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    Under the pressure of empire, persecution, debate, and memory, a new religious community struggles to understand its past and secure its future.

Eusebius’s The Ecclesiastical History holds classic status because it became the foundational narrative of early Christianity in historical form. More than a record of events, it established a model for how Christian communities could interpret their own development across time. Its combination of chronicle, biography, institutional memory, and theological purpose gave later readers a framework for thinking about the church as a historical body moving through conflict and change. For centuries, scholars, clergy, and general readers have returned to it not only for information but also for its shaping influence on the very idea of Christian history.

The book’s literary importance lies in the way it gathers scattered materials into a sustained story. Eusebius arranges successions of bishops, accounts of teachers, notices of writers, episodes of persecution, and descriptions of public crises into a broad narrative that stretches across generations. This method gave later ecclesiastical historians a pattern they would often follow, whether in Greek, Latin, or other traditions. The work helped define the scope and style of church history as a genre. Its endurance rests not on ornamented prose alone, but on the ambition and scale of its design.

Its themes have also given it lasting power. The Ecclesiastical History examines continuity and rupture, authority and dissent, suffering and endurance, memory and preservation. It is concerned with how communities transmit teaching, how leaders are remembered, how texts are valued, and how institutions survive external threat and internal controversy. These concerns reach beyond any single century. Readers encounter a work preoccupied with the fragile passage of tradition through time, and with the effort to make sense of conflict without losing sight of a larger historical pattern. That breadth of concern has helped preserve its relevance.

The author, Eusebius of Caesarea, was a Christian bishop and scholar active in the late third and early fourth centuries. He wrote in Greek and lived during a period that witnessed both severe persecution of Christians and a dramatic change in the religion’s public position within the Roman Empire. His learning, his access to libraries and earlier writings, and his interest in preserving documentary material shaped the character of this work. Because he stood relatively close to many of the events he described, his history became a crucial witness for the study of the early church and its literature.

The Ecclesiastical History was composed in the early fourth century, with the work associated especially with the years after the Great Persecution and before or around the time of Constantine’s rise to sole rule. Scholars recognize that it circulated in more than one edition or stage of revision. This publication context matters because the book emerges from a moment when Christians were interpreting recent suffering while confronting a transformed political world. The historical perspective of the work is therefore inseparable from the era in which it was written: a time of transition, consolidation, and intense reflection on collective identity.

At its center, the book offers an account of the Christian church from its beginnings to Eusebius’s own age. It traces lines of leadership, records major teachers and writers, notes the spread of the faith across regions, and preserves information about controversies, martyrdoms, and relations with imperial power. It also pays sustained attention to books: which texts were received, who wrote influential works, and how written testimony could anchor communal memory. Without depending on surprise or plot, the history gains momentum from accumulation, as names, places, documents, and episodes gradually reveal the developing structure of a tradition.

One reason the book remains indispensable is that it preserves materials that might otherwise have vanished. Eusebius excerpts letters, lists, reports, and earlier authors, making his work an archive as well as a narrative. For many people, places, and texts of early Christianity, his testimony is the starting point for later knowledge. This does not mean the work should be read uncritically; rather, its importance lies partly in the fact that so much subsequent study must engage with it. The Ecclesiastical History survives not merely as a story about the past, but as one of the chief vehicles through which that past is accessible.

Its influence on later writers was profound. Ecclesiastical historians in both the Greek East and Latin West took Eusebius as a model, extending, translating, abbreviating, or responding to his account. His methods of organizing succession, controversy, and persecution shaped how Christian pasts were narrated for centuries. Even when later historians corrected, supplemented, or challenged him, they often did so within a framework he had helped establish. The reach of the book thus extends well beyond its own contents. It affected not only what later generations knew about early Christianity, but also how they expected religious history to be written.

