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    Between the tremors of empire and the quiet resolve of believers, this history traces how a new faith remembered itself into endurance. Eusebius of Caesarea presents a sweeping account of Christian origins, growth, conflicts, and trials from the apostolic age to his own lifetime in the early fourth century. His project is both documentary and interpretive: to collect testimonies, list successions of leaders, and narrate decisive events that shaped communities spread across the Roman world. In doing so, he preserves voices otherwise lost and offers a structured memory of beginnings, inviting readers to witness how tradition, text, and testimony formed a durable identity.

This work is considered a classic because it established a model for writing the past of a religious movement with breadth, sources, and critical arrangement. As the earliest surviving comprehensive history of the Church, it informed centuries of chronographers, theologians, and historians. Its influence runs from late antique continuators to medieval compilers and modern scholars who return to its pages for documents, lists, and references not preserved elsewhere. It bridges literature and historiography by assembling letters, martyr acts, and excerpts from earlier authors, and it taught subsequent writers how to weave documents into a narrative that simultaneously records and interprets.

The author, Eusebius of Caesarea, was a fourth-century bishop and scholar writing in Greek in Caesarea Maritima. Drawing on a famed library associated with Pamphilus and informed by the legacy of Origen, he composed the Church History in multiple editions during the years surrounding the end of the Great Persecution and the rise of Constantine. The book’s ten parts survey the Church’s origins, leadership, teachings, and trials, moving from the apostolic generation to the author’s present. Eusebius aims to provide a coherent record of succession, texts, controversies, and suffering, preserving a structured account for posterity without claiming to exhaust every regional detail.

The scope of the narrative is ambitious yet carefully bounded. Eusebius begins with the preaching of the apostles and the expansion of communities throughout the Mediterranean, then follows developments under successive Roman emperors. He charts the succession of bishops in principal cities, notes the emergence of distinct writings and teachers, and records periods of persecution as well as intervals of peace. The work culminates in the early fourth century, when imperial attitudes toward Christians shifted dramatically. While revised over time, its final shape presents ten books that balance chronology with thematic concerns, giving readers a layered map of early Christian institutional and literary formation.

Eusebius writes with a clear purpose: to document the growth of Christian communities, to identify their recognized leaders, and to catalog the literature that shaped belief and practice. He collects official letters, synodal decisions, apologetic works, and accounts of confessors and martyrs. He also marks disputes and divergent teachings, registering how communities argued, corrected, and defined themselves. The intention is not merely to recount events, but to show continuity through succession and text. By compiling evidence and noting where uncertainty remains, he provides a framework for understanding how the church’s memory, writings, and offices stabilized after decades of expansion and trial.

One of the book’s most enduring contributions is its preservation of earlier sources. Eusebius excerpts and summarizes writers such as Papias, Hegesippus, Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, and Origen, as well as Jewish historian Josephus. Many of these citations survive only because he copied or described them. He consults martyr records and imperial rescripts, and he frequently signals when a report is secondhand or contested. This documentary method turns the history into a repository of texts, offering scholars access to the intellectual and institutional texture of early Christianity, and guiding readers to judge claims by attending to manuscripts, authorship, and transmission.

Narratively, the history moves across cities and centuries with a sober yet attentive voice. Eusebius situates bishops, teachers, and communities within broader imperial contexts, noting which rulers favored or opposed Christians and recording the effects on daily life and worship. His portrayal of suffering is restrained, often letting documents speak for themselves. Meanwhile, he traces the circulation of writings, the recognition of some books as widely received, and debates over others. The result is a panoramic view that pairs administrative tables with vivid episodes, allowing readers to see how local events, doctrinal discussions, and civic pressures intersected in the making of a transregional movement.

The book’s reception extended its legacy across languages and eras. A Latin translation by Rufinus helped disseminate it in the West and inspired continuations. Fifth-century historians such as Socrates Scholasticus, Sozomen, and Theodoret built upon Eusebius’s model, crafting narratives that pick up where he ended. Medieval compilers mined it for chronology and source texts, while early modern critics debated its judgments and leaned on its documentation. Modern historians continue to consult it as a foundational testimony for the first three centuries of Christian history. Its mixture of annalistic structure, documentary excerpts, and interpretive framing set a durable standard for ecclesiastical historiography.

Reading the Church History today involves attending to both sources and perspective. Eusebius writes as a bishop within a specific time, and he frames events through the concerns of fourth-century Christian communities. His commitments shape what he highlights, yet his consistent practice of quotation and citation grounds the narrative. The book invites reflection on how memory is curated: which documents are copied, which lists are maintained, and how communities define orthodoxy and error. Its careful attention to succession, witness, and text shows how institutional continuity and the preservation of writings became the backbone of communal identity under changing political and cultural conditions.

Literarily, the work stands at the crossroads of chronicle, archive, and apologetic. It does not simply tell a story; it constructs a scaffolding of evidence that subsequent authors could test, confirm, or correct. The ten-book structure allows thematic clusters to develop—on persecutions, on teachers and authors, on disputes and councils within earlier centuries—while retaining a forward movement. Eusebius’s style is measured and often understated, but the material he assembles carries dramatic weight. Its value as a quarry of texts and a model of compilation makes it a touchstone for thinking about how histories are built from documents, voices, and careful ordering.

Key facts orient the reader to its content and purpose. Eusebius, bishop of Caesarea, composed the Greek text in the early fourth century and revised it across editions. The work spans from the apostolic era to the author’s contemporaries, documenting leadership successions, notable teachers, persecutions under various emperors, and the circulation of Christian writings. He registers which books were widely acknowledged, debated, or rejected, thereby giving a rare window onto the formation of scriptural reading in communities. He aims to preserve reliable testimony, to distinguish rumor from documentation when possible, and to leave an ordered account that later generations could evaluate.

