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Beliefs of the Original Catholic Church

Could a remnant group have continuing apostolic succession?

What did early Church of God leaders, Greco-Roman saints, and others record?

By 

Bob Thiel, Ph.D., Th.D.
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“Polycarp ... in our days was an apostolic and prophetic teacher, bishop/overseer in Smyrna of the Catholic Church. For every word which he uttered from his mouth both was fulfilled and will be fulfilled.” (Martyrdom of Polycarp, 16:2)
“Contend for the faith once delivered to the saints” (Jude 3, Douay-Rheims)

Beliefs of the Original Catholic Church
Could a remnant group have continuing apostolic succession?
Are all professing Christian churches, other than the Roman and Eastern Orthodox Catholics, Protestant?

What did the original catholic church believe?

Is there a church with those original beliefs today?

Copyright © 2022, 2024, 2025 by Nazarene Books. ISBN 978-1-63660-108-3. Edition 2.0 Book produced for the: Continuing Church of God and Successor, a corporation sole, 1036 W. Grand Avenue, Grover Beach, California, 93433 USA. 

Art: Front cover edited Polycarp engraving by Michael Burghers, ca 1685, originally sourced from Wikipedia. Back cover photo of Ephesus Amphitheater by Joyce Thiel.

Scriptural quotes are mostly taken from Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox approved Bibles like the Challoner Douay-Rheims (DRB), Original Rheims NT of 1582 (RNT 1582), New Jerusalem Bible (NJB), Eastern Orthodox Bible (EOB), Orthodox Study Bible (OSB), New American Bible (NAB), Revised Edition (NABRE), New Revised Standard Version (NRSV), English Standard Version-Catholic Edition (ESVCE), Catholic Public Domain Version (CPDV), plus also the A Faithful Version (AFV) and some other translations. The capitalized term ‘Catholic’ most often refers to the Roman Catholic Church in quotes. The use of these brackets { } in this book means that this author inserted something, normally like a scriptural reference, into a quote. Note: although early texts from post-New Testament writers are not scripture, and some were not preserved as written (as some were tampered with), overall they give clues and other information on what early Christians and other professors of Christ believed. Most of the non-scriptural texts quoted come from either Greco-Roman sources or at least sources generally accepted by Greco-Roman scholars.
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The author, Dr. Bob Thiel, was baptized, took cathechism classes, confirmed, and raised Roman Catholic as a child. He also attended Roman Catholic school for part of his elementary school years and studied Latin in high school. From his youth, he has always striven to hold to the original Christian faith.

After seeing shockingly major scriptural issues with Roman Catholic and Protestant teachings, he was later baptized by a Church of God (COG) minister in 1977. He was confirmed as a member of the “original catholic church” in 2008 by formerly Armenian Apostolic Orthodox catholic, but then original apostolic catholic Church of God clergyman evangelist, Dibar Apartian in France. Dr. Thiel later had hands laid on him related to ordination in 2011 and 2017 from other long-time ordained COG ministers (Gaylyn Bonjour, Evans Ochieng, and Samuel Gyeabour).

Though interested in church history all his life, this interest intensified after one of his numerous trips to Vatican City, which then led to his formal studies in church history. Dr. Thiel also made numerous trips to other locations (such as Greece, Israel, and Turkey) where he also learned about early Christianity as well as aspects of the Eastern Orthodox Church. He has a graduate degree in information systems (M.S., USC) along with doctorates in nutrition science (Ph.D. UIU) and early Christianity (Th.D., TGSAT). On a non-degree basis, he also studied church history from materials from Fuller Theological Seminary and the University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill. 

The Bible shows that Jesus was attacked for His relatively young physical age in relationship to history (cf. John 8:5-7), His not accepting certain established religious traditions which conflicted with scripture (Matthew 15:1-9), and because of false statements about Him (e.g. John 8:41b). Jesus’ response to those providing false statements was:


44 You are of your father the devil, and the desires of your father you want to do. He was a murderer from the beginning, and does not stand in the truth, because there is no truth in him. When he speaks a lie, he speaks from his own resources, for he is a liar and the father of it. 45 But because I tell the truth, you do not believe Me. 46 Which of you convicts Me of sin? And if I tell the truth, why do you not believe Me? 47 He who is of God hears God’s words; therefore you do not hear, because you are not of God. (John 8:44-47, OSB). 


Dr. Thiel notes that the apostles were disdained for not being trained in institutions with worldly acceptance (Acts 4:13). Their response to religious authorities was, “we can not but speak the things which we have seen and heard” (Acts 4:20, DRB). 

He has noted that because of false and maligning information about himself and/or various Church of God groups (particularly on the Internet), that many prefer to ‘attack the messenger’ instead of dealing with the scriptural and historical proofs he and others have provided in Continuing Church of God literature. 

The truth is the truth. Dr. Thiel’s view is, like that of Jesus, “if I tell the truth, why do you not believe me?” Though unlike Jesus, Dr. Thiel is not asserting that he, himself, must always be right. But he asserts that showing proofs from the word of God, as well as from actual historical facts, is something that should be believed.
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The fascinating story of early Christianity has certainly been the subject of many books. 

Why another?

I contend that most have overlooked one or more vital areas of inquiry. Plus, most have failed to deal with major contradictions in teachings among those they often consider to have been saints/true Christians.

My purpose for this book is to delve in a fairly unique way into some of the most often neglected beliefs of the original catholic church. It does not try to cover all of them (which would likely result in multiple volumes to discuss in proper depth), but enough to show the reader the connection between the original beliefs and that of the Continuing Church of God today.