The classic status of The Ecclesiastical History also comes from the tension within its perspective. Eusebius writes as a committed Christian and as a historian intent on documentation. That combination gives the work both urgency and complexity. Readers are invited into a narrative that is never purely detached, yet repeatedly anchored in records, names, and inherited testimony. The result is a text that can be read on more than one level: as witness, as argument, as compilation, and as literary construction. Such layered character has ensured that the book remains central to historians, theologians, and readers of late antiquity alike.

For modern readers, the book opens a window onto the making of institutions and the preservation of cultural memory. It asks how communities narrate origins, how they define legitimacy, and how they endure when pressed by violence, disagreement, or rapid political change. These questions are not confined to the ancient world. In an age still shaped by contested histories, disputed authorities, and debates over archives and identity, Eusebius’s project remains recognizable. His effort to gather fragments into a coherent account speaks to any society trying to understand how narratives of the past shape present loyalties and future possibilities.

To read The Ecclesiastical History today is to encounter a work that helped invent the history it set out to describe. Its importance lies in its documentary value, its ambitious structure, and its continuing power to illuminate the relationship between belief, memory, and power. As a classic, it endures not because it belongs to a distant past alone, but because it addresses permanent questions about continuity, loss, testimony, and collective self-understanding. That combination of historical significance and thematic breadth gives the book its lasting appeal, inviting each new generation to consider how a community remembers itself into being.
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    Eusebius’s The Ecclesiastical History is an early Christian historical work that traces the development of the church from the apostolic age to the author’s own era in the early fourth century. Written in Greek and organized as a chronological account, it aims to show how Christian communities, leaders, writings, and institutions emerged within the Roman world. The opening movement establishes its scope: the succession of bishops in major sees, the lives of prominent teachers, the preservation of apostolic tradition, and the appearance of rival doctrines. From the outset, the book presents church history as both a record of events and a defense of continuity.

The early books focus on the foundations of Christian history in the first century. Eusebius links the life of Jesus and the mission of the apostles to the spread of the new faith across the Mediterranean. He recounts the roles of key disciples, the establishment of churches in important cities, and the early ordering of leadership through episcopal succession. Alongside these themes, he notes the political setting created by Roman rule and Jewish history, especially where they intersect with the rise of Christianity. His method combines narrative with excerpts from earlier sources, giving the work a documentary character.

As the narrative moves into the late first and second centuries, Eusebius turns to the transmission of teaching and the gradual formation of a recognized body of authoritative writings. He distinguishes between texts accepted in the churches, texts disputed in some places, and writings regarded as outside the apostolic inheritance. This discussion is tied to portraits of bishops, apologists, and learned Christian authors who sought to defend the faith before imperial power and educated critics. The book therefore presents early Christian literature not merely as devotion or instruction, but as a central arena in which doctrine, identity, and memory were contested.

A major concern throughout the middle books is the appearance of internal division. Eusebius surveys figures and movements he treats as heretical, setting them against the line of teachers and bishops he understands to preserve orthodox tradition. His account does not offer a detached catalogue alone; it seeks to explain how disputes over doctrine, interpretation, and authority affected the unity of Christian communities. At the same time, he records efforts at correction, correspondence between church leaders, and the regional spread of controversies. These sections show the church developing structures of debate and discernment as it expanded geographically and intellectually.

Eusebius also gives sustained attention to external pressures, especially episodes of persecution under Roman emperors and provincial officials. He presents martyrdom as a recurrent test of Christian conviction and communal endurance, while noting that the intensity and scope of repression varied over time and place. Individual sufferers, local outbreaks, and empire-wide measures appear within a longer historical pattern rather than as isolated episodes. By placing persecution alongside succession lists and literary activity, he suggests that endurance under pressure was as important to the church’s history as institutional growth or doctrinal clarification.

In treating the second and third centuries, the work becomes increasingly rich in portraits of scholars, bishops, and ascetic figures whose lives shaped Christian learning and discipline. Eusebius discusses writers such as Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, and Origen, not only for their ideas but also for their place within networks of teaching, controversy, and scriptural interpretation. He frequently pauses to note what each figure wrote, where they taught, and how later generations received them. This approach underscores one of the book’s central questions: how Christian truth is preserved and transmitted through persons, texts, and communities over time.