This volume presents all ten books together, allowing modern readers to experience the breadth of Eusebius’s design and the cumulative force of his documentation. Its themes—memory under pressure, continuity through succession and text, and the interplay of local communities with imperial power—remain resonant. It is engaging not only as an origin story but as a study in how histories are made and preserved. Contemporary audiences find in it both a foundational archive and a reminder of the critical virtues of citation, context, and measured judgment. The Church History endures because it teaches readers to see tradition as a living, examined inheritance.
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    Eusebius presents a comprehensive history of the Christian church from the time of Jesus to the early fourth century, explaining his aims, methods, and use of earlier sources. Book One frames Christ’s appearance within Roman chronology and Jewish expectations, drawing on Scripture, Josephus, and other records. It treats the preexistence of the Logos, prophecies, and the ministry of Jesus under Tiberius and Pilate. Eusebius notes John the Baptist’s witness, the selection of the apostles, and the early leadership in Jerusalem, especially James the brother of the Lord. He sketches the Herodian background and sets the foundation for tracing succession and teaching.

Book Two surveys the apostolic age after the ascension. Eusebius outlines the spread of the gospel from Jerusalem to the wider Roman world, the appointment of leaders, and early conflicts. He reports the martyrdoms of James, Peter, and Paul, associating the latter two with Rome under Nero. He recounts the story of Simon Magus and the establishment of major sees, including Mark’s work in Alexandria. He records traditions about the Gospels, noting Matthew’s composition for Hebrew believers and Mark’s writing from Peter’s preaching. Lists of early bishops begin to appear, anchoring communities in identifiable lines of succession.

Book Three turns to the period after Nero, highlighting the Jewish War and the fall of Jerusalem under Vespasian and Titus, using Josephus as a key source. Eusebius traces the leadership of the Jerusalem church from James to Simeon and notes the flight to Pella. He describes the persecution under Domitian, including the exile of John to Patmos and his later return under Nerva. Catalogs of bishops in Rome, Alexandria, and Antioch are expanded. Eusebius also discusses the writings circulating in the churches, distinguishing those universally acknowledged from texts considered disputed, preserving valuable testimony on early Christian literature.

In Book Four, Eusebius covers the era of Trajan, Hadrian, and Antoninus Pius, recording martyrdoms and the consolidation of church life. He preserves letters of Ignatius of Antioch and mentions Papias’s Expositions and Polycarp’s leadership, connecting apostolic memory to the second generation. He notes the work of early apologists, such as Quadratus and Aristides, who addressed emperors on behalf of Christians. Emerging doctrinal challenges, including teachings of Basilides and Valentinus, are identified. Reports of imperial rescripts and local governors’ decisions provide context for varying provincial policies. Through Hegesippus and others, Eusebius documents travel, inquiry, and continuity across widely separated communities.

Book Five focuses on the later second century, from Marcus Aurelius into the time of Commodus. Eusebius details the Montanist movement in Phrygia and the widespread response it provoked, citing synodical decisions and individual refutations. He features Irenaeus of Lyons, linking him to Polycarp and cataloging his writings against heresies. The severe persecution of the churches in Lyons and Vienne is described through preserved letters that recount trials and steadfastness. Eusebius also lists apologists and bishops across regions and notes differences in Paschal observance that begin to draw inter-church attention. The picture is of growth accompanied by discipline, controversy, and resilience.

Book Six shifts to the early third century with particular attention to Alexandria. Eusebius surveys the catechetical school, highlighting Clement’s works and the emergence of Origen as a prolific scholar and teacher. He chronicles Origen’s exegetical labors, including the Hexapla, his travels to Arabia and Caesarea, and his interactions with Demetrius and Heraclas. Accounts of persecutions under Septimius Severus and others appear alongside letters from church leaders that describe pastoral care and martyrdoms. Eusebius records controversies resolved through discussion, such as the case of Beryllus of Bostra, and continues to list bishops and authors, showing the widening intellectual and institutional horizons.

Book Seven addresses mid-third-century upheavals. Eusebius reports the persecutions under Decius and Valerian and preserves letters of Dionysius of Alexandria concerning disease, flight, repentance, and discipline. He narrates internal disputes, including the Novatian schism over treatment of the lapsed and debates on rebaptism that drew regional synods, notably in Carthage. Peace under Gallienus brings an imperial rescript recognizing Christian meeting places. Eusebius then recounts the investigation and deposition of Paul of Samosata at Antioch for doctrinal reasons, recording synodal proceedings and correspondence. Throughout, he maintains lists of episcopal successions and authors, tracing continuity amid crisis and recovery across churches.

Books Eight and Nine cover the Great Persecution and its aftermath. Eusebius describes Diocletian’s edicts ordering the destruction of churches, the surrender of Scriptures, and the loss of civil rights, and he details martyrdoms across provinces, including Palestine and Egypt. He notes variations in enforcement and the endurance of confessors. Galerius later issues an edict of toleration, acknowledging failure and permitting assemblies. In the East, Maximin Daia briefly renews hostilities, sponsoring accusations and coercion. Eusebius records the shifting alliances and victories of Constantine and Licinius that overturn persecuting regimes, the public revocation of hostile measures, and the restoration of property and legal standing.