Some revelations may surprise, even shock, some readers. But hopefully you will be willing to “prove all things” (1 Thessalonians 5:21, DRB) and have “the love of the truth” (2 Thessalonians 2:10, NJB). Do not be deceived like the bulk of humanity is prophesied to be (2 Thessalonians 2:9-12). According to many early and later writers, there were two significantly different groups, with one that continued to hold to the original faith, and another which took a different view.

In addition to citing scripture, in this book I will offer testimony from early catholic and other scholars to back up the authenticity of those early beliefs. This includes primary, non-primary, conventional, and unconventional sources—which also tend to validate the continuity of those beliefs as well. And yes, I often come to conclusions that differ from the cited non-biblical authors. This book is part of a documented search for truth. Similar to the Apostle Paul, I realize that in the flesh we only “know in part” (1 Corinthians 13:9, DRB). So, undoubtedly future revisions to this book will be warranted. Yet, the basic concept about what truth the church taught and that a church still teaches those truths today is valid, despite some confusion on certain leaders and their teachings.

Regarding original Christianity, the Book of Acts reported that “everywhere, people speak against this sect” (Acts 28:22, EOB). 

Sadly, that often remains so in the 21st century. 

Yet in the 1st century, those of Berea/Beroea “welcomed the word very readily; every day they studied the scriptures to check whether it was true” (Acts 17:11, NJB). They were willing to change when they saw the truth—despite it being talked against (Acts 28:22). Their scriptural example still should be followed in the 21st century.

This book is for readers that have a genuine love of the truth who are willing to be like the biblical Bereans.
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1. Inquiry and the True Church

Many books have tried to tell the story of early Christianity.

Yet, nearly all of them overlook much of what the original church taught.

This has been confirmed by scholars, including the late French Cardinal Jean-Guenole-Marie Danielou. 

Dr. Danielou wrote that church history has generally been mistaught by downplaying the fact that the Romans considered Christianity a Jewish sect, and not a new religion. Cardinal Danielou specifically wrote that not properly teaching the truth about the ‘Jewishness’ of early Christianity has led to a “false picture of Christian history” (Daniélou J, Cardinal. The Theology of Jewish Christianity. Translated by John A. Baker. The Westminster Press, Philadelphia, 1964, p. 2).

Church history is more important than most lay people realize. 

Leaders in various churches called “catholic,” however, have properly asserted that the truth about it is quite important.

For example, on March 4, 2019, then Pope Francis stated: 


The Church is not afraid of history, rather, loves it and would like to love it more and better, as God loves it! (Grogan C. Vatican to open WWII secret archives of Pope Pius XII. Catholic News Agency, March 4, 2019)


Likewise, Bartholomew I, Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople of the Eastern Orthodox Catholic Church, wrote:


Whoever believes that Orthodoxy has the truth does not fear dialogue, because truth has never been endangered by dialogue. (Bartholomew I. Patriarchal and Synodal Encyclical on the Sunday of Orthodoxy. Prot. No. 213, February 21, 2010)


An Eastern Orthodox bishop, Timothy ‘Kallistos’ Ware, wrote:


Christianity, if true, has nothing to fear from honest inquiry. (Ware T. The Orthodox Church. Penguin Books, London, 1997, p.201)


Documenting the beliefs of original catholic leaders should assist anyone pursuing honest inquiry. Many will be surprised by the documented positions in this book, and hopefully will be unafraid of the truth in history.

It is the hope of this author that those who have the “love of the truth” (2 Thessalonians 2:10, NJB) can learn more about it, respond to it, and not be deceived like the rest of the world are prophesied to be (2 Thessalonians 2:9-12).

Pope Benedict XVI taught:


The Church considers that her most important mission in today’s culture is to keep alive the search for truth ... (Church’s Mission Is to Seek Truth, Says Pope. Zenit. May 12, 2010)


This book is intended for those in today’s culture who are interested in the search for truth.

The Catechism of the Catholic Church teaches:


2104 All men are bound to seek the truth, especially in what concerns God and his Church, and to embrace it and hold on to it as they come to know it. (Catechism of the Catholic Church. Imprimatur Potest +Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger. Doubleday, NY, 1995, p. 566)


According to Catholic Answers, the reason to “Catholicize” professors of Christ who are not part of the Church of Rome is to give them the fullness of truth:


They are Christians, but they have some serious errors. ... So we want to Catholicize them. That’s right. Give them the fullness of the truth. (Kellett C, Staples T. Did Baby Jesus Have the Beatific Vision? Catholic Answers, October 31, 2019. Catholic.com accessed 05/07/20)


Hopefully, all who see the original and true “catholic church” beliefs will be willing to accept “the fullness of the truth” instead of being stuck in non-biblical paradigms of human traditions that differ. 

The Apostle Paul told Christians:


21 But prove all things; hold fast that which is good. (1 Thessalonians 5:21, DRB)


Perhaps YOU are one who is willing to believe the Apostle Paul and prove all things and hold fast that which is good?

This book has both biblical and historical ‘proofs’ from sources mainly accepted as valid (and often from those considered to have been saints) by the Roman and Eastern Orthodox Catholic churches.

Many will be surprised, and some greatly shocked, to learn many of the beliefs that were held by the original catholic church.

This book goes into the first few times the term “catholic church” appears in the earliest Christian literature. While that is something others have noted, this may be the first book to provide as many quotes of teachings and practices of the original catholic church that faithful Christians have continued to hold throughout the church age.

As far as a region being faithful to original Christianity and scripture goes, notice the following:


The lineage of bishops in the region of Asia Minor may be the most important area of all for crystallizing Christian theology by providing a direct link between the writings of the Scripture and the tradition of the fathers. (Simons J. “Ecclesia enim per universum orbem”: Unity in Ephesus as Claimed by Irenaeus. Wheaton College Graduate School, April 2016, p. 57)


That is part of why the reader will see that the early bishops in the region of Asia Minor (including Antioch which is just south of its border) are often quoted in this book as advocating original Christianity. Asia Minor writers (most of whom were bishops/pastors) are a most important link to see how biblical doctrines were understood.

