Church History
· The history of the church can be roughly divided into three eras: the early / ancient church, the medieval church and the modern church. The division between these eras is marked first by the fall of the Western Roman Empire and the latter division lies at the Reformation. Throughout these epochs, the pressures put on the church has been consistent: turn away from the truth, accept a different Gospel. Yet though its condition has waxed and waned, the church has maintained its adherence to the Scriptures and to Christ. 
I. The early church, or the church during the time of the Roman Empire, is generally divided into four sections, based on the identity of the church leaders and the nature of their writings. These are the times of the Apostles, Apostolic Fathers, Apologists and Theologians. 




A. The time of the Apostles is that which is recounted in the New Testament. At this time the church was led by the Disciples and other Apostles, such as Paul, who God positioned to spread the Gospel throughout the Roman Empire and beyond. It is during this era that the Scriptures, inspired by the Holy Spirit, were first written down. The church was confronted with several challenges at this time, chief among them was whether Gentiles were to be part of the church and if so, should they practice Jewish law. The answer to this latter question was a resounding no. Other false teachings began to rear their heads at this time as well. 
B. The time of the Apostolic Fathers was the generations of the church immediately following the Apostles. This was a season of the church finding its footing after those who had learned at the feet of Christ Himself had passed. The writings of this time indicate a firm commitment to the deity of Christ and a strong pastoral care from the church leaders. The church grew rapidly under their leadership. 

C. Under the leadership of the Apologists, the church was endowed with a new confidence and a growing sophistication in its defense of the truth. Employing the Scriptures as their source of truth and authority, they defended the Gospel in the face of strong pagan philosophical and political attacks. This is the season of the great persecutions by the Romans. 
D. The era of the Theologians saw growth of the Church’s ability to articulate its doctrines clearly and with great theological accuracy. Partly the work of brilliant church scholars and partly the result of critical churchwide councils, this phase of the church was in many ways a peak of its development until the Reformation a thousand years later. The church writers of this time produced creeds and treatises that would function as guiding lights to the Reformation and remain deep reservoirs of spiritual insight to the present day. However, this was also the time were corruption crept into the church subsequent to the conversion of Constantine. No longer persecuted, it became politically advantageous to be a Christian and this led to stagnant institutionalization in many corners of the church. 
II. Bridging the gap between the early and medieval church was the ecumenical councils. These were gatherings of church leaders who sought to answer critical questions of truth confronting Christians. Generally, these challenges were Christological in nature, as heretical leaders would begin teaching deviant theologies and the church was forced to answer them in conclusive fashion. 






The first four councils were the most important and were gatherings of the church while it was still in essential unity. The latter three councils were subsequent to the fall of the Western Roman Empire and withing the early Medieval period. While some important issues were addressed, the unity of the church, the cultural elements separating east from west and political issues were also present and a testimony to the increasingly benighted era the church was entering. Consequently, we look to the first four as the critical gatherings that affirmed the doctrines of the church as authoritative.
A. The first two councils, Nicaea and Constantinople were addressing the challenge of Arianism. This heretical teaching directly attacked the triunity of God and the deity of Christ. The unanimous response of the church was the God is indeed one, eternally existing as three persons: Father Son and Spirit. The Nicaean Creed remains the essential articulation of what Christians believe to this day. 
B. The latter two councils addressed false teachings about the union of Christ’s divine and human natures. Chief among these was Monophysitism, which taught that Christ was neither divine nor human but a unique mixture of the two. However, grave issues arise under these heresies and the church repudiated it completely, formulating the Chalcedonian Creed. This affirmed the hypostatic union – that Christ is fully God and fully man, with two complete natures. This, along with the Creed of Nicaea, makes the bedrock of Christian articulation of Biblical truth. 
III. The church in the Middle Ages, that time which lies between the fall of the Western Roman Empire in A.D. 476 and the Matin Luther’s kicking off of the Reformation in A.D. 1517 was a time of great trial and tumult in the church. The institutionalization that began in later Roman times became the norm in this era. Some of this was the reaction to the collapse of secular authority, leaving the church as the only stable authority to conduct daily affairs. However, some of it was the result of a darkening of the culture and the commensurate lack of teaching and understanding of believers. Simply put, it is difficult to search the Scriptures if one can’t access or read them.

Nonetheless, there were many during this time that fought against the darkness to preserve the truth. Part of preserving the truth was the effort to maintain copies of the Scriptures and the writings of the Church Fathers. Part of this was also the efforts of great missionaries that carried the Gospel to pagan tribes both within the bounds of the defunct Roman Empire and also beyond it, in places where Christ had never been preached. 