Book Ten depicts the consolidation of peace under Constantine and Licinius. Eusebius preserves imperial letters authorizing restitution, supporting clergy, and directing governors to facilitate reconstruction. He describes the rebuilding and dedication of churches, the remembrance of martyrs, and gatherings of bishops to address order and unity. Official documents grant privileges and affirm liberty of worship. The narrative closes with the church’s emergence into public life after prolonged trials. Throughout the work, Eusebius organizes material by successions, documents, and crises, aiming to demonstrate the transmission of teaching, the endurance of communities, and the transition from sporadic toleration to recognized and protected status.
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    Eusebius composed his Church History in Caesarea Maritima, a major port and administrative hub of Roman Palestine, during the early fourth century. Educated in Greek and formed by the vast library assembled by Origen and his mentor Pamphilus, he wrote in the milieu of the Diocletianic Tetrarchy and its aftermath. The work surveys Christianity from the apostolic age to Eusebius’s present, intertwining provincial experience with empire-wide developments. Caesarea’s cosmopolitan setting exposed him to Roman law, imperial edicts, and the bustling traffic of ideas among Syria, Arabia, and Egypt. This location, alongside access to archives and episcopal correspondence, enabled an unprecedented documentary approach to Christian origins and institutional growth.

The time of writing straddles the most severe persecution of Christians and the subsequent imperial favor under Constantine. Drafts likely began around 311 to 313 and were revised by 324 to 325, as political conditions changed rapidly. The eastern provinces, where Christianity had long been deeply rooted, form the narrative’s geographic spine: Judea, Galilee, Syria, Phoenicia, Arabia, Egypt, and Asia Minor. In this rapidly reorganized empire, with dioceses and prefectures refashioned by Diocletian, Eusebius recorded both local martyrdoms and Roman policy. He wrote as a bishop after 313, presenting the ecclesiastical succession, the struggles of teachers, and the transition from proscription to legal toleration and public patronage.

The book begins with the apostolic age, centering on Jesus’s ministry under Tiberius, crucifixion under Pontius Pilate, and the expansion of the church from Jerusalem. It follows Peter and Paul to Antioch and Rome, and recounts the Council of Jerusalem around 49, where James, Peter, and Paul negotiated Gentile inclusion. Eusebius lists successions of bishops in Jerusalem, Rome, and Antioch to show continuity. He corroborates events through Acts, Pauline letters, and Jewish historians such as Josephus. The narrative frames Christianity as moving from a Judean nucleus to a Mediterranean network of communities within a few decades of the crucifixion and resurrection, establishing authority through teachers, writings, and liturgical practice.

The Jewish-Roman conflicts fundamentally reshaped the Christian story. The First Jewish Revolt (66 to 73) culminated in the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple in 70 under Titus. Eusebius preserves the tradition that the Jerusalem church fled to Pella in the Decapolis before the siege. Later, the Bar Kokhba revolt (132 to 135) under Hadrian led to Aelia Capitolina’s foundation and the barring of Jews from the city, solidifying a Gentile-led bishopric in Jerusalem. Using Josephus and earlier Christian chroniclers, Eusebius interprets these wars as providential markers, shifting the center of Christian life from the Temple city to a trans-urban network stretching across Syria, Asia Minor, and Rome.

Early persecutions under Nero and Domitian set patterns for imperial responses. Nero blamed Christians for the Great Fire of Rome in 64, beginning localized but brutal punishments. Domitian’s reign (81 to 96) saw accusations of atheism and impiety; Eusebius’s tradition associates the exile of John to Patmos with this period and narrates the fates of members of the Flavian family sympathetic to Christians. He cites Clement of Rome’s letter to Corinth to illustrate the church’s endurance and organization by the late first century. These episodes, transmitted through Roman memory and ecclesiastical letters, provided a template for later imperial suspicions and Christian apologetic self-definition.

Second-century imperial policy evolved through case law. The exchange between Pliny and Trajan around 112 established that Christians were not to be hunted but punished if obstinate. Hadrian and Antoninus Pius issued rescripts curbing mob violence and insisting on formal accusations. Eusebius records martyrdoms that nonetheless occurred, such as Ignatius of Antioch under Trajan and Polycarp of Smyrna around 155 to 156. He preserves the moving letters from Lyons and Vienne during persecutions in 177 under Marcus Aurelius. By collecting official replies and communal narratives, the History traces how Roman governance oscillated between pragmatic tolerance and episodic repression, shaping Christian legal consciousness and advocacy.

The rise of heterodox movements and the apologetic response marked the second century. Eusebius catalogs Gnostic teachers like Valentinus and Basilides, Marcion’s radical canon revision in the 140s, and the Phrygian New Prophecy of Montanus. He highlights bishops and writers who answered them: Justin Martyr in Rome, Irenaeus in Gaul, and Hippolytus. He outlines social implications, including disputes over prophecy, discipline, and scripture. The book mirrors these conflicts by excerpting treatises and letters that defended apostolic teaching and catholic unity. By documenting names, locations, and dates, Eusebius demonstrates how controversies compelled clearer definitions of doctrine, episcopal authority, and the publicly read Christian books.

Alexandria emerged as a premier intellectual center. Eusebius traces a succession in the catechetical school from Pantaenus to Clement and Origen. He details Origen’s prodigious output, including the Hexapla, a massive comparative edition of Hebrew and Greek biblical texts, and his scriptural exegesis and philosophical engagements. Tensions with Bishop Demetrius over ordination and discipline forced Origen to Caesarea, where Pamphilus later preserved and multiplied his works. Eusebius mines Origen’s letters and homilies for historical data on teachers, churches, and interpretive practices. The institutionalization of Christian scholarship in Alexandria and Caesarea, under Roman administrative stability, provided the archival backbone for the History’s documentary method.

