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Introduction

 The Eastern Orthodox Church traces its history
all the way back to the time of Christ and His Apostles. The
members of this church consider Orthodoxy to be the true, universal
church––properly practicing the “Holy Tradition” of Christianity
and safeguarding the truth. In this extended essay (now offered as
an e-book) we will trace the history of the Christian Church as a
whole, continuing with the unique history of the Orthodox Church
after the “Great Schism.” Furthermore, we will consider specific
beliefs and practices of the Orthodox
Church in particular, and also consider how Evangelical Christians
view such beliefs and practices of Orthodoxy. There will also be
content related to what Orthodoxy calls the “Roman Heresy.” Note
that the word “Christians” will be used in its broad sense of
referring to people who belong to any of the branches of what is
generally known as Christianity.

The material for this e-book has been taken
from a thesis paper this author wrote in his doctoral studies, and
beliefs are stated from the perspective of this particular branch
within Christendom. In addition, quotations are taken particularly
from the writings of the renowned writer, Timothy Ware (known as
Bishop Kallistos of Diokleia). Under the Table of Contents that
links to the chapters themselves, there is a more detailed outline
of this essay, including questions related to primary points
throughout the three sections of the three main chapters. In
addition, there are three Appendix chapters for readers interested
in those related topics.

The name “Orthodoxy” comes from two Greek words: orthos, meaning “right” or “correct,” and doxa, meaning “glory” or “belief.” Thus the Orthodox
Church considers itself to be the bastion of “right glory” and
“correct belief.” Formerly it was known as the “Greek Orthodox
Church”; however, due to its spread throughout the Near East and in
other regions, it has become known as the “Eastern Orthodox
Church.” Its official name is the “Orthodox Catholic Church” (from
the Greek word pronounced catholicos,
meaning “universal”); however, it is often referred to simply as
the “Orthodox Church.” It should also be noted that there is a
branch called the “Evangelical Orthodox Church”; however, they are
not “evangelical” in the way that term is normally characterized,
and they hold to the doctrines of the Eastern Orthodox Church,
which this book will explore.

The Orthodox Church is a Eucharistic Community. The focus of its worship is
in the bread and wine of the Holy Eucharist, which is regarded as
the means through which an Orthodox Christian receives Christ and
is joined in fellowship with the Body of Christ––the Universal
Church, comprised of all true Christians, both here and in heaven.
It is believed that without receiving the Eucharist, an Orthodox
Christian becomes alienated from God. The word “Eucharist” (from
the Greek word eucharistia) means
“thanksgiving,” and in observing the Eucharist an Orthodox
worshipper is essentially expressing thanksgiving to Christ for His
crucified body and shed blood on our behalf. A later section of
this essay is devoted to the significance of the Eucharist.

Today the Orthodox Church is comprised of
over two hundred million Christians who seek to follow the faith
and practices that were defined by the first seven ecumenical
councils. The autocephalous (i.e., “self-governing”) churches
include the four Patriarchates, which are churches from early
centuries in church history. These include the churches of
Constantinople (today’s Istanbul), Alexandria (in Egypt), Antioch,
and Jerusalem. Other, later, autocephalous churches include Russia
(the largest), Serbia, Bulgaria, Romania, Georgia, Albania, Poland,
Greece, and Cyprus. Autonomous churches, having a canonical
dependence upon a mother see, include the
Czech Republic and Slovakia, Ukraine, Crete, Sinai, Finland, Japan,
and China. In addition, there is a large Orthodox diaspora
scattered all over the world, including the United States and
Canada.

The Orthodox Church is not a centralized
organization headed by a pontiff; rather, it considers itself as
manifested in a common faith and communion in the sacraments, with
no one but Christ as its head (Eph. 1:22–23; Col. 1:18, 24). In a
broader and theological sense, Orthodoxy is not merely an earthly
organization headed by patriarchs, bishops, and priests. It
considers itself the mystical “Body of Christ” comprised of those
who have died in the faith, as well as those on earth who have
entered the faith through Holy Baptism. A later section of this
essay is devoted to the significance of water Baptism.

The Orthodox Church is a “conciliar”
church––referring to itself as the “Church of
the Seven Councils.” Orthodoxy places great importance in the
seven general councils as having been the instrument of God in
guiding the church in correct doctrine through a “common mind.” The
councils are said to have demonstrated the harmonious and unified
nature of the church. The first council in church history is
actually recorded in Acts 15. At that “Jerusalem Council,” the
Apostles and elders met to decide if Gentile converts should be
subject to the Law of Moses. The decision was that they did not
need to be circumcised or follow the ceremonial Law of Moses, but
they were encouraged to “abstain from things offered to idols, from
blood [such as from drinking blood], from things strangled, and
from sexual immorality” (Acts 15:29).

This first council in Jerusalem is omitted
in the numbering of the seven “general” councils, which begins with
the Council of Nicaea as the first council (in A.D. 325). These general councils went beyond the
“local” councils that were officiated by local bishops who became
known as “metropolitans.” Bishops in the larger cities of the Roman
Empire acquired a greater status than the provincial metropolitans.
The general councils met in some of these larger cities and
included bishops from the entire Christian world. With such a
gathering, these bishops claimed to speak in the name of the whole
church. Indeed, the Orthodox Church believes that God guided the
thoughts and decisions made in these councils to the same degree,
essentially, as His guiding of revelation in the inspired Word of
God. Bishop Ware, in
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