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    Across the shifting frontiers of the Roman Empire, a persecuted movement learns to remember itself. Eusebius’s Ecclesiastical History captures the moment when Christian communities, scattered and often embattled, began to gather their documents, lineages, and testimonies into a single narrative of origins and endurance. In doing so, it turns memory into a means of survival and a claim to legitimacy. It is not merely a record of events but a carefully arranged gallery of witnesses—teachers, martyrs, bishops, and writers—through which the early church recognizes its past and imagines its future under the providence it professes.

This book is considered a classic because it inaugurates an entire genre: the sustained history of the church from its beginnings to the author’s own day. Eusebius is often called the father of church history, and his work shaped the expectations of readers and writers for centuries. Its endurance owes much to the way it pairs narrative with documentary excerpts, offering both a storyline and the evidence behind it. More than a chronicle, it provided a model of learned Christian historiography, one that later historians adapted, challenged, and extended while continuing to rely on its textual treasury.

Eusebius of Caesarea was a bishop and scholar active in the early fourth century, writing in Greek from Roman Palestine. Compiled in multiple editions during that period, the Ecclesiastical History appears in ten books and moves deliberately from the apostolic age to the author’s present. Eusebius’s declared purpose is to trace the succession of leaders, the transmission of teaching, and the trials and triumphs that marked the church’s growth. He writes as a learned apologist and curator of sources, assembling materials to instruct, to encourage, and to demonstrate continuity across time without pretending to offer an exhaustive account of every event.

At its core, the work surveys the spread of Christianity through people, places, and texts. It follows the lines of apostolic mission, the establishment of local communities, the emergence of theological controversies, and the testing of believers under imperial hostility. It notes the appearance of influential teachers and authors, maps the succession of bishops in major sees, and pays careful attention to the conditions under which Christian worship and organization developed. The final books, written from the vantage of new imperial favor, frame earlier ordeals within a story of deliverance, while still keeping the preservation of memory as the work’s distinguishing concern.

Eusebius built his history out of books, letters, and official records, many from the renowned library at Caesarea associated with Pamphilus. He quotes or summarizes earlier Christian writers and chronicles, preserving fragments of works that would otherwise be lost, including pieces of Papias, Hegesippus, Melito, and other early voices. He reproduces episcopal lists, synodal decisions, and personal correspondence, and he cites pagan authors when their testimony illuminates the church’s circumstances. This documentary method makes the Ecclesiastical History an archive as much as a narrative, providing later readers with rare access to the intellectual and institutional textures of Christianity’s formative centuries.

Literarily, the book alternates between compilation and storytelling, moving from catalog to episode with a craftsman’s sense of pacing. Eusebius organizes material around key figures and locales, then punctuates his lists with scenes of public witness, imperial edicts, and theological disputation. The result is a rhythm that mirrors the life he describes: long stretches of steady growth interrupted by crises that force decision and definition. His prose aims to persuade by accumulation as well as by arrangement, allowing documents to speak while guiding the reader toward a providential reading of events without suppressing human character, contingency, and the costs of conviction.

The Ecclesiastical History’s influence is broad and lasting. In late antiquity, it became the foundation upon which Socrates Scholasticus, Sozomen, Theodoret, and later Evagrius built their continuations, accepting Eusebius’s documentary model even when revising his judgments. Through Rufinus’s Latin translation, it circulated widely in the West and shaped medieval historical writing, supplying both sources and a template for narrating ecclesial identity across time. Early modern scholars mined it for textual history and chronology, while modern historians continue to scrutinize its methods, correct its lacunae, and rely on its unique quotations. It remains a touchstone for anyone reconstructing Christianity’s early centuries.

Several themes give the book its enduring power. Continuity is paramount: Eusebius traces lines of succession to link present communities to apostolic foundations. Identity emerges through texts and teachers, as literary production and doctrinal instruction stabilize a shared memory. Conflict, both internal and external, becomes a site of self-definition, as controversies and persecutions clarify commitments and boundaries. Authority is negotiated through councils, letters, and the prestige of exemplary lives. Finally, the relation between church and empire frames the narrative, as political context alternately constrains and enables the community’s public expression, offering a case study in how institutions weather and interpret historical change.