Mid-third-century crises transformed church life. Decius’s edict of 249 to 251 required empire-wide sacrifice, producing lapsi who later sought reconciliation. Eusebius consults letters of bishops to describe the pastoral turmoil, the martyrdom of Pope Fabian in 250, and the Novatianist schism in 251 over the treatment of the lapsed. Under Valerian (257 to 260), renewed measures targeted clergy, assemblies, and cemeteries. Cyprian of Carthage’s correspondence, also used by Eusebius, records exile and execution. The History connects these events to institutional consolidation: synods addressed discipline, penance, and the restoration of order after persecution, strengthening episcopal networks across Rome, Africa, and the Eastern provinces.

The so-called Plague of Cyprian, from roughly 249 to 262, compounded social stress, depopulation, and military strain. Eusebius preserves reports by Dionysius of Alexandria describing Christian responses of organized care and burial practices amid urban flight. Following Valerian’s capture in 260, Gallienus issued an edict of toleration restoring cemeteries and places of worship to bishops, an administrative shift that re-legitimized Christian property. This relative peace aided the copying of texts and the rebuilding of congregations. Eusebius emphasizes how charity and public service enhanced Christian standing, while letters and legal documents illuminate the cautious coexistence that preceded the empire’s final and most systematic attempt to eradicate the church.

Diocletian’s accession in 284 and the Tetrarchy’s formation in 293 reorganized imperial administration, taxation, and military command. Religious policy promoted traditional cults and imperial unity. Measures against Manichaeans around 297 signaled suspicion toward trans-regional religious networks. Christians rose in number and visibility in the army, bureaucracy, and cities such as Nicomedia, Antioch, and Alexandria. Eusebius notes the prosperity of churches and the construction of large buildings by the early 300s. These successes, combined with court debates about sacrifice and omens, set the stage for an empire-wide assault. As an eastern bishop, Eusebius contextualizes the looming crisis within broader reforms that strengthened the state’s reach.

The Great Persecution began in 303 and decisively shaped Eusebius’s work. He dates the first edict to the Terminalia festival in February 303, ordering the demolition of churches, the burning of scriptures, the loss of legal rights for Christians of rank, and the enslavement of household members. A second edict mandated the arrest of clergy; a third offered release upon sacrifice; a fourth, issued in 304, compelled universal sacrifice across the eastern provinces. Galerius drove policy in the East, while Constantius was comparatively lenient in the West. Eusebius provides eyewitness accounts from Palestine, recording trials at Caesarea, Tyre, and Gaza, and narrating the fates of martyrs such as Apphianus and Aedesius. He recounts the torture and eventual martyrdom in 309 or 310 of Pamphilus, his teacher and the curator of the Caesarean library, a personal loss that animates Book 8 and the separate Martyrs of Palestine. He describes mass executions in the Thebaid, the destruction of sanctuaries, and the psychological pressure of repeated interrogations. Administrative details appear through edicts, rescripts, and officials’ names, showing how provincial governors implemented imperial will. In 311, a mortally ill Galerius issued an edict of toleration from Serdica on 30 April, ending the persecution and restoring the right to assemble, on condition that Christians pray for the emperor and the state. Eusebius frames this volte-face as divine vindication, transitioning his narrative from lament to restoration. The ferocity, scope, and documentary trace of 303 to 311 provide the historical core of the History’s later books, justifying its preservation of letters, lists of martyrs, and institutional memory.

Constantine’s rise altered the legal and cultural landscape. After defeating Maxentius at the Milvian Bridge on 28 October 312, under a sign that Christian tradition remembered as Chi-Rho or a cross, he aligned with Licinius. At Milan in early 313, the emperors agreed on a policy of religious liberty; Licinius promulgated the letter at Nicomedia in June 313, mandating restitution of Christian property. Eusebius, writing in this new climate, presents imperial letters to bishops and orders for restoration. The church rebuilt basilicas, reopened cemeteries, and reconstituted synods. Book 10 celebrates this peace, interpreting victory as providential and embedding imperial benefaction within the narrative of ecclesiastical renewal.

The struggle for control of the East continued until 324. Licinius defeated Maximinus Daia in 313 but later pressured Christians, particularly after 320, curbing assemblies and expelling clergy. Constantine’s campaigns in 324, with battles near Adrianople and at Chrysopolis, brought final victory; naval operations in the Hellespont aided his success. Eusebius treats Licinius’s fall as liberation for the churches, emphasizing decrees reopening worship and granting privileges to clergy. He notes the construction and dedication of churches, imperial letters to provincial governors, and the public elevation of bishops. The History thus mirrors the rapid shift from precarious toleration to a Christian-inflected imperial policy.

A distinctive contribution of the book is its catalog of writings and emerging scriptural canon. Eusebius classifies the homologoumena, including the four Gospels, Acts, the Pauline corpus, 1 Peter, and 1 John; the disputed or antilegomena, such as Hebrews, James, Jude, 2 Peter, and 2 and 3 John; and the contested status of Revelation. He also lists ecclesiastical texts read by some, like the Shepherd of Hermas and the Didache, and rejects notha or spurious works. By tying texts to authors, places, and times, he shows how heresiological conflicts and persecution, including the burning of scriptures in 303, intensified the church’s efforts to define authoritative books.

Eusebius documents early synodal activity and doctrinal disputes before 325. He recounts the Quartodeciman controversy over Pascha dating around 190, when Bishop Victor of Rome attempted to sever communion with Asia Minor churches; Irenaeus urged moderation. He records the deposition of Paul of Samosata at Antioch in 268 for Christological errors and notes Emperor Aurelian’s arbitration awarding church property to those in communion with bishops of Rome and Italy. These episodes display emerging patterns of conciliar decision-making, interregional correspondence, and imperial interface. The Church History connects these precedents to later unity, showing how administrative and theological mechanisms matured across the second and third centuries.

