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Church History, Lesson #4 

(This lesson is based primarily on The Story of Christianity by Justo Gonzalez.) 
 

Primary teachers of the early church… 

 Irenaeus of Lyons 
o Irenaeus primarily saw himself as a shepherd of the church, and saw God as the ultimate shepherd of God’s 

people. 
o From the time of creation, God has been guiding humans toward union and communion with Himself. 
o Adam and Eve were made perfect, but not mature.  Even if they had not sinned they would have needed to 

grow in their communion with God. 
o We are to be guided by “God’s two hands” in this growth in fellowship with Him.  The Word and the Spirit. 
o The ultimate union of God and man was manifest in the incarnation of the Son of God. 

 Clement of Alexandria 
o Clement was not so much a pastor like Irenaeus but a thinker. 
o He wanted to help those who sought a deeper quest for truth and wanted to convince pagan intellectuals 

that Christianity was not absurd. 
o He harmonized Scripture and philosophy through an allegorical interpretation of Scripture. 
o This tended to make God very distant (The Ineffable One) who could only be spoken about through 

metaphors and analogies and who almost couldn’t be known directly. 

 Tertullian of Carthage 
o Tertullian was probably trained in law. 
o He attacked the heretics by basically saying that the Scriptures and their interpretation belong to the 

churches.  Even at this early point, he could point to a standard interpretation of Scripture that was 
consistent among all the churches and went right back to the apostles. 

o In contrast to Clement, he called Christians to not look for novel interpretations but simply believe the clear 
and standard teaching of the Scriptures. 

o However, in 207 AD he actually joined the Montanists, who had reduced the canon to just Paul’s and Luke’s 
writings and said that Jesus had only “seemed” to have a body.  He was probably attracted to their legalism. 

o Even after this his writings were insightful.  After his defection to Montanism, he coined these two 
important phrases: 

 1 substance, 3 persons 
 1 person, 2 natures 

 Origen of Alexandria 
o Was tortured during the persecution of Septimius Severus and died shortly after being released. 
o He, like his teacher Clement, wanted to relate Christianity to the philosophy of the day. 
o Because Genesis 1 says that God created Adam and Eve and Genesis 2 says that He formed Adam out of the 

ground and Eve out of Adam, Origen claimed that there were actually two creations. 
The first creation was spiritual only, and that Adam and Eve didn’t have bodies.  These spirits that God made 
were supposed to be dedicated to the contemplation of the divine, but some spirits fell from this calling. 
So God made a second creation with physical bodies as a temporary shelter for these fallen spirits. 

o Even though Origen claimed that this was from the Scriptures, it really came from Platonism. 
Continued persecution in the 3rd century… 

 Persecution under Septimius Severus – starting in 203 AD 
o The barbarians from the north and civil war within the empire were a constant threat. 
o Septimius Severus decided to promote syncretism.  People could worship whatever god they wanted, but 

everyone needed to acknowledge the deity of the “Unconquered Sun”.   
o The Jews and Christians resisted this false religion. 
o Septimius made it illegal to convert to either Judaism or Christianity. 
o So… people were martyred, not be being Christians, but for baptismal candidates. 
o The strength of such young Christians is amazing.   



 Persecution under Decius – starting in 249 AD 
o Decius was simply an old fashioned Roman who wanted to restore Rome to her former glory.  He therefore 

required that people acknowledge the deity of Emperor and worship the pagan gods. 
o He didn’t outlaw Christianity so much, instead he made the worship of the gods mandatory. 
o Citizens had to acquire an official document that stated that they had burned incense to the Emperor and 

sacrificed to the gods. 
o There was more torture than outright martyrdom.  Those who remained faithful under torture were called 

“confessors”. 
o Some Christians just went along with this and burned the incense and made the sacrifices. 
o Some acquired forged documents without making the required sacrifices. 
o And some weakened temporarily under torture, but repented and returned to the church. 
o The big question was what to do regarding the “lapsed”.   
o Cyprian, bishop of Carthage called a synod of bishops because some of the “confessors” thought they should 

have direct authority over who among the lapsed should be readmitted to the church.  For Cyprian, it was 
important that “the church” not individual confessors have this authority. 

o It was decided that the lapsed who had bought fake documents would be readmitted to the church. 
o Those who had weakened but repented would be readmitted on their deathbeds or if they remained faithful 

in a future persecution. 
o Those who had never repented would never be readmitted. 
o This is probably where the system of penance came from. 
o  This whole episode is especially important because it began to establish the importance of the unity of the 

church and the authority of the church. 
What would it have been like to be a church member in the early church? 

 the low social standing of rank and file Christians… 
o When Celsus accused Christians of being poor and common, he was basically right.  (1 Corinthians 1.26 ff) 
o Among these people, legends sprang up about Jesus’ miraculous activities as a child. 
o BUT… these legends at least speak of a sovereign God involved in everyday life as opposed to the more 

philosophical theories of an “Ineffable One” who can’t really be known personally. 
o And many of these Christians from poorer backgrounds were just as faithful under persecution and torture 

as any of the leaders of the church. 
o The more philosophical writers tended to spiritualize everything, these common Christians clung to the hope 

of the Kingdom of God eventually supplanting the kingdoms of men. 

 Christian worship… 
o Christian worship focused on communion. 
o What about the importance of preaching? – 2 Timothy 4.1-2 
o Christians were not allowed to receive communion until they had been baptized. 
o Communion was weekly, on Sunday, and associated with a common meal. 
o Every Sunday was like a “little Easter”.  Fridays were days of sorrow, repentance, and fasting. 
o Baptism… 
o In Acts, converts were baptized almost immediately.  This was possible because most converts were Jewish 

or were influenced by Judaism. 
o However, as more pagans converted, the church chose to require of a period of instruction and trial before 

baptism.   
o Converts would all be baptized on Easter. 
o Baptism was usually by immersion.  A document called The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles from this period 

recommends baptism in “living” or running water to symbolize the washing away of sins.  When water was 
scarce they would pour water of the convert 3 times in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

o Men and women would be baptized separately because converts were baptized completely naked. 
o When they came out of the water they would receive a white robe to symbolize their new purity in Christ. 
o They would be given a drink of water to symbolize their inner purity. 
o And they would be given milk and honey to symbolize the “promised land” to which they were headed. 
o And then, finally, the men and women converts along with all of the church would go to the church and the 

converts would receive communion for the first time. 