Names and Terms

Regarding the term “Christian,” the New Testament records:


26 ...  It was at Antioch that the disciples were first called ‘Christians’. (Acts 11:26, NJB)


In this book, the term “Greco-Roman” normally refers to the Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic churches or leaders/scholars from those churches. The Eastern Orthodox Church is officially known as the Orthodox Catholic Church, but the term Eastern will often be used in this book as that is more commonly understood in English-speaking lands. The Romans prefer to call theirs the “Catholic Church,” but for historical purposes and for accuracy, the term Roman Catholic is often used here to show that this is the church based out of Vatican City and whose ‘cathedra’ (which they define as the spiritual chair of succession) is in Rome at St. John’s Lateran cathedral. 

Some historical documents cited in this book may use the terms Romans or Latins for the Church of Rome, whereas some use the terms Greeks or the East for the Orthodox Catholic Church. The abbreviation COG stands for “Church of God” and CCOG stands for the Continuing Church of God. While Greco-Romans sometimes use the term “Church of God,” unless otherwise noted (or in a quote from a Greco-Roman source), COG is intended to refer to groups holding doctrinal positions closer to the CCOG than the modern Greco-Romans.

This book has many quotes from people considered to be saints or scholars by the Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic churches, as well as many considered as saints or scholars by the Continuing Church of God. This book is not intended to bash other faiths or their members, but to demonstrate from many sources widely accepted by Greco-Roman Catholics and Protestants which church looks to be the truest to the original catholic beliefs. It should NOT be considered “Catholic bashing” to quote the Bible and sources from or accepted by Greco-Roman scholars to support truthful and logical conclusions.

The Church?

The Eastern Orthodox have written:


It is agreed that properly speaking, the word ‘Church’ refers to people, not to a building. ...

The ... Catechism of the Orthodox Church contains this question and answer:



Q. Why is the Church called Catholic, or Universal, which is what catholic means?



A. Because she is not limited to any place, time, or people, but contains true believers of all places, times, and peoples. 




... the Church, strictly speaking, is the Body of Christ, the eschatological unity of all those who have been united to Christ’s life in all times and places. This is the foundational use of ‘Church’ in the New Testament. (Cleenewerck L. Appendix B: Church and Apostles. THE EASTERN – GREEK ORTHODOX BIBLE: NEW TESTAMENT, 2013, pp. 601,604,606)


It is correct to conclude that a church is not a building, nor limited in ways many think. The Church is a spiritual organism consisting of followers of Jesus who possess the Holy Spirit (Romans 8:9). 

Now notice the following observation regarding doctrines from the ‘East’:


Most people in the West know very little about the doctrines of the Eastern and Near-Eastern Christian Churches. There are many churches under this umbrella such as Syrian, Nestorian, Armenian and other churches of Eastern tradition. (Zivadinovic D. REVISED and CORRECTED “SABBATH in the EAST.” Andrews University, 2016)


And while many of the Eastern and Near-Eastern churches are very close doctrinally to the Western churches (Rome and many Protestants), there are “other churches of Eastern tradition” that strive to be closer to the original faith of the apostles in the East (Asia Minor/Antioch)—like the CCOG. 

Notice the following Vatican report:


“From a Catholic perspective,” the Vatican said, “the term ‘church’ applies to the Catholic Church in communion with the bishop of Rome. It also applies to churches which are not in visible communion with the Catholic Church but have preserved the apostolic succession and a valid Eucharist, remaining true particular churches. Other Christian communities which have not preserved the valid episcopacy and Eucharist are called ‘ecclesial communities’” in official Catholic documents. (Wooden C. Vatican notes growing ecumenical consensus on what ‘church’ means. Crux, October 24, 2019)


Based on that bolded Vatican definition, the church known as the Continuing Church of God would be considered as a true church by the Vatican.

How so?

We have retained the original and valid Eucharist, have the clearest initial documented succession from the original apostles (to Polycarp, hence possess “the valid episcopacy”), and throughout history have remained true to the original apostolic faith, as this book helps document. In other pronouncements, the Vatican specifically includes as churches those that meet the above even if they broke off communion with the major church in Rome, which the COG did in the 2nd century A.D. 

Another requirement to be a “church” according to the Vatican is to have a clergy that anoints the sick, baptizes, performs marriages, and conducts the “Eucharist” (which early church writers tied in with Jesus’ Passover instructions), all of which the ministry in the CCOG does.

The Original Faith 

When Pope Leo XIV was Cardinal Robert Francis Prevost, he stated:


The mission of the Church has been the same for 2000 years, when Jesus Christ said: "Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you" (Mt 28:19). (Interview with Cardinal Robert Prevost OSA: "Above all, a bishop must proclaim Jesus Christ." Augustine Order news, September 30, 2023)


So, he admitted that the mission was not to change, and was to including teaching ALL THAT JESUS commanded.

The Rheims New Testament of 1582 (an English translation from the Latin) states:


3 ... contend for the faith once delivered to the saints (Jude 3). 

16 Take heed to thyself and to doctrine: be earnest in them (1 Timothy 4:16)


The Eastern Orthodox Bible states:


3 ... fight hard for the faith which was once for all delivered to the saints. (Jude 3)

16 Watch yourself and your teaching. Continue in these things! (1 Timothy 4:16)


The Lamsa Bible states:


3 ... earnestly contend for the faith which was once delivered to the saints. (Jude 3)

16 Take heed to yourself and to your doctrine; and be firm in them: for in doing this, you shall both save yourself and those who hear you. (1 Timothy 4:16)


The original apostles practiced what has been called Judeo-Christianity. 

