
Church History 
• The Middle Ages are so called because they are the era that lies between the thriving of Roman and 

Greek culture and its rediscovery in the Renaissance (which means “rebirth”). The Middle Ages 
themselves can roughly be divided into two epochs: the Dark Ages and the High Middle Ages. The first is 
characterized by the collapse of systems that had existed for centuries under Roman rule, the loss of 
learning and educaIon and a constantly changing series of poliIes. In contrast, the High Middle Ages 
witnesses a significant increase in intellectual acIvity, the populaIon and economic acIvity. It is notable 
for being largely, but not completely independent of Classical influence.  

I. The poliIcal landscape of western Europe was radically altered in the year 800 when Charlemagne, the 
king of the Franks, was crowned Emperor of Rome, thus, in effect, resurrecIng the poliIcal insItuIon of 
the Western Roman Empire. Though this project would ulImately be altered so as to be unrecognizable 
in the future, it had a profound and lasIng impact on both the poliIcal insItuIons and the church of 
the Middle Ages.  

A. Throughout the chaos of the collapse of the Western Empire, there was a succession of new 
kingdoms brought about by the invading Germanic tribes. Over Ime, the Franks proved to be the 
most vigorous and resilient. Their kingdom would outlast all others and form the basis for modern 
Europe.  

B. The first dynasty of the Franks, those in the line of Clovis, were called the Merovingians. However, 
there was a change of regimes in 718, when the palace chamberlain, Charles Martel, took control of 
the kingdom.  
1. Charles Martel did not rule as king in name but funcIonal wielded all the royal power. 
2. In 736 Charles Martel won a momentous victory at the Ba[le of Tours over the Umayyads 

invading from Spain. This was the ulImate check on Islamic expansion in western Europe. 
3. Charles’ son Pepin ruled the Franks as king and became enmeshed in Papal poliIcs, serving as 

protector to the Popes when the Eastern Empire proved unable to do so.   
C. Pepin’s son Charles succeeded him as king. Charles was an excepIonal soldier, conquering many new 

territories and building a Frankish empire. He was undoubtedly the most powerful ruler in the 
western ChrisIan world. 
1. This new empire, referred to as the Carolingian Empire, included parts of Spain, all of Gaul, most 

of Germany and the northern half of Italy.  
2. On Christmas Day, in the year 800, the Pope crowned Charlemagne as Roman Emperor, thus 

recognizing him as the supreme poliIcal authority in the west and the equal of the ByzanIne 
emperors in the east. This acIon also created a counterbalance to the Popes, as future western 
emperors would vie with the papacy for supremacy in the west.  

3. Under Charlemagne’s rule there was a new premium placed on learning and knowledge, which 
prompted what is known as the Carolingian Renaissance. This made a significant contribuIon to 
the preservaIon of ancient manuscripts and the knowledge they contain. 

4. Charlemagne was a devoted ChrisIan king and was noteworthy for spreading ChrisIanity into 
newly conquered regions. This was most notable in the land of the Germanic Saxons, who had 
never had contact with ChrisIanity before the arrival of Charlemagne.  

5. The Carolingian Empire ulImately went into decline due to dynasIc pracIces that had constantly 
plagued the Franks. Charlemagne’s empire was divided up between his three sons, who were 
each given a secIon to rule. 



D. In 911, the last Carolingian king in the eastern third of Charlemagne’s empire died. This secIon, 
called East Francia, was claimed by a Saxon noble named Henry the Fowler. Upon his death, his son 
O[o would ascend the throne. 
1. O[o quickly established his kingdom as the most powerful in western Europe. Though he never 

took control of the Frankish heartland, he was able to reconstruct much of Charlemagne’s 
territory. This led him to become involved in poliIcs in Italy.  

2. In 963 O[o and the Pope agreed to an arrangement in which O[o recognized the Pope as the 
spiritual head of the church and the western emperor as its secular protector. O[o was thus 
crowned Roman emperor, establishing what we now refer to as the Holy Roman Empire. This 
insItuIon was to last, in some form or another, unIl abolished by Napoleon in 1806. 

II. While the Franks were gaining power in the west, the Eastern Roman Empire was fighIng the war for 
the preservaIon of Christendom against Islam. This did not mean, however, that there was concord 
between the two divisions of ChrisIanity. UlImately, there would be a permanent split between the 
eastern and western porIons of the ChrisIan world. 

