Bethel School of Discipleship – Year 2

Church History #3:
313-500 Anno Domini
The Church, the Empire, & the
Barbarians
UNION OF CHURCH AND STATE – CONSTANTINE AND THE CHURCH
1. The union of the Church and State during this period is due largely to
the influence of Constantine the Great (272-337). Constantine was
the son of the western emperor Constantius. He was elected
emperor of Britain, Gaul, and Spain in 306 when his father died.
Maxentius, who ruled Italy and North Africa and wanted to rule the
entire western Empire, attacked Constantine with an army three
times larger than his. On the evening before the battle, Constantine
saw a cross above the sun as it was setting in the west. In letters of
light the cross bore the words, “By this sign conquer.” The next day,
October 28, 312, he defeated his enemy at the battle of the Milvian
Bridge. The battle of Milvian Bridge is one of the great decisive battles
in the history of the world.
 In 312, when Constantine defeated his rival in battle, he
determined to propitiate the Christian God who had given him
victory.
 One year later he published an edict of religious toleration,
granting full freedom to all existing forms of worship, with special
reference to Christianity.
 He moved the center of power to Constantinople in the east away
from Rome
 Constantine erected magnificent Church buildings in prominent
cities, but demanded unconditional obedience to official
pronouncements, even when they interfered with Church matters.
 The Christian name became a passport to political, military, and
social promotion. Many assumed roles in the Church without
experiencing conversion.
 Constantine’s conversion has always been suspected.
 He died in 337, just shortly after receiving baptism from Bishop
Eusebius.
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THE CHRISTIANIZING OF THE STATE WAS A SECULARIZING OF THE
CHURCH.
The Church could now act upon the State, but so could the State act upon
the Church. This mutual influence was both a blessing and a curse. “The
mass of the Roman Empire was baptized only with water, not with the
Spirit and the gospel, and it smuggled heathen practices into the
sanctuary under a new name.”1
1. There were blessings associated with the alliance of Church and State.
 Restoration of confiscated property to the church.
 State subsidized the church.
 Exemption of clergy from public service.
 Rape became a capital crime and restrictions on divorce were
instituted to protect women.
 The gladiatorial contests were abolished.
o The gladiatorial games throughout the empire took the life of
as many as 20,000 slaves and prisoners every month.
2. There were curses associated with the alliance of Church and State.
 The emperor assumed a position of leadership in the church and
became arbitrator in church affairs. In exchange for position,
1
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protection, and aid the state demanded the right to interfere in
the affairs of the church.
Christianity became a means of promotion.
The bishops became prominent state officials. Separation of
clergy and laity.
The Church began to persecute heretics as crimes against the
state.
Formalization of worship.
o Splendor
o Mary
o Sacraments
Incorporation & Christianizing of pagan rituals.
o Saints and martyrs images and veneration
o Veneration of relics
o Unscriptural doctrines

ECUMENICAL COUNCILS
There have been three great eras of theological controversy in the history
of the church. The earliest occurred between 325 and 451 AD. These first
controversies wrestled with the relationships of the persons of the
trinity; the relationship between the natures of Christ; and the manner of
man’s salvation.
1. The First Ecumenical Council took place in Nicaea in 325.
 Constantine convened a council of 1800 bishops to settle the
ongoing Arian controversy and growing schism.
 In 318, Arius declared that Son was like God, but not the same
essence as God. The Council excommunicated him, condemned
his teaching, and developed the Nicene Creed.
 Nicaea also sanctioned the civil punishment of heresy, a
development that would have its full manifestation in the
Inquisition of the Middle Ages.