Once the original apostles were gone (all of which seemingly died in the first century, with the possibility that John lived until the start of the second century), who was supposed to continue to contend for the original faith and be earnest in that doctrine?

Why, the true saints of course! The real Christians who practiced and held to the original faith (cf. Revelation 14:12).

Specifically, at first, the real saints of the 1st century, some of which lived into the 2nd century. And then others born later.

Theological scholars realize that “everyone in the first generation of Christianity was Jewish Christian” (Reed AY. Jewish-Christianity and the History of Judaism. J.C.B. Mohr Verlag, 2018, p. XXII)—they held to the original faith.

Consider also, that biblical warnings are given to NOT depart from the original faith. Not from a specific organization.

The Apostle John also confirmed that former point about those who failed to continue in what he taught (1 John 2:19) and that latter point when he wrote about a church group that started out as true that ended up not willing to accept him or other true believers (3 John 9-10). John pointed out that although they claimed to represent the original organization and they claimed that organization still existed, they did not continue with the original faith. 

Further consider who will be with Jesus when He returns:


14 ... they that are with him are called, and elect, and faithful. (Revelation 17:14c, DRB)

14 ... those who are with Him are called, chosen, and faithful. (Revelation 17:14c, OSB)


It is those who truly hold to the original faith that are called, chosen, and faithful.

Who would that be today?

What were the beliefs of “original catholic church” and who was in it? 

Can you prove which church is best contending for the original faith in the 21st century? 
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2. The Catholic Church of God
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Let’s consider church names. The Bible helps us document the original name of the Christian church. 

What is the original name of the Christian church in the Bible?

Was the church called “catholic” in the Bible?

In this chapter, we will see how the name “Continuing Church of God” conveys Biblical teachings. Then we will look at the historical use of the term “catholic.”

The first times we see the word “church” associated with a location or description is in Acts 8:1 & 11:22 which refer to the “church at/in Jerusalem.” The next time is a reference to the “church ... at Antioch” (Acts 13:1).

The first time we see “church of” in the Bible is in Acts 20:28, where it is called “church of God.” 

Jesus said that Christians would be kept in His Father’s name (John 17:12), which most often is simply “God” in the New Testament (over 1,300 times!), hence leading to the name “Church of God.”

Many people are unaware that the predominant name of the true Church in the New Testament is “Church of God.” Variants of this expression are clearly stated in singular and plural forms in twelve different places in the New Testament (Acts 20:28; 1 Corinthians 1:2; 10:32; 11:16,22; 15:9; 2 Corinthians 1:1; Galatians 1:13; 1 Thessalonians 2:14; 2 Thessalonians 1:4; 1 Timothy 3:5,15). The only other singular “church of” statement in scripture is a reference to the “church of the firstborn” (Hebrews 12:23).

Throughout Christian history, the true church has normally used a version of the expression “Church of God” (or “Church/es of Christ,” cf. Romans 16:16) though often with another term, like a geographic region (cf. 1 Corinthians 1:2; 1 Thessalonians 1:1; 2 Thessalonians 1:1) or another word, with it (1 Timothy 3:15). 

However, critics tended to call members of the faithful Church of God other names (e.g. Acts 24:5). The true church is also called “holy” in Ephesians 5:27, though that is not used as a name.

The Church of God is not just some brand-new group, as some claim; it has continued for nearly 2,000 years, despite relocations, name variants, and organizational changes.

Since the true Church of God has continued from the time of the original apostles in Acts 2, and since the Bible teaches that ‘Philadelphia’ was to continue (cf. Hebrews 13:1, literal), the use of the name Continuing Church of God helps convey those biblical concepts and historical facts.

The Apostle Paul wrote the following mentioning the church:


2 PAUL called to be an Apostle of JESUS Christ, by the will of God, and Sothenes a brother, To the Church of God that is at Corinth, to the sanctified in Christ JESUS, called to be saints, with all that invocate the name of our Lord JESUS Christ in every place of theirs and ours (1 Corinthians 1:2, DRB). 

1 PAUL an Apostle of JESUS Christ, by the will of God, and Timothy our brother: to the Church of God that is at Corinth, with all the saints that are in all Achaia (2 Corinthians 1:1, DRB).

13 ... I persecuted the Church of God ... (Galatians 1:13, NJB/OSB)

14 For you, brethren, are become followers of the churches of God which are in Judea, in Christ Jesus: for you also have suffered the same things from your own countrymen, even as they have from the Jews, (1 Thessalonians 2:14, DRB)

15 But if I tarry long, that thou mayest know how thou oughtest to converse in the house of God, which is the CHURCH of the living God, the pillar and ground of truth (1 Timothy 3:15, DRB).


(Note that this author bolded the above, but did not capitalize anything—capitalization was by the translators.)

The Roman document that is commonly called 1 Clement begins with:


The Church of God which sojourneth in Rome to the Church of God which sojourneth in Corinth, to them which are called and sanctified by the will of God through our Lord Jesus Christ. (As cited in Lightfoot JB. The Apostolic Fathers, Macmillan & Co. 1891)


So yes, the first document that has been found from the Roman church referred to itself as the Church of God, not the “Catholic Church.” The term “catholic church” is not found in that 1st century document.

In the 2nd century, Bishop/Pastor Polycarp wrote from Smyrna:


Polycarp and the presbyters with him to the church of God that sojourns at Philippi. (Polycarp. Letter to the Philippians. In Holmes M. The Apostolic Fathers—Greek Text and English Translations, 3rd printing. Baker Books, Grand Rapids (MI), 1999, p. 207)


After Polycarp’s martyrdom, those in his area wrote:


The church of God which sojourns at Smyrna to the church of God which sojourns in Philomelium. (The Martyrdom of Polycarp. In Holmes, p. 227)


Thus, some of the earliest post-New Testament Roman and Eastern Orthodox Catholic-accepted writings (which also tend to be accepted by Protestant scholars) clearly refer to the church as the Church of God.