The later books attend more closely to the crises of the third century, when persecution, schism, and administrative instability placed severe strain on the churches. Eusebius records disputes over discipline, the treatment of those who failed under pressure, and the authority of competing leaders in different regions. He also tracks changes in imperial policy and the way local circumstances shaped the fortunes of Christian communities. The narrative remains selective and purposeful, but it conveys a sense of a church that had become too widespread and complex to be described only through a few major cities or a single line of leaders.

As the history approaches Eusebius’s own lifetime, the account narrows toward the great persecution under Diocletian and the dramatic political changes that followed. Here the work becomes more immediate, drawing on contemporary experience as well as collected testimony. Eusebius emphasizes the suffering of Christians, the destruction of churches and books, and the resilience of communities facing systematic repression. He then turns to the transformation in the empire’s stance toward Christianity, presenting new possibilities for public worship, ecclesiastical organization, and imperial favor. Even in these late sections, his focus remains on the historical meaning of continuity through crisis.

Taken as a whole, The Ecclesiastical History offers more than a chronicle of names and events. It frames the church’s first centuries as a story of succession, teaching, conflict, persecution, and survival, interpreted through the conviction that history reveals patterns of preservation and providence. Modern readers also value the work because it preserves excerpts and information from many earlier sources that would otherwise be lost. Its enduring significance lies in its shaping of how Christian antiquity has been remembered: as a connected historical tradition whose institutions, writings, and struggles emerged gradually within the wider world of the Roman Empire.
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    Eusebius wrote the Ecclesiastical History in the eastern Roman Empire during the late third and early fourth centuries, a period when Christianity had grown from small urban communities into a visible transregional movement. He was associated with Caesarea Maritima in Roman Palestine, a city shaped by imperial administration, trade, and Greek-speaking education. The dominant institutions framing his narrative were the Roman state, the cities of the empire, and the developing structures of the Christian church. His work looks back from this setting, presenting the church’s past within the political world of emperors, provinces, courts, and public order.

The Roman Empire of Eusebius’s lifetime had recently endured severe political instability. The third-century crisis, stretching across much of the 200s, brought frequent changes of emperor, military conflict, fiscal strain, and regional fragmentation. These disruptions affected cities, taxation, and imperial communications, and they also formed the backdrop for changing imperial attitudes toward religious groups. Eusebius’s history is not a general chronicle of this turmoil, yet it reflects a world in which communities sought continuity under pressure. His emphasis on succession, documentation, and institutional memory answers a broader age of uncertainty by portraying the church as a durable body surviving repeated shocks.

Christianity had spread through the same roads, ports, and commercial circuits that sustained Roman rule. By Eusebius’s time, churches existed across Syria, Egypt, Asia Minor, North Africa, Italy, and beyond, linked by letters, travel, and debate. Urban life was crucial: bishops, teachers, martyrs, and patrons appear mainly in cities, where association, charity, and public controversy were concentrated. The Ecclesiastical History mirrors this urban and interconnected world. It tracks networks of correspondence, councils, and intellectual exchange, showing that the church was not an isolated sect but a movement embedded in the empire’s social and communicative infrastructure.

Language and education also shaped the book. Eusebius wrote in Greek, the principal literary language of the eastern Mediterranean and a medium shared by administrators, philosophers, and Christian scholars. His work draws heavily on earlier written sources, including letters, apologies, lists of bishops, and excerpts from now-lost authors. This documentary habit reflects both classical historiographical models and the scholarly culture of late antique libraries. Caesarea was especially important because of the Christian library associated with Origen and later scholars. The Ecclesiastical History therefore emerges from a learned environment in which collecting, excerpting, and preserving texts had become central to Christian self-definition.

One major historical force reflected in the work is the long and uneven relationship between Roman authorities and Christians before Constantine. Persecution was not constant across the empire, but episodes of legal pressure, local hostility, and imperial action recur from the first century onward. Eusebius arranges many of these episodes into a narrative of testing and endurance, linking rulers and martyrs across generations. His account echoes the memory culture of Christian communities that commemorated those who suffered. At the same time, by highlighting certain emperors and governors, he implicitly critiques forms of power that demanded public conformity through sacrifice and civic religious performance.