There were also those who sought to articulate truth according to the Scriptures even though the institutionalization of the church stifled this in many quarters. It was precisely this issue that led the church astray, as authority passed from the Scriptures to the church leadership. The teachings of the Apostles were supplanted by the perceived heirs of the Apostles. This perversion of authority has led many multitudes within the church astray. 
False authority led to many grave errors in the church. Veneration of saints and relics verged on idolatry, the sacraments were corrupted, the very work of Christ was diluted. Lacking a proper submission to the Scriptures, a variety of novel teachings became accepted including the doctrine of purgatory and practices like the sale of indulgences became accepted and commonplace. Despite these corruptions, there were those who remained true to the Gospel and still sought to submit themselves to the full authority of Scripture. 
IV. Beginning with Martin Luther and followed up by many great theologians, the chief of which was John Calvin, the Reformation sought to free the church from the false authority of institutionalization and error and restore it to the proper authority and submission to God’s Word. Though this led to division with in the church, it was successful in restoring a proper devotion to those things which had defined the church from its beginning. These are best summed up in the great “Solas” of the Reformation:

Sola Scriptura (Scripture alone) – In many ways, this is the fundamental principle of the Reformation. Only with Scripture as the final authority can believers properly seek after God. The Bible itself affirms that all of Scripture is breathed out by God. While they may be important – or not – this cannot be said of councils or tradition or church leaders. It is essential that everything be submitted to and under the authority of that one thing that has been breathed out by God. 
Sola Fide (Faith alone) – According to Scripture, there is no means by which we can achieve salvation on our own. It is only through faith in the work of Christ that we are saved. This work, the replacement of our sinful nature with the righteousness of Christ is only reckoned to us when we have faith in Him and the work He achieved on the Cross. There is no place for any contribution from us in this economy. We can only put trust in Christ and His works done on our behalf. 
Sola Gratia (Grace alone) – We have done nothing to earn what Christ has done for us. It is only by the grace of God that we are called to Him and that He redeems us. Gods grace is not a single, temporal punctuation but an eternal grace that extends from eternity past to eternity future. It was in His grace the world was made, that a way to undo the fall was brought about and that we will be in His presence forever. It is by grace that he calls us out of darkness and into His presence.
Solus Christus (Christ alone) – There is no other way to salvation than that which is through Christ. No other god, to other way to access God, no philosophy and no means of works by our own hands and minds will free us from our sin and give us eternal life. Only Christ, and Christ alone, is the way to salvation.
Soli Deo Gloria (To the glory of God alone) – Since salvation only comes through Christ alone, then only to God can the glory be given. There is no room to boast from us except that we boast of Christ and His work. In all things, God is good and to be acclaimed, praised and glorified. 
These five points are the clarion call of the Reformation and still form the backbone of Protestant theology. Note that critical issues, such as God being Trinity and the hypostatic union are taken for granted as true. The real issues that divided the Reformers from the institutional church was matters of authority and who plays what role in salvation. 
A. Subsequent to the Reformation, the church continued to experience cycles of error and revival. Due to the fall, this cycle will remain constant until Christ returns and is well attested to throughout Scripture. Though there have been many cycles of this, the First Great Awakening is a prominent example of what revival should look like when properly based on Scripture and adhering to the great Solas of the Reformation. 
B. Throughout this era, the Gospel has continued to go forth, carried to all corners of the globe by missionaries who have adapted their methods in order to be most effective at reaching the lost. This has progressed from living amongst pagan communities to translating the Scriptures into their language, to adopting local customs and dress to penetrating ever deeper into the heart of unreached corners of the world. 
C. Church must remain vigilant to resist false teachings. It is imperative that the Scriptures remain our final authority in all matters. Error creeps in, even under the guise of good intentions. This was the case with the liberal theologians who sought to “save” Christianity by adapting to fit with principles of the Enlightenment. Ultimately this sacrificed so much as to no longer be Christian, once again leading many into error. 
V. Though there are many lessons that we must take from the history of the church, there are two that seem particularly relevant to the situations that confront the church today. These are that the church must remain ever vigilant against false teaching and submit all teachings to be tested by the Scriptures and that, though trials and persecutions may afflict the church, God will always preserve a remnant to carry His kingdom forward. 
A. In his great work Adversus Praxean Tertullian states:

In various ways has the devil rivaled and resisted the truth.  Sometimes 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 asserting that the devil will often 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. This can be extrapolated into the broader principal error can be arrived at if any one aspect of Scripture is stressed beyond what has been expressed in the rest of Scripture. When balance and precision are lost, falsehood lurks. 

There are warnings throughout Scripture to beware of false teachers, false teachings and error creeping into the church. 