Readers should also note the work’s limits alongside its achievements. Eusebius writes with apologetic aims, foregrounding trajectories that demonstrate coherence and divine favor, and he judges controversies from the standpoint of emerging orthodoxy. His selections can be partial, his sympathies visible, and his chronology occasionally debated. Yet precisely because he names sources, quotes documents, and distinguishes report from report, he invites critical engagement. Modern scholarship often balances his account with other evidence, but it still turns to him first, since his preservation of otherwise lost texts and his careful cataloging of leaders and writers make his history both foundational and, in many respects, irreplaceable.

For contemporary audiences, the book speaks to pressing questions about memory, community, and institutions under strain. It shows how a movement articulates a past to guide a future, how documents become anchors of identity, and how leadership networks stabilize belief across distances and crises. It also models the challenges of writing history close to events, when allegiance, evidence, and interpretation are inseparable. Read as both source and argument, Eusebius’s work encourages sustained attention to who collects the records, how they are arranged, and what values shape their presentation—concerns that resonate far beyond the confines of ancient ecclesiastical historiography.

Approaching the Ecclesiastical History today rewards patience and curiosity. Its lists and excerpts repay careful reading, revealing the contours of early Christian scholarship, administration, and debate. Its narratives, meanwhile, offer moments of drama that illuminate how conviction intersects with policy, culture, and power. Students of literature can trace how a new tradition fashions its canon and heroes; students of history can observe a pioneering experiment in documentary narrative. The book invites readers to test Eusebius’s claims against his evidence and to appreciate the craft by which he turns archival fragments into a coherent account of origins, endurance, and renewal.

In sum, Eusebius offers more than a chronicle: he provides a framework for understanding how communities narrate themselves into history. The Ecclesiastical History endures because it pairs documentary care with thematic clarity, preserving voices that would otherwise be silent while pressing a vision of continuity through change. Its main ideas—succession, memory, identity, conflict, and the interplay of faith and empire—remain vivid for readers who seek to understand the formation of traditions. As a classic, it still engages, instructs, and provokes, inviting each generation to reconsider the uses of the past and the responsibilities of telling it well.
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    Eusebius of Caesarea's Ecclesiastical History, compiled in the early fourth century across ten books, presents a documentary account of the Christian church from the time of Jesus to the author's present. The work combines narrative with extensive quotation from letters, official rescripts, episcopal lists, and earlier historians. Eusebius sets out to trace apostolic succession, record persecutions and notable teachers, and preserve writings at risk of loss. He orders materials chronologically and geographically, focusing on the principal sees and the spread of the faith. The history emphasizes sources, often reproducing texts, and distinguishes between commonly received testimony and disputed reports to orient later readers.

The opening books recount the origins of the movement in the ministry of Jesus and the commissioning of the apostles, followed by the early community in Jerusalem described in the Acts of the Apostles. Eusebius summarizes the selection of new leaders, missionary activity, and initial opposition. He includes testimonies from Jewish historians, especially Josephus, to situate events such as the death of James, the brother of the Lord, and the destruction of Jerusalem. The narrative notes the reported flight of believers to Pella and the dispersal of communities. These episodes establish the historical framework within which subsequent leadership and teaching developed.

From the apostolic era, Eusebius traces the succession of bishops in the chief centers of Jerusalem, Antioch, Alexandria, and Rome. He compiles catalogues naming early leaders and associates them with missionary traditions: Peter and Paul at Rome, John in Asia, Mark establishing the church in Alexandria, and Thomas linked with eastern regions. He reports traditions concerning the composition of the Gospels and other writings, transmitting views on their order and authorship. The account also preserves correspondence and local records, such as the legend of Abgar of Edessa, to illustrate the spread of the message beyond Judea into neighboring territories.

Eusebius then records the first major persecutions and internal challenges. Under Nero he places the executions of Peter and Paul, and under Domitian he situates the exile of John to Patmos. Alongside external pressures, he lists groups considered heterodox by early church leaders, including followers of Simon Magus, Menander, Cerinthus, and the Ebionites. He notes responses by bishops and teachers who wrote against these teachings and guided communities. The narrative balances accounts of suffering with the growth of organization, emphasizing how leadership structures formed in response to both imperial actions and theological disputes during the late first century.