The work begins with the apostolic age and its aftermath, because legitimacy in Eusebius’s world depended on proximity to origins. He connects bishops and teachers to the apostles in order to demonstrate continuity of doctrine and community leadership. This concern was historically grounded in second- and third-century disputes over authority, scripture, and teaching. As Christian groups multiplied and argued, appeals to apostolic succession and inherited tradition became increasingly important. The Ecclesiastical History echoes these debates by preserving lists of episcopal succession and by presenting the main church as the faithful guardian of an original deposit against later deviations and rival interpretations.

Jewish history and the Roman destruction of Jerusalem also matter deeply to Eusebius’s context. The wars of 66 to 73 CE and 132 to 135 CE reshaped Judea, and Roman rebuilding under Hadrian altered Jerusalem into Aelia Capitolina. For Christians, these events raised questions about prophecy, sacred geography, and the relation between the church and Israel. Eusebius draws on earlier sources to frame the fall of Jerusalem as historically significant for understanding the transition from the apostolic era to a more dispersed church. His treatment reflects a broader late antique Christian habit of reading political catastrophe as part of sacred history.

The second and third centuries also saw intense intellectual and doctrinal diversity within Christianity. Movements later labeled Gnostic, Marcionite, Montanist, and others offered competing readings of scripture, authority, and ritual life. Eusebius does not treat these as neutral alternatives; he classifies them as errors or schisms threatening ecclesial unity. This stance reflects the maturing institutional church of his time, in which bishops, councils, and canonical texts were increasingly used to define orthodoxy. The Ecclesiastical History is therefore not only descriptive but also polemical: it organizes the past to show how the church distinguished acceptable teaching from positions it considered destabilizing or false.

Related to these controversies was the gradual formation of the Christian scriptural canon. In Eusebius’s era, broad agreement existed about many books, but debate remained about some texts and their use in different regions. His discussion of recognized, disputed, and rejected writings offers invaluable evidence for this historical process. It reflects a church still consolidating its literary boundaries while relying on a growing body of authoritative texts for worship, teaching, and argument. The book thus echoes the material and intellectual conditions of late antiquity: codices circulated more widely, scholars compared manuscripts, and communities increasingly defined themselves through shared reading practices.

Eusebius also wrote in the shadow of Origen and earlier Alexandrian scholarship. Origen, active in the late second and early third centuries, had combined biblical exegesis, philosophy, and textual study on a large scale. Although later controversies complicated his legacy, his influence on eastern Christian learning was substantial, especially through libraries and commentaries. The Ecclesiastical History reflects this scholarly inheritance in its concern for authorship, textual transmission, and the classification of writings. Eusebius’s habit of preserving excerpts from earlier documents shows how Christian intellectual life had come to value archives and learned continuity, even amid doctrinal conflict and changing political circumstances.

Persecution under Decius around 249 to 251 and under Valerian in the late 250s deeply affected Christian communities and sharpened debates about discipline. Requirements tied to sacrifice and public loyalty could expose Christians to punishment, while those who complied under pressure created disputes about repentance and readmission. Though Eusebius writes across many periods, his attention to confessors, martyrs, and church leadership reflects lessons drawn from these crises. The church appears as a body tested not only by external force but also by internal disagreement over failure, forgiveness, and authority. Such tensions were central to the institutional world that his history seeks to stabilize and interpret.

The immediate political backdrop to much of Eusebius’s project was the Great Persecution launched under Diocletian and his colleagues beginning in 303. Edicts ordered the destruction of churches and scriptures, the loss of legal privileges, and, in some regions, imprisonment or coercion directed at clergy and laity. Enforcement varied across the empire, but the campaign was the most systematic anti-Christian action of the Roman state. Eusebius, who also wrote a separate work on the martyrs of Palestine, echoes this trauma in the Ecclesiastical History by foregrounding suffering, steadfastness, and the eventual failure of persecution to erase the church.

