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    History of the Christian Church and Church History of Eusebius sit together naturally as two sustained engagements with the memory, meaning, and development of Christianity. Each work approaches the story of the Church as a historical subject, seeking patterns in belief, practice, and community across time. Brought into conversation, they offer a shared commitment to narrating a tradition that is both theological and historical, communal and individual, enduring and changing.

Their titles signal complementary aims. History of the Christian Church by Philip Schaff promises a panoramic treatment of the Church’s trajectory, while Church History of Eusebius foregrounds a particular historian’s account, shaped by a distinct authorial voice. Read together, they invite reflection on the act of writing church history itself: what is chosen, what is emphasized, and how narrative form shapes understanding.

Certain motifs recur across both works, including the formation of identity within a growing community, the balance between continuity and reform, and the transmission of memory through teaching, worship, and witness. Questions of authority, belonging, and interpretation emerge as perennial concerns, suggesting that the history of the Church is not a single line but a constellation of stories held together by shared convictions and contested meanings.

There is productive contrast as well. The scope implied by History of the Christian Church points toward synthesis and breadth, connecting episodes into a wide-angled account. Church History of Eusebius, by its title, highlights a personal vantage that frames events through the lens of a named historian. Together they display two complementary strengths: comprehensive overview and author-shaped narrative, each illuminating the other’s assumptions and choices.

This pairing underscores how historical writing can serve both memory and inquiry. By setting a broad history alongside a named historian’s church history, the collection opens space to consider how facts are organized, how themes are traced, and how communities remember themselves. The interplay between these approaches models a disciplined attention to sources, coherence, and meaning without collapsing complexity into a single storyline.

The relevance is immediate and lasting. In contexts where tradition and change coexist, these works demonstrate how patient historical reflection can enrich public discourse, nurture institutional self-understanding, and clarify the stakes of interpretation. They encourage readers to consider how narratives shape practice and how the remembered past informs present commitments.