For the second century, the history gathers documents from apologists who addressed emperors and civic authorities, such as Quadratus, Aristides, Justin, Melito, and Athenagoras. It records imperial rescripts concerning legal procedure, including the correspondence of Pliny with Trajan and later directives under Hadrian and Antoninus. The book preserves martyr narratives like the letters on Polycarp and the churches of Lyons and Vienne. Eusebius surveys the transmission of apostolic teaching through figures like Hegesippus and Papias, and he assembles an early classification of Christian writings, distinguishing acknowledged books from disputed or spurious works circulating among various groups.

Eusebius outlines controversies that prompted synods and episcopal correspondence. He presents the debate over the date of the Pascha between communities in Asia and Rome, reporting the meeting of Polycarp with Anicetus and later actions by Bishop Victor, alongside appeals for concord by Irenaeus. He summarizes the rise of the New Prophecy associated with Montanus, Priscilla, and Maximilla, together with the judgments of regional bishops and writers. The narrative also records continued evangelization and catechetical instruction, highlighting teachers in Syria and Egypt, and transitions into the third century with attention to the preservation and organization of local churches.

Significant attention is given to the Alexandrian tradition. Eusebius sketches the careers of Pantaenus and Clement, and offers an extended account of Origen: his early studies, the martyrdom of his father Leonides, his leadership in catechesis, and his extensive literary work. He notes Origen's travels, ordination controversies, and collaborations with patrons such as Ambrose, as well as major projects like the Hexapla and commentaries. The history situates these endeavors within wider networks that included bishops Heraclas and Dionysius of Alexandria and scholars like Julius Africanus, illustrating how scriptural scholarship and pastoral oversight developed in tandem during this period.

The third-century narrative addresses empire-wide crises and ecclesiastical responses. Eusebius recounts persecutions under emperors such as Septimius Severus, Maximinus, Decius, and Valerian, citing letters that discuss confessors, the lapsed, and restoration to communion. He records the Novatianist schism at Rome after the Decian persecution and includes testimonies from Cyprian and others. Under Gallienus a measure of tolerance is noted. The work describes the case of Paul of Samosata at Antioch, the councils that deposed him, and the subsequent imperial arbitration regarding property. Throughout, Eusebius continues episcopal lists, preserving local documents that illuminate governance and doctrinal boundaries.

The final books narrate the Great Persecution beginning under Diocletian in 303, detailing edicts ordering destruction of churches, surrender of scriptures, and imprisonment of clergy. Eusebius compiles accounts of martyrs and confessors from diverse provinces. He then records the shift in policy: the edict of toleration issued by Galerius, the rise of Constantine, and the agreement with Licinius granting legal standing to Christians and restoring property. The history concludes with the rebuilding of churches and the reestablishment of public worship. Across the ten books, the central purpose is to document succession, writings, trials, and the eventual peace experienced by the churches.
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    Eusebius composed his Ecclesiastical History in Caesarea Maritima, a cosmopolitan port of the Roman province of Syria Palaestina, during the early fourth century. The work surveys Christianity from the time of Jesus and the apostles to the reign of Constantine, reflecting an era that spanned the Julio-Claudian dynasty through the Tetrarchy and the rise of a Christian-friendly imperial order. Writing in Greek and drawing on a remarkable local library, Eusebius addressed readers in a Mediterranean world marked by Roman legalism, Hellenistic culture, and Jewish communities. The book’s setting includes both Palestine’s sacred geography and the imperial capitals where policy toward Christians was framed and enforced.

Caesarea’s scholarly milieu shaped the project. The city housed the great library assembled by Origen and enlarged by Pamphilus, Eusebius’s mentor, which preserved letters, martyr acts, episcopal lists, and apologetic treatises. The administrative environment of Syria Palaestina, with its governors, courts, and municipal councils, provided records of trials and edicts. The region’s religious pluralism—pagan temples, Jewish synagogues, Samaritan communities—furnished a backdrop to Christian growth and conflict. Eusebius’s vantage combined local observation with empire-wide correspondence networks linking Antioch, Alexandria, Rome, and Nicomedia. The book’s time and place thus enabled a documentary history anchored in specific persons, dates, and provincial realities.

The apostolic age forms the work’s narrative foundation. Eusebius situates the ministry of Jesus under Tiberius (reigned 14–37) and tracks the early missionary movement from Jerusalem to Antioch, Asia Minor, Greece, and Rome. He recalls the Council of Jerusalem (circa 49) and catalogues episcopal successions in key sees, presenting a chain of transmission for teaching and authority. Figures such as James of Jerusalem, Peter, Paul, and John anchor the first-century expansion. The book connects to these events through excerpts from earlier writers and archival lists, framing apostolic preaching and martyrdoms as the seedbed of later institutional structures and doctrinal self-definition.