A. Since the days of the ill-fated Roman emperor Valerian, there had been some kind of recognized 
division between the eastern and western halves of the Roman Empire.  
1. At the most basic level, this was a cultural disIncIon. The east was the areas where Alexander 

the Great spread Greek language, culture and philosophy. The west, on the other hand, were the 
regions untouched by Greek culture so the primary civilizaIonal imprint came from Rome itself.  

2. Thus, there was a Greek speaking east and a LaIn speaking west. The philosophical 
underpinnings of these two regions had fundamental differences. In the church, this was 
reflected in the kind of heresies that organically developed. In the east, issues were 
philosophical, dealing with the mysIcal nature of God. In the west, the issues were focused on 
the pragmaIc aspects of how to live a ChrisIan life.  

3. This division took root in the church and conInued to intensify throughout the Dark Age.  
B. The addiIon of the Filioque clause to the Nicene Creed added a great deal of tension within the 

church. It was considered very inappropriate for the ecumenical creed to be altered unilaterally.  
C. The addiIon of the emperor in the west heightened tensions between the two regions. Prior to 

Charlemagne, the Pope was seen as the highest authority in the west while the emperors were the 
highest authority in the east. The arrival of a rival in the west was an unwelcome development in the 
ByzanIne Empire.  

D. The final element that contributed to the rupture between east and west was the growing power of 
the Popes. In the east, though the emperors were supreme, the church considered the bishop of 
Rome and the Patriarch of ConstanInople to be equals. In the west, the Pope (the bishop of Rome) 
was considered the supreme leader of the church.  
1. This had already been an issue during the PhoIan Schism of 863-864. The ByzanIne emperor 

had deposed the patriarch in favor of his favored friend PhoIus, who was not even a priest.  
2. The Pope rejected the deposiIon of the patriarch and consequently excommunicated the 

emperor.  
3. UlImately the breach would be healed by a compromise but the tensions between east and 

west were exposed and out in the open.  
E. In 1054, a papal delegaIon in ConstanInople was upset by a lack of cooperaIon by their eastern 

counterparts. They issued, in the Pope’s name, an excommunicaIon of the leaders of the eastern 
church. The eastern leaders responded by excommunicaIng the leaders of the western church. This 
had the effect of separaIng the churches officially. This is referred to as the Great Schism. The fact 
that li[le to no effort was made to heal this rupture indicates the deep divisions already present.  



III. Despite the schism between the churches, when disaster befell the ByzanIne Empire in the late 11th 
Century, the eastern emperor Alexios Komnenos issued a call to the western church to help defend 
ChrisIanity against the Islamic threat. This began the 200 year struggle known as the Crusades.  

A. Since the mid-9th Century, the ByzanIne Empire had been growing in strength. This is known as the 
Macedonian Renaissance. Its peak was during the glorious 49 year reign of Basil II (976-1025). 
However, the subsequent rulers gradually squandered his success and ulImately were humiliated by 
the Seljuk Turks at the Ba[le of Manzikert in 1071. This ba[le resulted in the loss of the Empire’s 
Anatolian heartland.  

B. Ajer a succession of incompetent rulers in the 10 years ajer the ba[le, Alexios Komnenos gained 
the throne, iniIaIng the Komnenan RestoraIon, which lasted for 104 years. Part of his program was 
to recruit soldiers from the increasingly strong and prosperous west to fight for ChrisIanity against 
Islam.  
1. When Alexios’ call for soldiers reached the west, it was taken up by Pope Urban II, who preached 

crusade to the west. This movement a groundswell of excitement to “take up the cross” and fight 
for the church in the Holy Land.  

2. Several jusIficaIons were given for the righteousness of the war movement: 
a. The Old Testament example of Joshua’s invasion of Canaan and the devoIon of the 

Canaanites.  
b. Militant passages from the New Testament, such as Ephesians 6:10-18. 
c. AugusIne’s theory of just war was also brought to bear on the argument in favor of crusade. 

3. Soon armies were gathering in Europe and marched east, to fight for ChrisIanity.  
C. The First Crusade was the response to Alexios’ plea for help. It lasted from 1095-1099. It resulted in 

complete success for the Crusaders, who consistently defeated the forces of Islam and set up new 
kingdoms in the Holy Land. It is worth noIng that that this was not the goal of Alexios, who wanted 
to regain his lost territory in Anatolia.  
1. The new kingdoms established in the Holy Land were: 

a. The Principality of AnIoch 
b. The County of Edessa 
c. The County of Tripoli 

d. The Kingdom of Jerusalem 
2. The enIre region, now composed of western kingdoms in the Holy Land, was called Outremer, 

which is medieval French for “over sea”.  
3. Though the soldiers fought in the name of Christ, that did not mean they always comported 

themselves in a ChrisIan fashion. There were some instances cruelty done by the soldiers. 
However, the worst was the slaughter of the inhabitants of Jerusalem when the city was 
captured in 1099, at the end of the First Crusade.  