History of the Christian Church and Church History of Eusebius together offer a layered encounter with the Christian past: one charting expansive horizons, the other presenting a focused historical voice. Their convergence invites careful, comparative reading that values breadth and depth, synthesis and particularity. As a collection, they provide a durable framework for thinking about the Church’s story and the craft of telling it.
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    Socio-Political Landscape
Eusebius wrote amid the late Roman Empire’s upheavals, when imperial authority oscillated between savage persecution of Christians and unprecedented favor. His ecclesiastical history emerges from the shadow of purges, confiscations, and martyrdom, then the consolidation of a Christian-friendly court and legislation. Urban life, civic patronage, and provincial administration framed congregational organization, while episcopal networks paralleled imperial communications. Class hierarchies remained pronounced: elites endowed basilicas and libraries; enslaved persons and women often appear only at the edges of formal power, despite their presence in congregations. Imperial patronage could amplify orthodox voices, while censorship, exile, and confiscation constrained dissidents and shaped the documentary record.
History of the Christian Church was fashioned in the long nineteenth century, amid monarchies adapting to constitutional constraints, revolutions and restorations, and accelerated nation-building. Industrial capitalism, railways, and transatlantic print networks enabled sweeping archival reach, while confessional rivalries and ecumenical stirrings contested public space. Colonial expansion and missionary projects extended debates about orthodoxy and culture into global arenas. Philip Schaff’s seminar-room vantage—straddling Germanic historicism and American denominational life—reflected professionalized clergy, endowed chairs, and voluntary societies that sponsored research and publication. Class stratifications and Victorian gender norms limited who authored or reviewed church history, while publishers navigated ecclesiastical patronage and occasional bans.
Across both works, power shaped memory. Eusebius selected and preserved sources within an empire fixing new terms for public religion; survival favored archives protected by bishops and benefactors. Schaff synthesized materials curated by universities, museums, and missionary presses that were themselves products of nation-states and empires. Wars, legal reforms, and mass migrations repeatedly rearranged parishes and libraries, leaving gaps that interpretive frameworks had to bridge. Racialized ideologies in colonial settings and inherited slave systems, alongside patriarchal norms, influenced which voices were cited as authoritative. Patronage could underwrite painstaking editions; censorship—state or ecclesiastical—disciplined tone, muted controversy, and sometimes redirected publication venues.
Intellectual & Aesthetic Currents
Eusebius’s method drew on classical historiography, Christian apologetic aims, and chronographic habits that synchronized sacred and civic time. His access to a learned library at Caesarea encouraged excerpting, quotation, and documentary transcription as aesthetic choices, not merely evidentiary practices. The codex’s growing dominance over scrolls aided cross-referencing and compilation, shaping the architecture of his narrative. Oratorical cadences, panegyrical moments, and martyr acts imparted a ceremonial tone, while catalogues and episcopal lists reflected bureaucratic rationality. Doctrinal controversies, canon formation, and philological debates provided the conceptual scaffolding through which he sorted voices, elevated exemplars, and argued for a providential coherence in history.
History of the Christian Church participates in nineteenth-century historicism, mediating between Enlightenment rational inquiry and Romantic rehabilitation of tradition. Its apparatus—chronologies, footnotes, and document anthologies—reflects philological confidence, while its tone often seeks conciliatory evaluation across confessions. Encounters with industrial modernity, geological time, and evolutionary speculation pressed church historians to refine categories of development and continuity. Parallel currents in literature and the visual arts favored realism and documentary precision, encouraging thick description of institutions, rites, and social practices. Expanding access to inscriptions, manuscripts, and comparative linguistics invited broader source criticism, even as moral judgments and theological commitments framed interpretive choices.
Both authors navigated contesting schools. Eusebius balanced apologetic aims with heresiological sorting, embedding biography, martyrology, and documentary extracts within a unifying ecclesial narrative. Schaff negotiated between confessional partisanship and the emergent ideal of “scientific” history, answering manifestos that demanded either polemical vigilance or cool detachment. Advances in steam printing, cheaper paper, and international copyright conventions multiplied editions and abridgments, widening audiences and sharpening critiques. Meanwhile, parallel arts shaped horizons: monumental church architecture and liturgical music informed Schaff’s attention to worship forms; late antique mosaics and ceremonial rhetoric colored Eusebius’s aesthetic of glory, order, and continuity across communities.
Legacy & Reassessment Across Time
Subsequent centuries recast both works. Eusebius became a cornerstone for reconstructing early Christianity, yet later conflicts over orthodoxy, church-state relations, and violence prompted readers to scrutinize his proximity to imperial power. Secularization, world wars, and ecumenical initiatives reframed Philip Schaff’s synthesis: what once functioned as Protestant pedagogy gained new currency as a comparative map for global Christianities, but its Euro-Atlantic center of gravity drew critique. Early translations occasionally softened sharper polemics or ascetic frankness for Victorian audiences; later scholarly editions restored difficult passages and apparatus. Classroom abridgments, sermons, and lecture broadcasts extended influence beyond print without transforming genre.