The Catholic Church of God in Smyrna

But what about church being called “Catholic”?

The world ‘catholic’ means ‘about whole’ ‘according to the whole’ or ‘throughout the whole’ or ‘complete’ and has come to mean ‘universal.’

The first time the term “catholic church” has been found in ancient writings is in a letter from Ignatius to the Church of God in Smyrna (Holmes, footnote 109, p. 191). It was not in a document related to the Church of Rome until almost a century later (Ibid).

Being raised Roman Catholic, this author was surprised to see that the earliest references to the “catholic church” were not references to Rome.

Notice also the following comments from over a century ago from some not part of the COG:


The word “Catholic” had its origin in the Greek language; and the things it stands for in Christianity originated at a time when the Greek language was the religious language of Christians in the West as well as in the East, in Rome and Africa and Gaul, as well as in Alexandria, Asia, and Antioch. The word is not found in the Greek Bible of the Old Testament, or the New Testament. It is an adjective compounded of the preposition καταʹ, meaning in this connection “throughout,” and the adjective ὅλος, “whole,” properly in the accusative, ὅλον or ὅλην, in accordance with the noun to which it is attached. ... We first meet the word in the epistle of Ignatius, the bishop of Antioch, to the church at Smyrna, early in the second century ... We find three uses of the word in the letter of the church of Smyrna on the martyrdom of Polycarp, its bishop, soon after the martyrdom in 155 or I56. There is no good reason to question their genuineness. (Briggs CA. CATHOLIC-THE NAME AND THE THING. The American Journal of Theology, Volume VII, JULY 1903, Number 3, pp. 417-418)

The Catholic Church was founded in the East by the apostles thirty years before Paul visited Rome. Pentecost was a. d. 33, ... . Hence, the original “Catholic Apostolic Church” was not the Roman Church at all, but the Greek Church in the early days of the apostles. (Canwright DM. The Lord’s Day., 2nd ed. Fleming H. Revell Company, 1915, p. 84)


While 31 or 34 or  35 A.D. is a more historically accurate start year, yes, the original apostolic catholic church began in the East after originating in Jerusalem.

Here are some quotes from Bishop/Pastor Ignatius of Antioch, in the early 2nd century:


Ignatius, who is also called Theophorus, to the church of God the Father and of the beloved Jesus Christ at Smyrna in Asia ... Wherever the bishop appears, there let the congregation be; just as wherever Jesus Christ is, there is the catholic church. (Ignatius. Letter to the Smyrnaeans, 0.0., 8.2. In Holmes, pp. 185-191)


So, Ignatius of Antioch refers to the Church of God in Smyrna and later says that the catholic church is where Jesus is. The bishop there, he would be referring to in this case, was Polycarp of Smyrna. In Ignatius’ extant letters (including one to Rome) he never refers to any bishop/pastor in or near Rome. Those would include the first-claimed Roman Catholic “popes,” like Linus, Cletus, Clement, Evaristus, or Alexander. Nor does he mention the term ‘catholic church’ in relationship to Rome. 

Furthermore, according to Roman Catholic scholars, there are no clear early records proving the existence of any Roman bishops that early in the 2nd century (e.g. Sullivan F.A. From Apostles to Bishops: the development of the episcopacy in the early church. Newman Press, Mahwah (NJ), 2001, pp. 13-15, McBrien, Richard P. Lives of the Popes: The Pontiffs from St. Peter to Benedict XVI. Harper, San Francisco, 2005 updated ed., p. 396, and Duffy E. Saints & Sinners: A History of the Popes. Yale University Press, New Haven (CT), 2002, pp. 2,6; Jedin H, ed. History of the Church, Volume 1. Crossroad, New York, 1993, p. 44). While Asia Minor and Antioch clearly had bishops by the early 2nd century, that was not the case for Rome (ibid, p. 44).

The fact that it was in Ignatius’ letter to Smyrna that the term “catholic church” was first used is known and accepted by Roman Catholic scholars. The Catholic Encyclopedia specifically states (bolding mine):


The combination “the Catholic Church” (he katholike ekklesia) is found for the first time in the letter of St. Ignatius to the Smyrnaeans, written about the year 110. The words run: “Wheresoever the bishop shall appear, there let the people be, even as where Jesus may be, there is the universal [katholike] Church.” However, in view of the context, some difference of opinion prevails as to the precise connotation of the italicized word ... by the beginning of the fourth century it seems to have almost entirely supplanted the primitive and more general meaning ... The reference (c. 155) to “the bishop of the catholic church in Smyrna” (Letter on the Martyrdom of St. Polycarp, xvi), a phrase which necessarily presupposes a more technical use of the word, is due, some critics think, to interpolation ... (Thurston H. Catholic. Transcribed by Gordon A. Jenness. The Catholic Encyclopedia, Volume III. Published 1908. New York: Robert Appleton Company. Nihil Obstat, November 1, 1908. Remy Lafort, S.T.D., Censor. Imprimatur. +John Cardinal Farley, Archbishop of New York)


Although Ignatius did use the transliterated expression, he katholike ekklesia (ή καθολκή ἐκκλησία) in his letter, understand that he used it when addressing the Church of God at Smyrna in Asia Minor. That is the main region through which the Continuing Church of God traces its descent after the deaths of the apostles Peter, Paul, and John. The name “Continuing” captures how this church continues to faithfully preach their message in an unstable world influenced by Satan’s deceptions.

Ignatius did not use the term for “catholic” in his letter to the Romans. Therefore, in a historical sense, the Church of God in Smyrna was (or at least an important part of) the original “catholic church.” Please read that factual statement again.