The Neronian persecution (64–68) after the Great Fire of Rome marks the first state-sponsored violence against Christians. Roman sources and Christian traditions agree that Peter and Paul were executed in Rome during Nero’s reprisals, with burial memories associated with the Vatican and the Ostian Way. Eusebius recounts these martyrs to set a precedent for the church’s witness under duress. He also notes later harassment under Domitian (81–96), who interrogated relatives of Jesus and exiled John, thus showing an early pattern of imperial suspicion. The book uses these episodes to illustrate the emerging contrast between civic cult expectations and Christian allegiance.

The Jewish Wars fundamentally reshaped the church’s environment. The First Revolt (66–73) culminated in the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple in 70 by Titus, dispersing Judean communities and shifting Christian centers to cities like Antioch. The Bar Kokhba revolt (132–135) provoked Hadrian to refound Jerusalem as Aelia Capitolina and bar Jews from the city. Eusebius reports the Christian flight to Pella and the subsequent line of gentile bishops in Jerusalem, marking a decisive transformation of Palestinian Christianity. By presenting these upheavals, the book connects political upheaval and urban refoundation to changes in Christian demographics, leadership, and pilgrimage geography.

Imperial legal policy crystallized under Trajan through his rescript to Pliny (circa 112), instructing governors not to hunt Christians but to punish obstinate confessors upon lawful accusation. Eusebius reproduces such correspondence to explain procedure and precedent. He then surveys notable persecutions: the Lyons and Vienne martyrs in Gaul (177) under Marcus Aurelius, the Scillitan Martyrs in Africa Proconsularis (180), and the Carthaginian martyrdoms under Septimius Severus, including Perpetua and Felicitas (203). The book connects these events by quoting letters from local churches and listing names and dates, demonstrating how provincial governance and popular hostility shaped Christian fates.

Second-century doctrinal conflicts—especially Gnosticism and Marcionism—constituted social-religious movements with political implications for communal cohesion. Teachers such as Valentinus and Basilides in Alexandria, and Marcion in Rome (active 140s), proposed rival scriptures and cosmologies, prompting episcopal boundary marking. Eusebius preserves testimonies from Justin, Irenaeus, and others, documenting excommunications, synods, and appeals to apostolic succession. By cataloguing protagonists, places, and dates, the book shows how contest over authority, canon, and communal discipline paralleled civic concerns about association and loyalty, framing orthodoxy as a stabilizing force within the wider imperial order.

Montanism, originating in Phrygia around the 160s with Montanus and prophetesses Priscilla and Maximilla, urged ecstatic prophecy, rigorous fasting, and imminent eschatology. Regional synods in Asia Minor debated its status; writers like Apollonius and Apolinarius argued against it, while Tertullian later sympathized. Eusebius transmits documents and timelines, highlighting the movement’s spread and the administrative responses of bishops. The book’s connection lies in its use of official letters and conciliar acts to portray how the church negotiated charismatic authority, public order, and moral discipline, thereby mirroring broader Roman anxieties about voluntary associations and disruptive enthusiasm.

The Decian persecution (249–251) introduced empire-wide sacrifice requirements. Decius ordered all inhabitants to offer to the gods and obtain certificates (libelli). Many Christians lapsed; bishops faced dilemmas over reconciliation. The bishop of Rome, Fabian, died a martyr in 250; Cyprian of Carthage managed his flock in exile and later wrote on the lapsed. Eusebius cites letters and lists victims, presenting administrative mechanisms—edicts, libelli, interrogations—and their social fallout. The book connects to this crisis by tracing episcopal elections, schisms over discipline, and the rebuilding of communities after repression, emphasizing how policy decisions reverberated through local churches.

Valerian renewed repression (257–260), targeting clergy, prohibiting assemblies, and ordering exile or execution. Cyprian was executed at Carthage in 258; Dionysius of Alexandria was banished. After Valerian’s capture by the Persians (260), Gallienus issued edicts (circa 260–262) granting toleration and restoring Christian properties. Eusebius preserves these rescripts to show changing imperial attitudes, emphasizing the legal recognition of church places and cemeteries. The book uses this episode to argue that imperial policy fluctuated with political fortunes, and that official toleration established precedents later invoked when properties and legal corporate status were contested during and after renewed persecutions.