Today, decolonizing agendas interrogate Schaff’s periodization and center-periphery assumptions, while gender studies revisit both authors’ treatment of women, ascetic bodies, and authority. Environmental historians mine monastic economies, urban growth, and famine notices preserved in these narratives to connect spiritual movements with land use and climate shocks. Public-domain status has enabled wide circulation: robust academic editions, new translations, and digital facsimiles stabilize texts and apparatus, while open datasets and searchable corpora invite fresh prosopographical and geographic analyses. Debates persist over Eusebius’s selectivity and tone, and over Schaff’s harmonizing tendencies, yet both remain indispensable scaffolds for subsequent archival and interpretive work.
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    History of the Christian Church
A comprehensive, multi-volume survey of Christianity from the apostolic era through the medieval, Reformation, and modern periods, tracing the development of doctrine, institutions, worship, missions, and the faith’s interactions with politics and culture.
Church History of Eusebius
An early chronicle from the time of Christ to Constantine that records apostolic succession, the spread of the church, major bishops and teachers, persecutions and martyrs, doctrinal disputes, and the formation of the biblical canon alongside the church’s changing status under imperial rule.
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Introduction
Philip Schaff was a prominent theologian, church historian, and ecclesiastical writer, born on January 1, 1819, in Püttlingen, Germany. He emigrated to the United States in 1843, where he became a leading figure in promoting an understanding of Protestantism and its history. Schaff was best known for works such as 'The History of the Christian Church,' a comprehensive exploration of Christianity's evolution from its inception to modern times. His scholarship and dedication to a unifying vision of Christianity placed him in a significant position within 19th-century theological discourse.
Early Life
Born to a family of Reformed Protestant background, Schaff's childhood was marked by a strong commitment to religious education. His father, a pastor, instilled in him a deep moral and spiritual foundation, encouraging a quest for knowledge that would profoundly influence his later pursuits. The family's involvement in religious activities provided Schaff with an early understanding of theological principles, igniting his passion for church history and doctrine from a young age.
During his formative years, Schaff was deeply inspired by the surrounding intellectual environment and the challenges of the early 19th century in Europe. The political upheaval and burgeoning national movements of the time instilled in him a sense of global awareness. His exposure to diverse theological perspectives, including those of figures like Friedrich Schleiermacher, sowed the seeds for his later scholarly interests and critiques, shaping his future contributions to the study of church history.
Education and Literary Influences
Schaff pursued higher education at the University of Tübingen, where he studied theology and philosophy. This academic environment exposed him to a variety of critical ideas, particularly in religious thought and historical analysis. His professors, including renowned theologians, reinforced his interest in the synthesis of faith and reason. Schaff graduated with a doctorate in theology in 1843, equipping him with the credentials to embark on a significant academic career.
Influenced by leading philosophers and theologians such as Immanuel Kant and Wilhelm von Humboldt, Schaff developed a unique writing style that combined rigorous scholarship with an accessible narrative approach. Kant’s ideas on aesthetics affected Schaff's ability to articulate complex theological concepts in an engaging manner. These intellectual encounters laid a foundation for his later works, reflecting a synthesis of tradition and contemporary thought that would become characteristic of his writing.
Adulthood and Key Life Events
Upon immigrating to the United States, Schaff settled in New York City, where he quickly became involved in the formation of Protestant communities. His early efforts were marked by an emphasis on unity among different denominations, emphasizing the importance of shared Christian values amid a fragmented American religious landscape.
In 1854, Schaff was appointed to the chair of church history at the Union Theological Seminary in New York. This position allowed him to expand his influence and solidify his reputation as a prominent voice in American theology. His lectures drew students from across various denominations, fostering a spirit of ecumenism that would define much of his work.
While serving at the Union Theological Seminary, Schaff was instrumental in founding the American Society of Church History in 1888, highlighting his commitment to scholarship and the academic study of Christianity's evolution. This society fostered discussions that bridged historical research and theological reflection, creating a platform for new generations of scholars.
A significant personal tragedy in Schaff's life was the death of his wife, Anna, in 1867. This loss deeply affected him and influenced his later writings, as he explored themes of suffering, redemption, and the role of divine providence in human affairs. Her death prompted Schaff to reflect on the nature of faith amid personal anguish, leading to more profound theological insights.
Schaff's travels across Europe were also essential in shaping his worldview. His visits to various historical churches, including sites in Switzerland and Germany, allowed him to gain firsthand knowledge of diverse Christian traditions. These experiences enriched his scholarship and informed his writings on church history.
Another paramount relationship in Schaff’s life was with the theologian Charles Hodge. Their exchanges were marked by mutual respect, though they occasionally differed in their theological orientations. Nonetheless, these interactions contributed to the richness of Schaff’s intellectual landscape, highlighting an interplay of ideas that informed his historical narratives.
In 1882, Schaff's successful publication of 'The History of the Christian Church' marked a significant milestone in his career. This monumental work, spanning multiple volumes, received critical acclaim and established him as a leading church historian. It showcased his commitment to rigorous scholarship and a comprehensive understanding of Christian evolution throughout history.
