a ChrisKan family that espoused Nicene doctrine. However, he never 
intended on an ecclesiasKc career, instead becoming a part of the Roman governmental 
bureaucracy. However, when the bishop of Milan died, he was elevated to that posiKon against 
his will. This was in large measure due to the charitable approach he took to theological debate. 
He was resolute in his Nicene faith but sought peace with Arians rather than outright conflict. 

B. Once in office, he adopted an asceKc lifestyle, and devoted himself to study, prayer and pastoring 
his church.  

C. When ValenKnian II, the young Arian emperor in the west, sought to give two of Ambrose’s most 
important churches to Arian control, he refused to accommodate the imperial authority going so 
far as to barricade himself in the church rather than see it fall into Arian hands.  

D. When many of his church were taken hostage and ransomed by invading Goths, Ambrose melted 
down church gold and silver to pay for them. This aggravated many, especially in the Arian camp 
who sKll had their eyes on some of Ambrose’s churches. He replied:  

It is a beQer thing to save souls for the Lord than to save treasures. He who sent forth his apostles 
without gold had not need of gold to form his Church. The Church possesses gold, not to hoard, but to 
scaQer abroad and come to the aid of the unfortunate. 

E. In 390, the emperor Theodosius came west to Milan. When he came to Ambrose’s church, he 
sought entry for communion. However, Ambrose denied him entry into the church, on account 
of a massacre Theodosius (possibly) ordered in Thessalonica. Ambrose demanded that the 
emperor repent publicly before he be admiged into church and receive communion. Although 
angry, Theodosius relented and performed public penance so that he may be allowed to enter 
the church and be restored. This event set a power precedent that will reverberate throughout 
the Middle Ages as ecclesiasKc authority and secular authority escalate the struggle for primacy.  



III. In 381 Theodosius declares Nicene ChrisKanity the official religion of the Roman Empire. When 
Theodosius died in 395, he split the Empire between his two sons, never to be reunited again.  