The work functions as a social and political critique by exposing the arbitrariness and brutality of imperial coercion, the fragility of legal protections, and the volatility of public opinion. Through dossiers of rescripts, trial transcripts, and communal letters, it indicts collective punishments, confiscations, and class-biased procedures that stripped confessors of civic status. Eusebius highlights Christian care of the sick during plague, contrasting it with civic neglect, and underscores how intellectual centers flourished despite surveillance. While praising Constantine’s patronage, he memorializes earlier injustices to caution rulers and communities. The careful curation of sources asserts episcopal accountability and the moral superiority of a trans-class, trans-ethnic communion over the violence of pagan political religion.
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    Eusebius of Caesarea was a Christian bishop, scholar, and historian active during the late third and early fourth centuries. Often called the “Father of Church History,” he produced the earliest surviving narrative of Christianity’s first three centuries and helped define how Christians narrated their past under Roman rule and after imperial favor. Operating from Caesarea in Roman Palestine, he drew on an exceptional library and a circle of learned clergy to compile texts, chronologies, and apologetic treatises. His writings bridge persecution and the Constantinian transformation, articulating a providential view of history and a learned defense of the faith that engaged Greco-Roman culture.

His formation took place in the scholarly milieu associated with the library at Caesarea, a center enriched by Origen’s legacy. Under the mentorship of Pamphilus, a presbyter renowned for collecting and editing Christian texts, Eusebius absorbed rigorous methods of textual comparison and a broad classical education. The Caesarean library’s holdings enabled him to consult a wide range of Jewish, Christian, and pagan authors. He cultivated a strong interest in scriptural exegesis and in the transmission of texts, skills that would later shape his historical compilations. During the empire-wide persecutions in the early fourth century, he witnessed events that informed his accounts of martyrs and confessors.

By the early fourth century he was serving as bishop of Caesarea, a role intertwined with his literary activity. His Ecclesiastical History, repeatedly revised as new events unfolded, narrates the origins, spread, leadership, and trials of the church from apostolic times to his own day. Notably, he preserved letters, official edicts, and earlier authors by quoting them at length, thereby transmitting documents that might otherwise be lost. He also composed the Martyrs of Palestine, a record of local suffering and endurance during the persecutions. These works cemented his reputation as a careful excerptor and as a historian with a pastoral and apologetic purpose.

Eusebius pursued ambitious scholarly projects that placed Christianity within universal history. His Chronicle aligned the timelines of various kingdoms and cultures, a synchronistic framework later continued and translated by Jerome. His Praeparatio Evangelica and Demonstratio Evangelica advanced a learned apologetic, arguing that the gospel fulfilled and surpassed the best of Greek philosophy and Hebrew tradition. He compiled the Onomasticon, an index of biblical place-names valuable for geography and exegesis. To aid readers of the Gospels, he created cross-referencing tables, the Eusebian Canons, which were widely copied in manuscripts. Through such tools he shaped how Scripture and history were studied in late antiquity.

Eusebius participated in the Council of Nicaea in the mid-320s, where he supported a creed associated with Caesarea and ultimately signed the council’s confession. His relationship with the emperor Constantine was close, and he later composed the Life of Constantine, blending biography with praise to portray the new imperial favor toward Christianity. He also engaged in theological disputes that followed Nicaea, including controversies over the teaching of Marcellus of Ancyra, against whom he wrote polemical treatises. Throughout these debates he presented himself as advocating unity and scriptural reason, while maintaining an intellectual inheritance shaped by Origen and the Caesarean tradition.

As a historian, Eusebius combined documentary citation with a providential interpretation of events. His method of excerpting official acts, letters, and earlier apologies made his works indispensable sources for later ages. At the same time, readers have noted his apologetic aims, his selective emphasis, and the panegyrical tone of writings connected with the emperor. Later historians of the fifth century drew extensively on his materials, often reworking his framework while supplementing it. Modern scholarship approaches him critically yet gratefully, treating him as both a participant in, and curator of, the transformation of Christianity from a persecuted minority to a religion favored by the state.

Eusebius continued to write and revise into the later 330s, leaving a corpus that shaped ecclesiastical historiography, biblical study, and chronography for centuries. His influence persists in the Eusebian Canons embedded in gospel manuscripts, in the geographical insights of the Onomasticon, and in the chronicle tradition mediated through Jerome. Ecclesiastical History remains a foundational text for understanding early Christianity, consulted with attention to its aims and limits. Today his works are read as both testimony and interpretation: indispensable for the documents they preserve and instructive for how a learned fourth-century bishop envisioned the past, defended the faith, and interpreted the new Christian empire.
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The present translation of the Church History of Eusebius[1] has been made from Heinichen’s second edition of the Greek text, but variant readings have been adopted without hesitation whenever they have approved themselves to my judgment. In all such cases the variation from Heinichen’s text has been indicated in the notes. A simple revision of Crusè’s English version was originally proposed, but a brief examination of it was sufficient to convince me that a satisfactory revision would be an almost hopeless task, and that nothing short of a new and independent translation ought to be undertaken. In the preparation of that translation, invaluable assistance has been rendered by my father, the Rev. Joseph N. McGiffert, D.D., for whose help and counsel I desire thus publicly to give expression to my profound gratitude. The entire translation has been examined by him and owes much to his timely suggestions and criticisms; while the translation itself of a considerable portion of the work (Bks. V.–VIII. and the Martyrs of Palestine) is from his hand. The part thus rendered by him I have carefully revised for the purpose of securing uniformity in style and expression throughout the entire work, and I therefore hold myself alone responsible for it as well as for the earlier and later books. As to the principle upon which the translation has been made, little need be said. The constant endeavor has been to reproduce as nearly as possible, both the substance and form of the original, and in view of the peculiar need of accuracy in such a work as the present, it has seemed better in doubtful cases to run the risk of erring in the direction of over-literalness rather than in that of undue license.