D. The Second Crusade (1147-49) happened almost 50 years later when the County of Edessa fell to the 
Muslims. Though many of Europe’s most powerful rulers were a part of this Crusade, it failed to 
achieve any of its objecIves.  

E. The Third Crusade (1189-1192) is, in some ways, the most iconic of the Crusades. It was the 
response to the Islamic leader Saladin’s conquest of Jerusalem in 1187. The Crusade, led by 
England’s Richard the Lion Heated, fought a long struggle against the Muslims. The war ulImately 
resulted in stalemate, with Jerusalem sIll in the hands of Saladin.  

F. The Fourth Crusade (1204) was led by the VeneIans and, on the way to Outremer, decided to 
capture ConstanInople rather than conInue east and fight Muslims. The city was ransacked and a 
LaIn kingdom set up in the place of the depose eastern emperor. Though the ByzanIne Empire 
would eventually return, it never recovered its strength ajer this disaster.  



IV. While all of these struggles were ongoing, there was also movement within the minds of peoples of the 
Middle Ages. This resulted in an important theological/philosophical school of thought known as 
ScholasIcism. 

A. Ajer the Carolingian Renaissance, there was an increasing interest in Greek and Roman writers. 
However, due to the destrucIon wrought by the barbarian invasions, most of these works were lost 
in the west. The classical author who thinkers had the easiest access to was Aristotle. Consequently, 
the thought of Aristotle became dominant in the Middle Ages.  
1. Needless to say, Aristotle was readily available, in large measure, because of his incredible 

influence during Greek and Roman Imes.  
2. Aristotle’s philosophical focus was pragmaIc and not focused on spirit as Plato’s had been. 

Consequently, Aristotle was a much easier fit for ChrisIans to interact with.  
B. The primary endeavor of ScholasIcism was the reconciliaIon of Aristotle’s teachings with those of 

the Bible. 
1. This was ojen manifest in the jusIficaIon for the existence of God. Since Aristotle emphasized 

the earthly realm and asserted an empirical assessment of the world, the scholars of the Middle 
Ages were compelled to provide proofs for the existence of God within and empirical framework. 
a. The first to accomplish this was Anselm of Canterbury. He offered the first ontological 

argument for the existence of God.  
b. Thomas Aquinas presented several logical arguments for the existence of God. Furthermore, 

Aquinas emphasized the role of reason in assessing truths. He saw reason as a gij from God 
to humanity and thus, using reason, it was possible for all people to access truth through the 
use of this faculty. This was a jusIficaIon for the use of Aristotle in understanding the world. 
However, the greatest truths were reached when employing reason alongside God’s 
revelaIon in Scripture. These two conduits, when combined, led to the ulImate truth, which 
was Christ.  

c. Other important scholasIcs were William of Ockham, Peter Abelard and others. 
2. The acIvity of the ScholasIcs led to a resurgence of learning throughout Europe. This ulImately 

resulted in the founding of the first universiIes, many of which are sIll in existence today.  

V. This era saw a lot of new ideas creep into the church. The advent of these ideas was from numerous 
sources but they ulImately came to corrupt the church and its teachings. In spite of this, there were 
many that held true to the Gospel, even if some of their peripheral ideas were wrong and harmful. One 
example of this was Bernard of Clairvaux, who held firmly to the doctrine of Grace, even if he was also 
one of the progenitors of the Catholic Church’s teachings on Mary. Regarding grace, he said: 

What can all our righteousness be before God? Shall it not, according to the prophet, be viewed as a filthy 
rag: and if, it be strictly judged, shall not all our righteousness turn out to be mere unrighteousness and 
deficiency? What then, shall it be concerning sin, when not even our righteousness itself can answer for 
itself? Wherefore, venhemently exclaiming with the prophet, ‘Enter not into judgment with your servant O 
Lord’, let us with all humility, flee to mercy; which alone can save our souls.  

He also states: 

For the sake of your sins He will die, for the sake of your jusKficaKon He will rise, in order that you, having 
been jusKfied through faith, may have peace with God. 