The controversy over Paul of Samosata, bishop of Antioch, culminated in synods (264–268) that deposed him for doctrinal and administrative abuses. A property dispute followed over Antioch’s episcopal residence. In 272, Emperor Aurelian ruled that the building should belong to those in communion with the bishops of Italy and the bishop of Rome. Eusebius narrates this case to illustrate imperial arbitration in ecclesiastical matters before Constantine. The book’s connection lies in its documentation of how doctrinal controversies intersected with civic legal frameworks, foreshadowing later imperial involvement in church discipline and property settlement.

The Great Persecution under Diocletian and his colleagues (303–311) was the most systematic coercion Christians faced. The first edict (303) ordered church demolition, scripture burning, and loss of legal rights for Christians; subsequent edicts mandated clergy imprisonment and universal sacrifice. Enforcement varied: Constantius in Gaul and Britain was lenient, while Galerius, Maximian, and especially Maximinus Daia in the East were severe. Eusebius, a near-contemporary, reproduces edicts, rescripts, and petitions, framing the persecution as an empire-wide administrative campaign. The book connects to these events by integrating official documents into narrative to display the machinery of repression.

The persecution’s implementation revealed provincial disparities and bureaucratic techniques. Governors convened assizes, interrogated suspects, and posted edicts in fora; churches were razed and scriptures publicly burned to destroy communal memory and legal identity. Penalties included incarceration, torture, mines, and execution; confiscations targeted clergy and wealthy patrons. In the West, relative leniency prevailed; the East—Nicomedia, Antioch, Alexandria, Caesarea—saw mass trials, informers, and civic pressure. Eusebius offers rosters of martyrs and acts of court proceedings, interpreting natural disasters and civil strife as divine commentary. The book’s detailed dossier form turns scattered martyrdoms into a coherent account of state policy and its local effects.

Palestine provides Eusebius’s most vivid case study. In Caesarea and Gaza between 303 and 311, he records Procopius (303), Apphianus (306), and his mentor Pamphilus (309) among many martyrs, later compiled in his Martyrs of Palestine. Eusebius himself was imprisoned and witnessed trials, adding immediacy to his history. He narrates the cessation of persecution after Galerius’s edict of toleration (311), followed by Licinius’s Eastern proclamation (313) restoring rights and property. The book connects to these events by blending eyewitness testimony with official texts, making Palestinian proceedings a microcosm of the imperial campaign and a lens for moral evaluation of rulers.

Constantine’s ascent reshaped the context of the work’s final books. Proclaimed Augustus in York (306), he defeated Maxentius at the Milvian Bridge (312), later recalling a sign from heaven and adopting the chi-rho. The Edict of Milan (313), agreed with Licinius, granted restitution of confiscated churches and free worship. Subsequent conflicts culminated in Constantine’s victory over Licinius (324), unifying the empire under a pro-Christian ruler. Sunday legislation (321) and episcopal favor signaled policy shifts. Eusebius interprets these developments as providential, revising his history to celebrate the church’s peace. He foreshadows the Council of Nicaea (325), a topic he treated more fully elsewhere.

As social and political critique, the book exposes the caprice and injustice of imperial persecution. By citing edicts, court protocols, and martyr rolls, Eusebius demonstrates how legal categories were manipulated to strip Christians of property, civic standing, and life. He contrasts administrative violence with the stability and charity of Christian communities, arguing that coercion breeds disorder while toleration promotes public welfare. His portrayal of tyrants—especially Maximinus Daia—highlights abuses of imperial power and the dangers of religious policy driven by populist agitation, priestly lobbying, or bureaucratic zeal without legal consistency.