The imperial reorganization associated with Diocletian also matters for understanding Eusebius. The tetrarchic system, developed from the 290s, sought to stabilize rule through multiple emperors, stronger provincial administration, and closer oversight of taxation and military supply. These reforms affected everyday life by increasing bureaucratic reach and tying communities more firmly to imperial structures. Christianity’s growth took place within this more managed empire, where public order and religious conformity could be monitored with new intensity. Eusebius’s narrative, attentive to emperors, edicts, and provincial events, reflects a world in which the state’s administrative capacity had become a decisive factor in the fortunes of religious communities.

A dramatic turn came with Constantine’s rise to power and the imperial toleration of Christianity. After victories in the early fourth century, Constantine and Licinius issued the agreement commonly linked to Milan in 313, restoring property and legal standing to Christians. Eusebius later became one of Constantine’s most prominent admirers, and the Ecclesiastical History was revised in this new environment. The work therefore bears marks of transition: it remembers an age of vulnerability while also suggesting providential vindication. Its treatment of events increasingly aligns the church’s endurance with the emergence of an emperor favorable to Christianity and hostile to persecuting policies.

Economic and technological conditions also shaped the world behind the book. The Roman road system, maritime trade, and imperial courier networks enabled the circulation of letters, books, clergy, and news across long distances. The codex, increasingly favored by Christians, made collections of scriptures and documentary texts more portable and usable. Urban patronage supported libraries, schools, and church buildings, especially after toleration reduced the risks of public Christian organization. The Ecclesiastical History depends on these material realities: without archives, correspondence, and the practical movement of texts, Eusebius could not have assembled a narrative stretching across regions and generations with such documentary ambition.

The social fabric of late antique Christianity was also changing. Bishops had become more prominent civic figures in many cities, presiding over worship, charity, adjudication, and relations with authorities. Martyr cults and commemorations shaped local identities, while ascetic ideals were beginning to attract wider attention, especially in the eastern provinces. Eusebius’s history reflects these developments by presenting bishops, teachers, and exemplary sufferers as the main actors in Christian time. Ordinary believers are present mostly through collective experience, but the overall portrait matches a church increasingly organized around office, memory, and public leadership rather than only around small house-based gatherings.

Taken as a whole, the Ecclesiastical History functions both as a mirror and a critique of its era. It mirrors a Roman world marked by empire-wide communication, administrative power, learned textual culture, and recurring struggles over religious legitimacy. It critiques that world by judging persecuting rulers, rejecting rival Christian teachings, and insisting that true continuity lies in the church’s preserved tradition. At the same time, it reveals the aspirations of a newly favored Christian elite eager to order the past and interpret political change as meaningful history. For that reason, the book is inseparable from the transformation of Christianity from vulnerable minority to imperial partner.
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    Eusebius of Caesarea, active in the late third and early fourth centuries, was a Greek-speaking Christian scholar, bishop, and historian whose writings became foundational for the study of early Christianity. He lived during the transition from Roman persecution of Christians to imperial favor under Constantine. Best known for his Ecclesiastical History, he helped shape how later generations understood the development of the church from the apostolic age to his own time. He also wrote biblical scholarship, apologetic works, chronicles, and a major imperial biography. His importance lies both in his literary output and in the historical materials he preserved from earlier sources.

He is generally associated with Caesarea in Roman Palestine, where he became bishop in the early fourth century. His education was closely linked to the scholarly Christian environment centered on the library at Caesarea, a collection enriched by Origen’s legacy and by the work of Pamphilus, with whom Eusebius was closely associated. This setting strongly influenced his methods and interests, especially his engagement with scripture, textual scholarship, and earlier Christian literature. His writing reflects wide reading in Greek historical and philosophical traditions as well as a sustained effort to collect, organize, and interpret documentary material relevant to Christian history and doctrine.