The Nicene Creed
I believe in one God, the Father almighty, maker of heaven and earth, of
all things visible and invisible.
I believe in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Only Begotten Son of God, born of
the Father before all ages. God from God, Light from Light, true God
from true God, begotten, not made, consubstantial with the Father;
through him all things were made. For us men and for our salvation he
came down from heaven, and by the Holy Spirit was incarnate of the
Virgin Mary, and became man. For our sake he was crucified under
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Pontius Pilate, he suffered death and was buried, and rose again on the
third day in accordance with the Scriptures. He ascended into heaven
and is seated at the right hand of the Father. He will come again in glory
to judge the living and the dead and his kingdom will have no end.
I believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, who proceeds from
the Father and the Son, who with the Father and the Son is adored and
glorified, who has spoken through the prophets. I believe in one, holy,
catholic and apostolic Church. I confess one Baptism for the forgiveness
of sins and I look forward to the resurrection of the dead and the life of
the world to come. Amen
2. The Second Ecumenical Council took place in Constantinople in 381.
 Nicaea did not resolve the Arian controversy. After the death of
Constantine, his sons and succeeding emperors supported it and
even made it the orthodox faith of the State.
 This Council met to establish the Nicene faith and restore unity in
the Church.
3. The Third Ecumenical Council took place in Ephesus in 431.
 This Council met to condemn the heretical teachings of Pelagius.
 Pelagius was a British monk of considerable learning and austere
moral character. In about 390 he went to Rome, where, appalled
by the lax morals of Roman Christians, he preached Christian
asceticism and recruited many followers.
 Pelagius exalted free will as the primary ingredient in salvation,
and taught the moral perfectibility of the human race.
o Four Tenets of Pelagianism are:
1. Adam’s sin harmed only himself, not the human race.
2. Newborn children are in the same state as Adam before
his fall.
3. The Mosaic Law is as good a guide to heaven as the Gospel.
4. Even before the advent of Christ there were men who
were without sin.
 Starting in 412, St. Augustine wrote a series of works in which he
attacked the Pelagian doctrine of human moral autonomy and
developed his own subtle formulation of the relation of human
freedom to divine grace. As a result of Augustine's criticisms,
Pelagius was accused of heresy.2
4. The Fourth Ecumenical Council took place in Chalcedon in 451.
 The fourth council was convened to respond to the heresy of
Eutyches, who taught that Christ had only one nature and not
2
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two. This heresy was called Monophysitism. The council
resulted in the formation of the Chalcedon definition.
This Council met to reassert faith in the complete deity and
humanity of Christ.
There were three other Ecumenical Councils of the Church after
Chalcedon: Constantinople II 553, Constantinople III 680, and
Nicaea II 787. The debate in these councils centered on intricate
theological concerns and isolated heresies.

CHURCH FATHERS - POST NICENE
1. Eusebius (260-340) - Historian & Scholar
 Eusebius was a scholar and historian who preserved a great deal
of ancient literature. He was given a place of honor beside
Constantine at the Council of Nicaea. Eusebius put forth the
Caesarean Creed that the Council modified and accepted. His
greatest work is Ecclesiastical History, the greatest source of
information concerning the first three centuries of the Church.
His purpose was to make a record of the past trials of the church
at the end of its long period of struggle and the beginning of its
era of prosperity.
2. Athanasius (296-373) - Defender of the Faith & Theologian
 Athanasius did more than anyone to bring about the triumph of
the orthodox Nicene faith over Arianism. Athanasius was born in
Alexandria and trained there as a theologian. In 325, he
accompanied his bishop to Nicaea, and distinguished himself at
the Council by refuting Arianism. Three years later he became the
bishop of Alexandria. Athanasius was banished five times
throughout his life because of his opposition to the Arian heresy.
He also helped shape the Christian ideal of monasticism through
his book, The Life of Anthony. He is traditionally credited with the
introduction of monasticism to the West during one of his
periodic exiles.
3. Ambrose (339-397) - Administrator and Preacher
 Ambrose, from a Roman noble family, studied law and was
appointed as Magistrate of the Roman province centered at Milan.
His qualities as a magistrate were widely recognized and he
became known as a conscientious and genuinely religious official.
When the Bishop of Milan died in 374, the crowd appointed
Ambrose for bishop. Ambrose sold all of his estates and became
bishop of Milan – while still a catechumen and before his baptism.
 Ambrose became famous as a preacher, a duty he took seriously.
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Ambrose was a strong supporter of the Nicene Creed and wrote
many books. Much of Ambrose’s greatness, however, lies in the
spiritual authority and influence he wielded over the Emperors of
his day. As the Bishop of Milan (the city where the western
Emperors then resided), he became the equivalent to the ‘court
bishop’—the power behind the throne. When the empress
Justina ordered him to institute Arian worship in his church, he
refused. She sent troops to the church to enforce her will but the
troops, hearing the people praying and singing, soon joined them.
The empress gave up her attack on the bishop. In 390, Ambrose
excommunicated the emperor Theodosius for his indiscriminate
massacre of 7,000 Thessalonians. After eight months the
emperor finally submitted and made public confession of his sin.
In his diligence in teaching the faith and refuting heresy, Ambrose
influenced many, including Augustine, his most illustrious convert.
Ambrose introduced congregational singing in the West and made
hymns an integral part of the Latin liturgy. In his diligence in
teaching the faith and refuting heresy, Ambrose influenced many,
including Augustine, his most illustrious convert.