The work also critiques internal and civic fractures. Schisms and ambitious prelates, exemplified by Paul of Samosata, appear as social threats requiring accountable processes and transparent property adjudication. Eusebius depicts martyrs from various classes—soldiers, slaves, citizens—stressing an egalitarian ethic of care in famine, plague, and imprisonment that rebukes civic neglect. He frames Constantine’s restitution and legal recognition as a model of just governance that corrects earlier confiscations and disenfranchisement. By juxtaposing episcopal networks, charitable institutions, and imperial legislation, the book argues that religious freedom and moral rule secure civic concord, while persecution and sectarian intrigue corrode the common good.
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    Eusebius of Caesarea (early fourth century) was a bishop, scholar, and historian whose writings shaped how Christians remember their origins and the rise of the Constantinian empire. Known since antiquity as the father of church history, he assembled documents, letters, and testimonies into narratives that preserved otherwise lost material about the first three centuries of Christianity. Active in Roman Palestine and closely connected to the imperial court, he bridged classical learning and biblical scholarship, arguing that the peace of the church under Constantine marked providential fulfillment. His corpus spans historiography, apologetics, biblical geography, and textual tools that structured Gospel reading for generations.

Educated within the scholarly circle at Caesarea Maritima, Eusebius worked alongside the presbyter Pamphilus, custodian of the library associated with Origen. That collection, rich in biblical manuscripts and Greek literature, trained him in textual criticism, citation, and compilation. Through Pamphilus he absorbed Origen’s methods and theological interests, while cultivating skills as a collector and editor of texts. He valued chronology and cross-referencing, habits that shaped his later historical writing. Early collections of excerpts and testimonia fed projects that compared scriptural traditions, mapped biblical places, and situated Christian history within Greco-Roman culture, even as he wrote from within the church’s interpretive and pastoral concerns.

Eusebius’s early career unfolded amid the Great Persecution initiated in the early 300s. In Caesarea he saw trials and executions that he later recorded in the Martyrs of Palestine, a work that preserves local acts and eyewitness detail from Roman Palestine. His mentor Pamphilus was imprisoned and executed; during this period Eusebius collaborated with him on a Defense of Origen, reflecting their shared admiration for Origen’s scholarship. Only portions survive, primarily in a later Latin translation. These experiences reinforced Eusebius’s conviction that documentation—letters, court records, and narratives—should be gathered while memories were fresh, a program he would elevate in his major histories.

His Ecclesiastical History, issued in successive editions through the early-to-mid fourth century, became the foundational narrative of Christianity’s first generations. Drawing on archives, episcopal lists, martyrdom accounts, and earlier writers, Eusebius traced the spread of the church, controversies, and the transition from persecution to imperial favor, often quoting sources in full. Parallel to this stood his Chronicle, a universal timeline that synchronized sacred and secular events and later served as the basis for Jerome’s Latin version. He also compiled the Onomasticon, a geographical dictionary of biblical place-names, and devised Gospel section-tables and a letter to Carpianus that standardized cross-referencing across the four Gospels.

By the time of the Council of Nicaea in the mid-320s, Eusebius was bishop of Caesarea and a figure of standing. At the council he presented a Caesarean baptismal creed and signed the Nicene Creed, later explaining his assent in letters that emphasized scriptural language. In the ensuing disputes he often adopted a conciliatory posture, wary of terms not found in Scripture and inclined to seek peace among contending bishops. Closely engaged with the Constantinian court, he composed the Life of Constantine soon after the emperor’s death, blending biography, documents, and theological interpretation to portray imperial favor as providential for the church.

Eusebius’s longer apologetic treatises pursued a comprehensive vision. The Preparation for the Gospel argued that classical philosophy and Hebrew tradition converged in Christianity, while the Demonstration for the Gospel set out messianic fulfillment in Jesus. He answered contemporary critics in Against Hierocles and addressed textual questions in Gospel Problems and Solutions. His Theophany, preserved chiefly in an ancient translation, summarized themes of divine revelation and incarnation. Across these works he cited extensively from earlier authors, excerpting pagan, Jewish, and Christian sources. The method was comparative and documentary, aiming to show continuity, to rectify misconceptions, and to anchor claims in accessible testimony.

Eusebius wrote into the later 330s; ancient notices place his death not long after Constantine’s. His influence proved durable. Later church historians mined his collections; chronographers adopted his timelines; pilgrims and exegetes used the Onomasticon; copyists disseminated his Gospel tables in manuscripts for centuries. Readers have queried his partisanship, especially in the Life of Constantine and in treatments of doctrinal opponents, yet scholars continue to value the breadth of his documentation and the preservation of otherwise lost texts. Today he is read both as a primary witness to early Christian memory-making and as a careful, if interested, curator of the late antique archive.
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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, 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.[1q] 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[3].”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 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
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