A word of explanation in regard to the notes which accompany the text may not be out of place. In view of the popular character of the series of which the present volume forms a part, it seemed important that the notes should contain much supplementary information in regard to persons, places, and events mentioned in the text which might be quite superfluous to the professional historian as well as to the student enjoying access to libraries rich in historical and bibliographical material, and I have therefore not felt justified in confining myself to such questions as might interest only the critical scholar. Requested by the general editor to make the work in some sense a general history of, or historical commentary upon, the first three centuries of the Christian Church, I have ventured to devote considerable space to a fuller presentation of various subjects but briefly touched upon or merely referred to by Eusebius. At the same time my chief endeavor has been, by a careful study of difficult and disputed points, to do all that I could for their elucidation, and thus to perform as faithfully as possible the paramount duty of a commentator. The number and fulness of the notes needed in such a work must of course be matter of dispute, but annoyed as I have repeatedly been by the fragmentary character of the annotations in the existing editions of the work, I have been anxious to avoid that defect, and have therefore passed by no passage which seemed to me to need discussion, nor consciously evaded any difficulty. Working with historical students constantly in mind I have felt it due to them to fortify all my statements by references to the authorities upon which they have been based, and to indicate at the same time with sufficient fullness the sources whose examination a fuller investigation of the subject on their part might render necessary. The modern works which have been most helpful are mentioned in the notes, but I cannot in justice refrain from making especial reference at this point to Smith and Wace’s Dictionary of Christian Biography which has been constantly at my side, and to the first and second volumes of Schaff’s Church History, whose bibliographies have been especially serviceable. Many of Valesius’ notes have been found very suggestive and must always remain valuable in spite of the great advance made in historical knowledge since his day. For the commentary of Heinichen less can be said. Richardson’s Bibliographical Synopsis, published as a supplement to the Ante-Nicene Library, did not come into my hands until the greater part of the work was completed. In the preparation of the notes upon the latter portion it proved helpful, and its existence has enabled me throughout the work to omit extended lists of books which it would otherwise have been necessary to give.

It was my privilege some three years ago to study portions of the fourth and fifth books of Eusebius’ Church History with Professor Adolf Harnack in his Seminar at Marburg. Especial thanks are due for the help and inspiration gained from that eminent scholar, and for the light thrown by him upon many difficult passages in those portions of the work.

It gives me pleasure also to express my obligation to Dr. Isaac G. Hall, of New York, and to Dr. E. C. Richardson, of Hartford, for information furnished by them in regard to certain editions of the History, also to the Rev. Charles R. Gillett, Librarian of Union Theological Seminary, and to the Rev. J. H. Dulles, Librarian of Princeton Theological Seminary, for their kindness in granting me the privileges of the libraries under their charge, and for their unfailing courtesy shown me in many ways. To Mr. James McDonald, of Shelbyville, Ky., my thanks are due for his translation of the Testimonies for and against Eusebius, printed at the close of the Prolegomena, and to Mr. F. E. Moore, of New Albany, Ind., for assistance rendered in connection with the preparation of the indexes.

Arthur Cushman McGiffert.

Lane Theological Seminary,

April 15, 1890.
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Chapter I.—The Plan of the Work.
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1. It is my purpose to write an account of the successions of the holy apostles, as well as of the times which have elapsed from the days of our Saviour to our own; and to relate the many important events which are said to have occurred in the history of the Church; and to mention those who have governed and presided over the Church in the most prominent parishes, and those who in each generation have proclaimed the divine word either orally or in writing.

2. It is my purpose also to give the names and number and times of those who through love of innovation have run into the greatest errors, and, proclaiming themselves discoverers of knowledge falsely so-called1  have like fierce wolves unmercifully devastated the flock of Christ.

3. It is my intention, moreover, to recount the misfortunes which immediately came upon the whole Jewish nation in consequence of their plots against our Saviour, and to record the ways and the times in which the divine word has been attacked by the Gentiles, and to describe the character of those who at various periods have contended for it in the face of blood and of tortures, as well as the confessions which have been made in our own days, and finally the gracious and kindly succor which our Saviour has afforded them all. Since I propose to write of all these things I shall commence my work with the beginning of the dispensation[2]2  of our Saviour and Lord Jesus Christ.3 

4. But at the outset I must crave for my work the indulgence of the wise,4  for I confess that it is beyond my power to produce a perfect and complete history, and since I am the first to enter upon the subject, I am attempting to traverse as it were a lonely and untrodden path.5  I pray that I may have God as my guide and the power of the Lord as my aid, since I am unable to find even the bare footsteps of those who have traveled the way before me, except in brief fragments, in which some in one way, others in another, have transmitted to us particular accounts of the times in which they lived. From afar they raise their voices like torches, and they cry out, as from some lofty and conspicuous watch-tower, admonishing us where to walk and how to direct the course of our work steadily and safely.

5. Having gathered therefore from the matters mentioned here and there by them whatever we consider important for the present work, and having plucked like flowers from a meadow the appropriate passages from ancient writers,6  we shall endeavor to embody the whole in an historical narrative, content if we preserve the memory of the successions of the apostles of our Saviour; if not indeed of all, yet of the most renowned of them in those churches which are the most noted, and which even to the present time are held in honor.

6. This work seems to me of especial importance because I know of no ecclesiastical writer who has devoted himself to this subject; and I hope that it will appear most useful to those who are fond of historical research.

7. I have already given an epitome of these things in the Chronological Canons7  which I have composed, but notwithstanding that, I have undertaken in the present work to write as full an account of them as I am able.