Acts 9:31

Perhaps it should be noted that it has been speculated by some lay people that an expression in Acts 9:31 (related to the churches in Judea, Galilee, and Samaria) might truly be transliterated as “churches catholic.” 

However, it is a somewhat different Greek expression (ἐκκλησία καθ’ ὅλης) than those used by Ignatius (ή καθολική ἐκκλησία) or the expression later in The Martyrdom of Polycarp (καθολικῆς ἐκκλησίας). “Church(es) throughout all” or “Assembly throughout all” seems to be a more linguistically accurate translation than “churches catholic” in Acts 9:31 (Rude N. Paper on Beginning and End, Part 1 to Dr. Thiel, 03/03/2011).

Furthermore, here is how the original Rheims New Testament renders the first portion of Acts 9:31:


“The CHURCH truly through all Jewry and Galilee and Samaria had peace ...”


That is a reasonable portrayal. Therefore, to suggest that Acts 9:31 is precisely using the term “Catholic Church” as a name does not appear to be correct. However, Acts 9:31 somewhat supports the view that some version of the term “catholic’ can be used as a partial descriptor of the true church.

The Martyrdom of Polycarp, the Smyrnaeans, and Antioch

The Smyrnaeans wrote a document known as The Martyrdom of Polycarp which seems to have been the second document we still possess that contains the expression translated as “catholic church”:


The church of God which sojourns at Smyrna to the Church of God which sojourns in Philomelium and to all the congregations of the Holy and Catholic Church in every place ... the elect, of whom this most admirable Polycarp was one, having in our own times been an apostolic and prophetic teacher, and bishop of the Catholic Church which is in Smyrna. For every word that went out of his mouth either has been or shall yet be accomplished. (The Smyrnaeans. The Encyclical Epistle of the Church at Smyrna Concerning the Martyrdom of the Holy Polycarp, 0:1, 16.2. In Roberts A, Donaldson J, eds. Ante-Nicene Fathers. Volume 4, 1885. Hendrickson Publishers, Peabody (MA), printing 1999, p. 42)


Therefore, by looking at Ignatius’ Letter to the Smyrnaeans as well as the Smyrnaeans Martyrdom of Polycarp, it is clear that it was Polycarp’s church, the Smyrnaean Church of God, that the oldest literature points to as the original “catholic church.” (Note: this book has used lower case for the term “catholic church” in many discussions here because the term, according to most scholars, was used originally as more of as a description than a title.) By the time of Polycarp’s death, though, the churches in Asia Minor and Antioch were in communion with each other, yet they were NOT in communion/fellowship with the predominant churches in Rome or Alexandria.

But also note that Polycarp was listed by the Smyrnaeans as “an apostolic and prophetic teacher, and bishop of the Catholic Church which is in Smyrna.” This points to the declaration that Polycarp had apostolic succession and should have been considered to have a/the mantle of top leadership of the known faithful prior to his death.

Because it had succession from the apostles (as well as early writings), one could say that the Smyrna church was the original apostolic catholic Church of God. This view was carried forward into the 3rd century in Smyrna via Pionius.

Getting back to The Martyrdom of Polycarp itself, scholar Gerd Buschmann says that document is “catholic-normative” and displays “the dogmatic common sense of the proto-Catholic Church” (Weidmann FW. Reviewed Work: Das Martyrium des Polykarp by Gerd Buschmann. Journal of Biblical Literature, Vol. 120, No. 3 Autumn, 2001, pp. 585-587). 

Yet, that is somewhat misleading. Instead, a more logical view would be that the original portions of The Martyrdom of Polycarp should be considered part of the original, not “proto” needing to be changed, catholic church. And, if the Martyrdom of Polycarp’s statement related to Polycarp, “For every word that went out of his mouth either has been or shall yet be accomplished,” is accurate related to doctrine—that doctrine should NOT change!

In the mid-3rd century, presbyter Pionius of Smyrna (who allegedly wrote The Life of Polycarp based on ancient manuscripts) said he was part of the catholic church:​


On the second day of the sixth month, on the occasion of a great Sabbath, and on the anniversary of the blessed martyr Polycarp, while the persecution of Decius was still on, there were arrested the presbyter Pionius, ... a presbyter of the Catholic Church. ... It was Saturday ... Polemon the temple verger came in on them with his men in order to seek out the Christians and drag them off ...

“Pionius, ... “Are you a Christian?” asked Polemon.

“Yes,” said Pionius.

Polemon the verger said: “What church do you belong to?”

“The Catholic Church,” was the answer; “with Christ there is no other.” (The Martyrdom of Pionius and his Companions. Text from H. Musurillo, The Acts of the Christian Martyrs. Oxford, 1972, pp. 137, 147)


So, the above account points to some type of a Sabbath-keeping “Catholic Church” in Smyrna. Note: This particular “great Sabbath” is believed by certain scholars to have taken place on the first Day of Unleavened Bread; (see Lightfoot JB. S. Ignatius. S. Polycarp: Revised Texts with Instructions, Notes, Dissertations, and Translations, Volume 1, 2nd edition. Macmillan, 1889, pp. 45,702), however for it to have fallen on a Saturday, it would have been the 7th, the last, Day of Unleavened Bread in either 249 or 252 A.D.

When Pionius stated that there was no other true church than the catholic church, Smyrna and the rest of Asia Minor was not in fellowship with predominant churches in Rome or Alexandria (cf. Eusebius. The History of the Church, Book VII, Chapter V, Verse I. Digireads.com, 2005, p. 147). Hence, Pionius was not referring to the Roman or Eastern Orthodox Catholic churches that were confederate at that time. Pionius also did not eat biblically unclean meats, but the Greco-Romans had adopted that practice in the 2nd century according to the pseudepigraphal Epistle of Barnabas and the less-than-fully-accurate Liber Pontificalis.