4. Augustine (354-430) - Philosopher and Theologian
 Augustine did more to shape Christianity than any other person
(besides the Apostle Paul). Augustine stood between two worlds,
the classic cultural civilization and the other of barbarism. He
insisted that people look beyond to the “City of God,” a spiritual
civilization because the old was passing away. Augustine came
from a respectable family of modest income. The witness and
prayers of his mother, Monica, finally brought him to salvation.
Prior to conversion he experienced periods of immorality and
entanglement in appealing philosophies. He was appointed
professor of rhetoric and public speaking in Milan during
Ambrose’s bishopric. Fond of oratory, he would often go to hear
Ambrose preach. A great change slowly took place in Augustine
as he listened to the sermons of Ambrose. He eventually reached
a turning point and committed his life to Christ. From this
moment on he was a changed man and devoted himself heart and
soul to the service of the Church. In public debate and through
his writings, Augustine defended the teachings of the Church
against heresies and schisms. Augustine molded the theology of
the Middle Ages in Europe and greatly influenced Luther and
Calvin. Luther quoted Augustine over one hundred times in his
commentary on Romans alone. He left over 100 books, 500
sermons, and 200 letters. Augustine’s most famous works are
Confessions (his autobiography) and the City of God (his
Church History #3

Rev. Sept. 30, 2017

Page 6 of 11

Bethel School of Discipleship – Year 2

philosophy of history). Christians throughout the ages have found
spiritual blessing in reading Confessions that he wrote to praise
God for the grace that He extended to such a sinner as he. His
literary production was so massive that it is difficult to arrive at
even an approximation of what he taught on various subjects.
Any bibliography on the study of Augustine will list thousands of
works in numerous languages. When the barbarians invaded his
hometown of Hippo a year after his death his library was rescued
and thus saved for posterity. His concept of education and his
administrative energies produced a system of schools that was
the model for the entire Middle Ages – including the university
system that began in the twelfth century. Augustine’s magnum
opus The City of God is an unexcelled statement of the biblical
view of history and one of the most influential books ever written.
His universal grasp of man’s history is one of his lasting
contributions.
5. Jerome (345-420) – Translator
 Jerome travelled to Palestine in 386 AD and lived a monastic life
while he worked on a new translation of the bible into Latin. He
was a Hebrew and Greek scholar. His translation, the Vulgate, was
widely used for 1500 years and until recently the only official Bible
of the Roman Catholic church.
6. John Chrysostom (347-407) - Orator and Expositor
 After becoming a monk he practiced severe asceticism and lived
in a cave. Ill health stopped the regiment and brought him to
Antioch where he preached some of his best sermons. When the
patriarch of Constantinople died in 397, Chrysostom was
appointed to replace him. Unwilling to accept, Chrysostom was
captured by the emperor’s troops, taken to the city, and
consecrated bishop. He held this position until Empress Eudoxia
banished him because he denounced her lifestyle. He died in
exile. He lived a pure and simple life in contrast to his wealthy
parishioners. There are about 640 of his sermons still extant.
The surname Chrysostom (“golden-mouthed”) was first used in
the 5th century because of his eloquence.3 Chrysostom opposed
the allegorical interpretations of Scripture of the Alexandrian
church and promoted the grammatical-historical method of
biblical exegesis. After seeking to discover the literal meaning of
the writer he sought to make practical application of that meaning
to the problems of the people.
3
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FALL OF ROME & THE BARBARIANS
In the 5th century the Western Roman Empire finally collapsed from civil
war, corruption, and conquests by the Germanic tribes. The bishop of
Rome was left with both political as well as spiritual power. Due to the
mass migrations of Germanic, Slav, and Mongol people groups into
Western Europe, the church was faced with two problems: preserving
the Hellenistic-Roman culture which was threatened with destruction,
and evangelizing the masses of wandering tribesmen.