8. My work will begin, as I have said, with the dispensation8  of the Saviour Christ,—which is loftier and greater than human conception,—and with a discussion of his divinity9 ;

9. for it is necessary, inasmuch as we derive even our name from Christ, for one who proposes to write a history of the Church to begin with the very origin of Christ’s dispensation, a dispensation more divine than many think.







1 Cf. 1 Tim. vi. 20.

2 Greek οἰκονομία. Suicer (Thesaurus Eccles.) points out four uses of this word among ecclesiastical writers: (1) Ministerium Evangelii. (2) Providentia et numen (i.e. of God). (3) Naturæ humanæ assumtio. (4) Totius redemptionis mysterium et passionis Christi sacramentum. Valesius says, “The ancient Greeks use the word to denote whatever Christ did in the world to proclaim salvation for the human race, and thus the first οἰκονομία τοῦ χριστοῦ is the incarnation, as the last οἰκονομία is the passion.” The word in the present case is used in its wide sense to denote not simply the act of incarnation, but the whole economy or dispensation of Christ upon earth. See the notes of Heinichen upon this passage, Vol. III. p. 4 sq., and of Valesius, Vol. I. p. 2.

3 Five mss., followed by nearly all the editors of the Greek text and by the translators Stigloher and Crusè, read τοῦ θεοῦ after χριστόν. The words, however, are omitted by the majority of the best mss. and by Rufinus, followed by Heinichen and Closs. (See the note of Heinichen, Vol. I. p. 4).

4 All the mss. followed by the majority of the editors read εὐγνωμονῶν, which must agree with λόγος. Heinichen, however, followed by Burton, Schwegler, Closs, and Stigloher, read εὐγνωμόνων, which I have also accepted. Closs translates die Nachsicht der Kenner; Stigloher, wohlwollende Nachsicht. Crusè avoids the difficulty by omitting the word; an omission which is quite unwarranted.

5 Eusebius is rightly called the “Father of Church History.” He had no predecessors who wrote, as he did, with a comprehensive historical plan in view; and yet, as he tells us, much had been written of which he made good use in his History. The one who approached nearest to the idea of a Church historian was Hegesippus (see Bk. IV. chap. 22, note 1), but his writings were little more than fragmentary memoirs, or collections of disconnected reminiscences. For instance, Eusebius, in Bk. II. chap 23, quotes from his fifth and last book the account of the martyrdom of James the Just, which shows that his work lacked at least all chronological arrangement. Julius Africanus (see Bk. VI. chap. 31, note 1) also furnished Eusebius with much material in the line of chronology, and in his Chronicle Eusebius made free use of him. These are the only two who can in any sense be said to have preceded Eusebius in his province, and neither one can rob him of his right to be called the “Father of Church History.”

6 One of the greatest values of Eusebius’ History lies in the quotations which it contains from earlier ecclesiastical writers. The works of many of them are lost, and are known to us only through the extracts made by Eusebius. This fact alone is enough to make his History of inestimable worth.

7 On Eusebius’ Chronicle, see the Prolegomena, p. 31, above.

8 οἰκονομία. See above, note 2.

9 θεολογία. Suicer gives four meanings for this word: (1) Doctrina de Deo. (2) Doctrina de SS. Trinitate. (3) Divina Christi natura, seu doctrina de ea. (4) Scriptura sacra utriusque Testamenti. The word is used here in its third signification (cf. also chap. 2, §3, and Bk. V. chap. 28, §5). It occurs very frequently in the works of the Fathers with this meaning, especially in connection with οἰκονομία, which is then quite commonly used to denote the “human nature” of Christ. In the present chapter οἰκονομία keeps throughout its more general signification of “the Dispensation of Christ,” and is not confined to the mere act of incarnation, nor to his “human nature.”






Chapter II.—Summary View of the Pre-existence and Divinity of Our Saviour and Lord Jesus Christ.
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1. Since in Christ there is a twofold nature[3], and the one—in so far as he is thought of as God—resembles the head of the body, while the other may be compared with the feet,—in so far as he, for the sake of our salvation, put on human nature with the same passions as our own,—the following work will be complete only if we begin with the chief and lordliest events of all his history. In this way will the antiquity and divinity of Christianity be shown to those who suppose it of recent and foreign origin,1  and imagine that it appeared only yesterday.2 

2. No language is sufficient to express the origin and the worth, the being and the nature of Christ. Wherefore also the divine Spirit says in the prophecies, “Who shall declare his generatio[1q]n?”3  For none knoweth the Father except the Son, neither can any one know the Son adequately except the Father alone who hath begotten him.4 

3. For who beside the Father could clearly understand the Light which was before the world, the intellectual and essential Wisdom which existed before the ages, the living Word which was in the beginning with the Father and which was God, the first and only begotten of God which was before every creature and creation visible and invisible, the commander-in-chief of the rational and immortal host of heaven, the messenger of the great counsel, the executor of the Father’s unspoken will, the creator, with the Father, of all things, the second cause of the universe after the Father, the true and only-begotten Son of God, the Lord and God and King of all created things, the one who has received dominion and power, with divinity itself, and with might and honor from the Father; as it is said in regard to him in the mystical passages of Scripture which speak of his divinity: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.”5  “All things were made by him; and without him was not anything made.”6 

4. This, too, the great Moses teaches, when, as the most ancient of all the prophets, he describes under the influence of the divine Spirit the creation and arrangement of the universe. He declares that the maker of the world and the creator of all things yielded to Christ himself, and to none other than his own clearly divine and first-born Word, the making of inferior things, and communed with him respecting the creation of man. “For,” says he, “God said, Let us make man in our image and in our likeness.”7 

5. And another of the prophets confirms this, speaking of God in his hymns as follows: “He spake and they were made; he commanded and they were created.”8  He here introduces the Father and Maker as Ruler of all, commanding with a kingly nod, and second to him the divine Word, none other than the one who is proclaimed by us, as carrying out the Father’s commands.