Schaff continued to engage in public discourse on theological and ecclesiastical matters, advocating for Protestant unity and understanding as a central theme. His editorial work with various church journals positioned him as a crucial voice in 19th-century theological debates, establishing a lasting legacy through his commitment to unifying principles.
Literary Career
Philip Schaff's major works extended across various aspects of church history, theology, and Christian thought. His notable publications, including 'The Creeds of Christendom' and 'The Dictionarium Theologicum,' showcased his ability to blend historical detail with a broad theological framework. Schaff’s writing style was characterized by clarity and depth, making complex theological concepts accessible to a wide audience.
His magnum opus, 'The History of the Christian Church,' composed of eight volumes, explored the evolution of Christianity, emphasizing the dynamic interplay of faith and culture. Schaff's thorough research and engaging narrative style have made this work a cornerstone for subsequent scholars and lay readers alike, establishing him as a foundational figure in church historiography.
Schaff's works were generally well-received, earning admiration from both contemporaries and later scholars for their rigorous methodology and ecclesiastical insight. Critics praised his ability to synthesize vast quantities of information into coherent arguments and narratives, thus making significant contributions to the understanding of Protestant traditions.
Despite facing challenges from emerging critical methods and debates within the Protestant community, Schaff maintained a steadfast approach to his belief in the historicity of Christianity. His ability to articulate a coherent historical narrative amid theological stratification positioned him as a crucial figure in church history.
In addition to his historical writings, Schaff's editorial work in the journal 'The Independent' offered a platform for discussing contemporary theological issues. His commitment to fostering dialogue across denominational lines exemplified his belief in the potential for a unified Christian witness in a divided world.
Schaff's scholarly contributions also included translations and introductions to significant works from church fathers and influential theologians, further highlighting his dedication to making theological literature accessible in the English-speaking world. His translations have been appreciated for their fidelity to the original texts, enriching the broader discourse on Christian thought.
Overall, Schaff's literary career reflects an enduring commitment to scholarship, dialogue, and the promotion of a unified Christian identity. His works continue to resonate, fostering a nuanced understanding of historical and theological perspectives in contemporary discussions.
Greatest Achievements
Philip Schaff's most notable achievements include his extensive contributions to church history and his pivotal role in shaping 19th-century Protestant thought. His monumental work, 'The History of the Christian Church,' is widely regarded as a foundational text that continues to inform academic and ecclesiastical discussions. Schaff's influence was recognized through various accolades, including his election to esteemed scholarly societies and institutions, underscoring his legacy as a distinguished theologian.
Beliefs and Advocacy
At the core of Schaff’s beliefs was a commitment to the principles of Protestantism, emphasizing the importance of Scripture as the foundation of faith. He advocated for unity among Christian denominations, recognizing the need for a collaborative approach to address societal and theological issues. His conviction that differing traditions could coexist harmoniously is evidenced throughout his works, reflecting a profound desire for Christian reconciliation.
Schaff also expressed a strong belief in the universality of Christian teachings, championing the idea that Christianity transcended cultural and national boundaries. This conviction was particularly evident in his historical analyses, where he highlighted shared beliefs and practices across various Christian communities, promoting an understanding of the Church as a global entity.
Additionally, he supported education and scholarship within the church, advocating for theological training that would equip future leaders to navigate the complexities of modern society. Schaff’s emphasis on informed faith is a recurring theme in his works and public engagements, showcasing his dedication to an educated clergy and lay leadership.
His advocacy extended to social issues as well, where he recognized the relevance of Christian principles in addressing moral and ethical dilemmas of his time. Schaff engaged with emerging social movements, encouraging a response rooted in Christian compassion and action that would address the needs of a changing society.
Final Years
In his later years, Philip Schaff continued to be an active participant in theological discourse, producing works that addressed contemporary issues while remaining anchored in historical perspectives. His final publications showcased his adaptability and willingness to engage with emerging theological trends, maintaining relevance in a rapidly changing religious landscape.
Schaff passed away on October 20, 1893, in New York City, leaving behind a rich legacy of scholarship and a vision for a united Christianity. His death prompted widespread recognition of his contributions, with tributes highlighting his role in shaping Protestant thought and fostering dialogue across denominations. The reverberations of his ideas continue to influence contemporary ecclesiastical scholarship.
Legacy
Philip Schaff's legacy endures through his extensive writings, which continue to serve as essential resources for scholars, theologians, and students. His ecumenical vision and commitment to exploring the historical roots of Christianity have left a lasting mark on the study of church history. Schaff’s works remain influential in contemporary discussions on Christian unity and interdenominational dialogue, solidifying his status as a significant figure in both religious and academic communities.
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As I appear before the public with a new edition of my Church History, I feel more than ever the difficulty and responsibility of a task which is well worthy to occupy the whole time and strength of a long life, and which carries in it its own rich reward. The true historian of Christianity is yet to come. But short as I have fallen of my own ideal, I have done my best, and shall rejoice if my efforts stimulate others to better and more enduring work.