It should be mentioned that there is some controversy associated with the expression “catholic church” in The Martyrdom of Polycarp, as there are differing manuscripts with and without it (Holmes, footnote 22, p. 241; Dehandschutter B. Polycarpiana, Selected Essays. Leuven University Press, 2007, pp.5, 48-50). 

The following is a slightly shortened portion of the Greek portion 16:2 of The Martyrdom of Polycarp as reported by Kirsopp Lake and it does use the expressions Polycarp, bishop, Smyrna, catholic, and churches all of which this author bolded in that order below (this verse is also translated on the front cover of this book).


Πολύκαρπος, ἐν τοῖς καθ’ ἡμᾶς χρόνοις διδάσκαλος ἀποστολιδὸς καὶ προφητικὸς γενόμενος, ἐπίσκοπος ἀποστολικὸς καὶ προφητικὸς γενόμενος, ἐπίσκοπος τῆς ἐν Σμύνῃ καθολικῆς ἐκκλησίας. (Lake K. The Apostolic Fathers in Greek: The Martrydom of Polycarp. Harvard University Press, 1926)


The above rendering shows that there is an ancient writing in Greek that claims that Polycarp (Πολύκαρπος) was the bishop/overseer (ἐπίσκοπος) in Smyrna (ἐν Σμύνῃ) of the catholic church (καθολικῆς ἐκκλησίας).

So, we have seen that Ignatius and The Martyrdom of Polycarp show that in the first and second document a church was referred to as “catholic,” it was a descriptive term that included the Smyrnaean Church of God that was led by Polycarp.

Now, lest anyone think that this author has ‘pulled a fast one,’ Roman and Eastern Orthodox scholars teach that Polycarp, Ignatius, Pionius, and others we consider early Church of God leaders in Asia Minor (including Smyrna) were all catholics and all were saints. We in the CCOG concur.

Thus, real writings from those leaders (“real,” as there are questions about whether some were improperly changed) should be considered as reliable records (though containing some opinions) of the beliefs of the original catholic church. Such writings from early Church of God leaders are cited further in this book to demonstrate, and help document, the beliefs of the original catholic church.

In the 20th century, the old Worldwide Church of God taught:


Well might Jesus say: “I know . . . where Satan’s seat is . . . where Satan dwelleth.” His “Pergamos” Church knew, too! This was a different kind of era. An age in which the True Church was actively pursued, and had to remain in hiding. No longer was any part of the True Church associated, as even Polycrates had been, with any part of “the catholic church of God.” The great conspiracy had succeeded-it had stolen the name of Christ, the name of God’s Church. (Lesson 50 – What Became of the Church Jesus Built? 58 Lesson: Ambassador College Bible Correspondence Course, 1968, p. 8)


Polycrates was a late 2nd century Church of God leader that the old WCG taught was faithful. By the time of Pergamos, the Roman church took the names ‘catholic’ and ‘church of God’ even though the faithful still used them.

In the late 3rd through early 4th century, there was a church leader known as Lucian of Antioch. Lucian was not in communion with the succession of at least three Greco-Roman bishops of Antioch, had a school based on literal biblical interpretation, “savoured of Judaism,” and was “Semi-Arian” (binitarian) (Newman JH, Cardinal. The Arians of the Fourth Century. Longmans, Green, & Co., New York, 1908, pp. 5, 9, 277, 406). Lucian reportedly was a Sabbatarian (Wilkinson BG. The Truth Triumphant. TEACH Services, Reprint 1994, pp. 55-57; Kohen E. History of the Byzantine Jews. University Press of America, 2007, p. 53).

In a seemingly 4th century creed ascribed to him, Lucian (or perhaps penned by a disciple) used the term “Catholic Church of God” (Schaff P. The Creeds of Christendom: The Greek and Latin creeds, with translations, Volume II. Harper and Brothers, 1877, pp. 28-29). This would not seem to have been a reference to the Greco-Roman churches as Lucian opposed the Alexandrian school which they encouraged. Lucian looks to have been a Church of God leader. 

Lucian’s Creed seems to be the oldest known document with the exact expression “Catholic Church of God.” Although as shown already, Ignatius implied that as he used both “church of God” and “catholic Church” expressions in his 2nd century Letter to the Smyrnaeans.

What About Italy?

Perhaps it should be pointed out that after The Martyrdom of Polycarp, we then see a version of the term “catholic church” in a document known as the Muratorian Fragment. However, the original Greek manuscript was lost and what is now available is a 7th century document written in Latin, which was not the original. 

It is claimed that this document originally came from the late 2nd century.  It was discovered in Milan, Italy and is also known as the Muratorian Canon. Here is what it states about certain heretical writings:


ra quae in catholicam eclesiam recepi non (Latin original)

which cannot be received into the catholic church (English translation)


While some consider the Muratorian fragment to be the earliest list of New Testament books, it improperly includes the heretical book the Apocalypse of Peter, but excludes Book of Hebrews, James, 1 Peter, 2 Peter, and one of John’s epistles. 

Even if it did use the expression ‘catholicam eclesiam’ in the late 2nd century, this was not the same ‘catholic church’ that was in Smyrna. The faithful in Asia Minor and Antioch were in communion with each other in the 2nd and early 3rd centuries (e.g. Polycarp. Letter to the Philippians, 13:2; Serapion. Letter to Caricus and Pontius, as cited in Eusebius Book V, Chapters 18-19). Yet, by the late 2nd century, not with the predominant church in Rome. Nor did the Christians of Asia Minor or Antioch accept the extra heretical books that the Muratorian fragment included.