6. All that are said to have excelled in righteousness and piety since the creation of man, the great servant Moses and before him in the first place Abraham and his children, and as many righteous men and prophets as afterward appeared, have contemplated him with the pure eyes of the mind, and have recognized him and offered to him the worship which is due him as Son of God.

7. But he, by no means neglectful of the reverence due to the Father, was appointed to teach the knowledge of the Father to them all. For instance, the Lord God, it is said, appeared as a common man to Abraham while he was sitting at the oak of Mambre.9  And he, immediately falling down, although he saw a man with his eyes, nevertheless worshiped him as God, and sacrificed to him as Lord, and confessed that he was not ignorant of his identity when he uttered the words, “Lord, the judge of all the earth, wilt thou not execute righteous judgment?”10 

8. For if it is unreasonable to suppose that the unbegotten and immutable essence of the almighty God was changed into the form of man or that it deceived the eyes of the beholders with the appearance of some created thing, and if it is unreasonable to suppose, on the other hand, that the Scripture should falsely invent such things, when the God and Lord who judgeth all the earth and executeth judgment is seen in the form of a man, who else can be called, if it be not lawful to call him the first cause of all things, than his only pre-existent Word?11  Concerning whom it is said in the Psalms, “He sent his Word and healed them, and delivered them from their destructions.”12 

9. Moses most clearly proclaims him second Lord after the Father, when he says, “The Lord rained upon Sodom and Gomorrah brimstone and fire from the Lord.”13  The divine Scripture also calls him God, when he appeared again to Jacob in the form of a man, and said to Jacob, “Thy name shall be called no more Jacob, but Israel shall be thy name, because thou hast prevailed with God.”14  Wherefore also Jacob called the name of that place “Vision of God,”15  saying, “For I have seen God face to face, and my life is preserved.”16 

10. Nor is it admissible to suppose that the theophanies[4] recorded were appearances of subordinate angels and ministers of God, for whenever any of these appeared to men, the Scripture does not conceal the fact, but calls them by name not God nor Lord, but angels, as it is easy to prove by numberless testimonies.

11. Joshua, also, the successor of Moses, calls him, as leader of the heavenly angels and archangels and of the supramundane powers, and as lieutenant of the Father,17  entrusted with the second rank of sovereignty and rule over all, “captain of the host of the Lord,” although he saw him not otherwise than again in the form and appearance of a man. For it is written:

12. “And it came to pass when Joshua was at Jericho18  that he looked and saw a man standing over against him with his sword drawn in his hand, and Joshua went unto him and said, Art thou for us or for our adversaries? And he said unto him, As captain of the host of the Lord am I now come. And Joshua fell on his face to the earth and said unto him, Lord, what dost thou command thy servant? and the captain of the Lord said unto Joshua, Loose thy shoe from off thy feet, for the place whereon thou standest is holy.”19 

13. You will perceive also from the same words that this was no other than he who talked with Moses.20  For the Scripture says in the same words and with reference to the same one, “When the Lord saw that he drew near to see, the Lord called to him out of the bush and said, Moses, Moses. And he said, What is it? And he said, Draw not nigh hither; loose thy shoe from off thy feet, for the place whereon thou standest is holy ground. And he said unto him, I am the God of thy fathers, the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.”21 

14. And that there is a certain substance which lived and subsisted22  before the world, and which ministered unto the Father and God of the universe for the formation of all created things, and which is called the Word of God and Wisdom, we may learn, to quote other proofs in addition to those already cited, from the mouth of Wisdom herself, who reveals most clearly through Solomon the following mysteries concerning herself: “I, Wisdom, have dwelt with prudence and knowledge, and I have invoked understanding. Through me kings reign, and princes ordain righteousness. Through me the great are magnified, and through me sovereigns rule the earth.”23 

15. To which she adds: “The Lord created me in the beginning of his ways, for his works; before the world he established me, in the beginning, before he made the earth, before he made the depths, before the mountains were settled, before all hills he begat me. When he prepared the heavens I was present with him, and when he established the fountains of the region under heaven24  I was with him, disposing. I was the one in whom he delighted; daily I rejoiced before him at all times when he was rejoicing at having completed the world.”25 

16. That the divine Word, therefore, pre-existed and appeared to some, if not to all, has thus been briefly shown by us.

17. But why the Gospel was not preached in ancient times to all men and to all nations, as it is now, will appear from the following considerations.26  The life of the ancients was not of such a kind as to permit them to receive the all-wise and all-virtuous teaching of Christ.

18. For immediately in the beginning, after his original life of blessedness, the first man despised the command of God, and fell into this mortal and perishable state, and exchanged his former divinely inspired luxury for this curse-laden earth. His descendants having filled our earth, showed themselves much worse, with the exception of one here and there, and entered upon a certain brutal and insupportable mode of life.

19. They thought neither of city nor state, neither of arts nor sciences. They were ignorant even of the name of laws and of justice, of virtue and of philosophy. As nomads, they passed their lives in deserts, like wild and fierce beasts, destroying, by an excess of voluntary wickedness, the natural reason of man, and the seeds of thought and of culture implanted in the human soul. They gave themselves wholly over to all kinds of profanity, now seducing one another, now slaying one another, now eating human flesh, and now daring to wage war with the Gods and to undertake those battles of the giants celebrated by all; now planning to fortify earth against heaven, and in the madness of ungoverned pride to prepare an attack upon the very God of all.27 

20. On account of these things, when they conducted themselves thus, the all-seeing God sent down upon them floods and conflagrations as upon a wild forest spread over the whole earth. He cut them down with continuous famines and plagues, with
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