MISSION
1. The Conversion of Armenia.
 Armenia became Christian by the work and preaching of Gregory
the Illuminator. In 300 AD King Tiridates was converted and
baptized. Armenia was the first state to become officially
Christian, and in spite of intense persecution through the
centuries, the Armenians have held faithfully to Christianity.
2. The Conversion of the British Isles and the Angels & Saxons.
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British Isles were won to Christianity primarily through Roman
settlers and merchants. This Celtic Christianity was left
defenseless when Roman armies withdrew and the Angles,
Saxons, and Jutes invaded. When the Anglo-Saxons came to
England in the middle of the fifth century, they killed Christians,
destroyed churches, and nearly eradicated Celtic Christianity
from Great Britain.

3. The Conversion of Ireland.
 Patrick (389-461), the patron saint and apostle of Ireland, was
born in Britain in a Christian family. At 16 he was carried to
Ireland by pirates and sold into slavery. For six years he tended
the flocks, until escaping and returning to his family. Back in
England, he had a dream in which a man named Victoricus
delivered him a letter titled, “The Voice of the Irish.” As he read
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it he heard a company of Irish children beseeching him to walk
once more among them. “Deeply moved,” he says, “I could read
no more.” From 432 to 461 he worked among the Celts of
Ireland and, despite significant opposition from the Druid religion,
managed to make the island a strong center for Celtic Christianity.
During the Dark Ages of Europe, Ireland was the center of culture
from which monks were sent as missionaries and scholars to the
Continent.
4. The Conversion of Scotland.
 In 563 Columba sailed from Ireland with twelve disciples to the
tiny island of Iona in the West of Scotland. There he founded a
monastery that became the center for the evangelization of
Scotland.
5. The Conversion of England.
 Pope Gregory sent the Benedictine abbot Augustine to
evangelize the Anglo-Saxons in 597. King Ethelbert was
converted and gradually drew his subjects after him.
 Augustine of Canterbury is called the apostle of England. He left
his role as prior of the Benedictine monastery of St. Andrew,
Rome, to lead 40 monks to evangelize the pagan Saxons in
England. When they arrived in southern Gaul, they heard rumors
of the brutality of the Saxons and returned to Rome. But
Gregory would not be denied this mission to England and so they
set out again. During this time, Ethelbert’s wife became a
Christian. On Christmas Day of 597, thousands of Ethelbert’s
subjects were baptized. Augustine then sent a delegation to
Rome with the report of the remarkable revival and a request for
further orders. Gregory responded with more missionaries and
orders for Augustine to appoint twelve more bishops over the
British. Augustine built the first cathedral at Canterbury and
founded the monastery of Saints Peter and Paul outside of the
city.
6. The Conversion of the Goths.
 Ufilas (310-380AD), an Arian Christian, felt the call to be a
missionary among the Goths. His work was so successful that
when many of the Goths later entered the Roman Empire they
were already Christians. He created a Gothic alphabet and
reduced their language to writing, then translated the scriptures
into their own language. Because they were so bellicose he
decided not to translate Samuel and Kings.
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7. The Conversion of the Burgundians and Franks.
 Martin of Tours (335-400AD) felt called to bring the gospel to the
Burgundians who had settled in southern Gaul. He adopted
aggressive tactics by organizing soldier monks into bands in order
to destroy the pagan worship areas. Near the end of the fifth
century, Clovis, King of the Franks, married Clotilda, a Christian
princess of Burgundy. Her influence along with a divine
encounter in battle led to his conversion. The majority of his
people also accepted Christianity.
8. The Conversion of Germany.
 Boniface brought the gospel to the Teutonic tribes occupying
most of modern Germany. He was a well-educated and devout
priest. He decided to consecrate his life to missions and received
authority from the pope to evangelize Germany. In the presence
of a large assembly of pagans, he cut down the sacred oak of
Thor and built with the planks the church of St. Peter. During
successful missions throughout Germany, Boniface began to use
devoted women as missionaries. These women were the first in
a long line of women who served Christ bravely in the missionary
fields of the world. He was a great organizer and educator who
profoundly influenced the course of intellectual, political, and
ecclesiastical history in Germany and France throughout the
Middle Ages. He unified the missionary movement by bringing it
under the control of Rome, provided bishops and teachers for
many generations, and significantly improved the quality of life in
the Frankish kingdom. A band of pagan Frisians martyred him
while reading the Scriptures to new converts on Pentecost
Sunday.

Discussion and Consideration
1. Considering the advantages and disadvantages of mingling of Church
and State in history, how does this affect your thoughts about religion
and politics today?
2. Which of the Post-Nicene Fathers do you admire the most and why?
3. Do any of the stories of the brave men and women missionaries of
this time inspire you, how so?
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