Eusebius first emerged as a major author through scholarly and apologetic works. Among writings securely attributed to him are the Chronicle, a universal historical framework aligning biblical and Near Eastern chronology; the Onomasticon, a geographical work on places mentioned in scripture; and the Preparatio Evangelica and Demonstratio Evangelica, which defend Christianity by engaging pagan religion, philosophy, and biblical prophecy. He also produced biblical studies, including Questions and Answers on the Gospels, and works connected with the Psalms and Isaiah. These writings show his characteristic combination of compilation, exegesis, and argument, designed to present Christianity as historically grounded and intellectually defensible.

His most influential book, the Ecclesiastical History, was composed and revised over time, reaching near his own lifetime. In it he narrated the succession of church leaders, the spread of Christian teaching, major controversies, persecutions, martyrdoms, and the transmission of Christian texts. The work is indispensable because it quotes or summarizes many earlier documents that might otherwise have been lost. Modern readers value it both as a source of information and as evidence for how a learned Christian bishop interpreted history. Although scholars often note Eusebius’s theological and apologetic aims, his work remains central to the reconstruction of early Christian literature and institutions.

Eusebius also played a public role in the doctrinal disputes of his age. He participated in the Council of Nicaea in 325, where debates over the relationship of the Son to the Father shaped the church’s emerging creed. His theological position has been much discussed, especially in connection with controversies surrounding Arius, but his surviving writings show a consistent concern for preserving monotheism, scriptural language, and ecclesiastical unity. He later wrote theological treatises such as Against Marcellus and On Ecclesiastical Theology. These works reveal a bishop engaged not only in scholarship but also in the contested process of defining orthodox Christian doctrine in the fourth century.

The reign of Constantine marked a turning point in Eusebius’s career and in the tone of some of his writings. He witnessed the end of major imperial persecution and the rise of a Christian emperor, developments he interpreted in providential terms. This outlook is especially visible in the Life of Constantine and in the Oration in Praise of Constantine, works that present the emperor as a decisive figure in sacred history. These texts have often been read critically for their panegyrical character, yet they are also important witnesses to early Christian political thought and to the developing relationship between church leadership and imperial power.

In his later years Eusebius remained a prominent intellectual and ecclesiastical figure until his death, usually placed around 339 or 340. His legacy has been enduring and complex. As a historian, he established patterns of Christian historiography that influenced late antique, medieval, and modern writers. As a scholar, he transmitted excerpts, lists, and documents that preserve invaluable knowledge of earlier authors and debates. As a biblical and theological writer, he reflects the methods and tensions of a formative age in Christian thought. Contemporary readers continue to study him not only for the information he records but also for his powerful vision of history, scripture, and empire.
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The present translation of the Church History of Eusebius 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 dispensation2 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.”
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1. Since in Christ there is a twofold nature, 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 generation?”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[1] 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 wars, and with thunderbolts from heaven, as if to check some terrible and obstinate disease of souls with more severe punishments.

21. Then, when the excess of wickedness had overwhelmed nearly all the race, like a deep fit of drunkenness, beclouding and darkening the minds of men, the first-born and first-created wisdom of God, the pre-existent Word himself, induced by his exceeding love for man, appeared to his servants, now in the form of angels, and again to one and another of those ancients who enjoyed the favor of God, in his own person as the saving power of God, not otherwise, however, than in the shape of man, because it was impossible to appear in any other way.

22. And as by them the seeds of piety were sown among a multitude of men and the whole nation, descended from the Hebrews, devoted themselves persistently to the worship of God, he imparted to them through the prophet Moses, as to multitudes still corrupted by their ancient practices, images and symbols of a certain mystic Sabbath and of circumcision, and elements of other spiritual principles, but he did not grant them a complete knowledge of the mysteries themselves.

23. But when their law became celebrated, and, like a sweet odor, was diffused among all men, as a result of their influence the dispositions of the majority of the heathen were softened by the lawgivers and philosophers who arose on every side, and their wild and savage brutality was changed into mildness, so that they enjoyed
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