Plus, it should be pointed out that Polycarp’s Letter to the Philippians showed that at least those in Asia Minor and Philippi recognized books that the Muratorian fragment excluded since Polycarp quoted Hebrews 3:1, 12:28 and 1 Peter 1:21, 2:12,21,22,24, 3:9,22, 4:7 and refers to teachings in James, 2 Peter, and the three epistles of John.

What About Alexandria and Clement?

While Alexandria long had professing Christians who blended paganism, after the Trajanic war of 115-117 (also known as the Kitos War where certain Jews revolted erupted almost simultaneously across several provinces in the Eastern Mediterranean, as well as in Egypt and Libya), it looks like even less held to the original faith (cf. Paget, p. 23). 

“Christian Judaism” in the area seemed to be affected (cf. Paget, p. 113). And allegorists further arose in the area—like seen in the pseudepigraphal Epistle of Barabas of the 2nd century. Some of the allegorists also had gnostic tendencies. Yet, there will still some faithful as Nepos of Arsinoe in Egypt (about 300 kilometers SSSE of Alexandria) opposed the allegorists in the 3rd century.

In the apparently early 3rd century, we see what seems to be one of the first uses of the term “catholic church” in the ancient literature in Egypt from the semi-Gnostic Clement of Alexandria (Clement. Stromata, Book VII, Chapter XVII; in Ante-Nicene Fathers). His references did not point to any location, but essentially said that the catholic church existed before the rise of apostates such as Valentinus and Marcion—both of whom were part of the Church of Rome for decades, despite both being denounced by Polycarp. Tertullian of Carthage also used the expression ‘catholic church’ in relationship to Marcion and Valentinus, but he tied it in with Rome (Tertullian. The Prescription against Heretics, Chapter 30; in Ante-Nicene Fathers). 

The Catholic Encyclopedia (in its article on Marcus, founder of the Marcosians) has the statement “Clement of Alexandria, himself infected with Gnosticism.” Yes, Clement was a type of Gnostic (believer in salvation through special knowledge). Because of his Gnosticism, Clement would not have been in true fellowship with the churches in Asia Minor, such as the Church of God in Smyrna.

Roman Catholic Cardinal Danielou essentially confirmed that when he wrote:


It remains to decide to what type of community Clement’s Elders belonged. It seems to have been very different from that of the Asiatic Elders (Danielou, p. 52)


Right. Clement was not in communion with the original catholic church of Smyrna and other faithful churches in Asia Minor.

But, from Clement onwards, we see two different churches using the expression “catholic church.” 

In this 21st century, then-Pope Benedict XVI taught:


In our meditations on the great figures of the ancient Church, today we will get to know one of the most outstanding. Origen of Alexandria is one of the key people for the development of Christian thought. He draws on the teachings he inherited from Clement of Alexandria, ... and brings them forward in a totally innovative way, creating an irreversible turn in Christian thought. (Benedict XVI. Homily On Origen of Alexandria. Vatican City. Zenit - April 25, 2007)


A totally innovated way means it was not original. 

Furthermore, consider that although the Greco-Roman churches now officially condemn Gnosticism, some of their top leaders have taught that their teachings were CHANGED (innovated) by one or more infected with Gnosticism. Perhaps it should be emphasized that the school in Antioch that Lucian ran was opposed to the allegorical and semi-Gnostic school of Alexandria. The schools were NOT in true communion with each other.

That said, Clement wrote he once accidentally met a Judeao-Christian man who was “the most virtuous, the most valorous of men ... in Egypt” (Bagatti, The Church from the Circumcision, p. 48). 

Regarding Origen, in his De Principiis (Book 2, Chapter 11) he once denounced those who believe the word of God as “disciples of the mere word” (Paget, p. 115) or “disciples of the letter alone” (translated by Frederick Crombie. From Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol. 4. Edited by Alexander Roberts, James Donaldson, and A. Cleveland Coxe. Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1885) depending on the translation. 

Either way, we see the Origen and those like him opposed ancient variants of sola Scriptura and took a different view of the Bible than those holding to the original faith. 

Imperial “Catholic Church” and Jewish Christians

It has been reported by Roman Catholic sources:


For the first 250 years of the church’s existence, there was no doubt in the churchmen’s minds about the ... power of the church ... was solely and purely spiritual. ...

Pope Sylvester I, “the first rich church father,” ... made the agreement with Emperor Constantine that in an instant changed the church from being the prey of civil authority into its moral and spiritual prop: ... Alas! Constantine! What evil you bore into the world! ... 

Constantine first established the bishop of Rome in full power in Western Europe. The popes received from him considerable real estate, extensive judicial authority, much liquid wealth, control over the armed forces, and political dominance. The Roman Church ... thereby acquired inestimable status in the eyes of the public ... because of Constantine, the Bishop of Rome became a monarch and his church a monarchy. (Martin M. The Decline and Fall of the Roman Church. Bantam edition, 1983, pp. 3,5,39)

Silvester I, St. (314-335) ... Constantine ... The








































































































	We do not hold to the unbiblical views of Luther or Calvin (nor hold them to be true Christian leaders).

	Various early Christian leaders, including many of those called Apostolic Fathers, documented our beliefs in the first centuries of Christianity.

	We can clearly trace our leaders into the first centuries of the church age. 

	Leaders with our doctrines considered themselves to be part of the “catholic church.”

	Greco-Romans have doctrines in opposition to many that they consider to be saints, whereas we hold to the basic theological views of the early leaders we consider to be saints.

	Our forebearers also claimed apostolic laying on of hands succession, plus claimed to have one or more lists from the apostles through perhaps as late as the 16th century, as well as now in the 21st century.

	While records in many centuries are sparse, we can identify groups with certain COG beliefs, and often leaders, throughout the entire church age.

	We have unbroken laying on hands succession from the original apostles to present.
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“Contend for the faith once delivered to the saints” (Jude 3, Douay-Rheims)
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