· Watch out for false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing but inwardly are voracious wolves. Matthew 7:15
· Watch out for yourselves and for all the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to shepherd the church of God that he obtained with the blood of his own Son. 29 I know that after I am gone fierce wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock. 30 Even from among your own group men will arise, teaching perversions of the truth to draw the disciples away after them. 31 Therefore be alert, remembering that night and day for three years I did not stop warning each one of you with tears. Acts 20:28-31
· But false prophets arose among the people, just as there will be false teachers among you. These false teachers will infiltrate your midst with destructive heresies, even to the point of denying the Master who bought them. As a result, they will bring swift destruction on themselves. II Peter 2:1
· For many deceivers have gone out into the world, people who do not confess Jesus as Christ coming in the flesh. This person is the deceiver and the antichrist! 2 John 7
For certain men have secretly slipped in among you—men who long ago were marked out for the condemnation I am about to describe—ungodly men who have turned the grace of our God into a license for evil and who deny our only Master and Lord, Jesus Christ. Jude 4
B. Throughout the Scriptures, we see that God has called His people out of the majority and these few, his remnant, will be those who advance His kingdom. Whether that is Noah, Abraham, the 7,000 who won’t bow to Baal, those who return from the exile in Babylon, or those who were in the upper room on Pentecost – and many, many, many others – God will always preserve His remnant. This is equally true throughout the church age. During the Great Persecutions, God preserved His remnant. In the Reformation, He preserved His remnant, and today He continues to preserve His remnant. We see this in Revelation, at the end, God will still preserve His remnant. May we all be faithful and seek to be a part of His people. 
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 begotten of the Father, (John 3:16, Hebrews 1:6, Matthew 14:33, Revelation 1:8)

6. God from God, light from light, true God from true God, begotten, 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, Revelation 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 salvation 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. (Matthew 1:18, Luke 1:27,35, Philippians 2:6-7, Romans 1:3)

11. For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate; (Acts 2:36, Matthew 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;
(Matthew 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, Revelation 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, Matthew 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, Revelation 21:27, Philippians 4:3, Matthew 18:20, Philemon 1:2, Romans 16:5, I Timothy 3:15, Ephesians 2:20, Acts 2:42)

19. We acknowledge one baptism for the forgiveness of sins. (Matthew 28:18-19, Ephesians 4:5, Galatians 3:27, Matthew 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 resurrection 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 Selection of Early Trinitarian Heresies

Adoptionism:  The doctrine that Jesus became son of God by exaltation to a status that was not his at birth. By being adopted by the Father, he becomes God the Son.

Apollinarianism: Doctrine that Jesus had a perfect divine nature and assumed an imperfect body with the Logos taking the controlling place ordinarily held by the mind.

Arianism:  Doctrine stating that the Son does not possess the same nature or substance as the Father but was created as an agent for creating the world.

Aphthartodocetism:  A 6th century belief (regarded as monophysite) that taught that from the moment of union with the divine nature the body of Christ was incorruptible.

Docetism:  An early heresy claiming that Jesus Christ appeared to men in a spiritual body and that since he had no actual human body he only appeared to suffer and die on the cross.

Ebionism: The belief that Jesus was a human who, by virtue of his righteousness, was deemed to be the Messiah. They believed his ministry was inaugurated at his baptism.

Eutychianism:  The doctrine that Christ’s divine and the human natures so blend as to constitute one nature so that Christ is of two natures but not in two natures.

Macedonianism:  An extreme version of Arianism that asserted the belief that the Holy Spirit is a creature like the angles and a servant and minister of the Father and the Son.

Modalism:  A way of understanding God that claims that the members of the Trinity are not three distinct persons but rather three modes or forms of activity in which he manifests himself.

Monarchianism:  An anti-Trinitarian doctrine that asserted that God is a single person as well as a single being.

Monophysitism:  Belief that the human and divine in the person of Jesus Christ constitute only one nature which is regarded either as thoroughly unified or as composite.

Monotheletism:  A doctrine that states that in Christ there is but one will through two natures.

Nestorianism:  A doctrine stating that a divine and human personality were joined in Jesus Christ in perfect harmony of action but remained distinct with the corollary that Mary should not be called the Mother of God.

Sabellianism: Another term for modalism which emphasizes the oneness of God and claims that he wore various masks (modes) to achieve his purposes.
*Gnosticism: An amalgamation of pagan philosophical and spiritual ideas with Christian ideas and language. In large measure a mix of Platonic concepts with Christian imagery. It rejected the physical world as evil.
*Marcionism: A semi-Gnostic group rejecting the Old Testament and select New Testament books.
*denotes major heretical movement that was not specifically a denial of the Trinity but had major Trinitarian implications.
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