History should be written from the original sources of friend and foe, in the spirit of truth and love, "sine ira et studio," "with malice towards none, and charity for all," in clear, fresh, vigorous style, under the guidance of the twin parables of the mustard seed and leaven, as a book of life for instruction, correction, encouragement, as the best exposition and vindication of Christianity. The great and good Neander, "the father of Church History"—first an Israelite without guile hoping for the Messiah, then a Platonist longing for the realization of his ideal of righteousness, last a Christian in head and heart—made such a history his life-work, but before reaching the Reformation he was interrupted by sickness, and said to his faithful sister: "Hannchen, I am weary; let us go home; good night!" And thus he fell gently asleep, like a child, to awake in the land where all problems of history are solved.

When, after a long interruption caused by a change of professional duties and literary labors, I returned to the favorite studies of my youth, I felt the necessity, before continuing the History to more recent times, of subjecting the first volume to a thorough revision, in order to bring it up to the present state of investigation. We live in a restless and stirring age of discovery, criticism, and reconstruction. During the thirty years which have elapsed since the publication of my separate "History of the Apostolic Church," there has been an incessant activity in this field, not only in Germany, the great workshopof critical research, but in all other Protestant countries. Almost every inch of ground has been disputed and defended with a degree of learning, acumen, and skill such as were never spent before on the solution of historical problems.

In this process of reconstruction the first volume has been more than doubled in size and grown into two volumes. The first embraces Apostolic, the second post-Apostolic or ante-Nicene Christianity. The first volume is larger than my separate "History of the Apostolic Church," but differs from it in that it is chiefly devoted to the theology and literature, the other to the mission work and spiritual life of that period. I have studiously avoided repetition and seldom looked into the older book. On two points I have changed my opinion—the second Roman captivity of Paul (which I am disposed to admit in the interest of the Pastoral Epistles), and the date of the Apocalypse (which I now assign, with the majority of modern critics, to the year 68 or 69 instead of 95, as before).1

I express my deep obligation to my friend, Dr. Ezra Abbot, a scholar of rare learning and microscopic accuracy, for his kind and valuable assistance in reading the proof and suggesting improvements.

The second volume, likewise thoroughly revised and partly rewritten, is in the hands of the printer; the third requires a few changes. Two new volumes, one on the History of Mediaeval Christianity, and one on the Reformation (to the Westphalian Treaty and the Westminster Assembly, 1648), are in an advanced stage of preparation.

May the work in this remodelled shape find as kind and indulgent readers as when it first appeared. My highest ambition in this sceptical age is to strengthen the immovable historical foundations of Christianity and its victory over the world.

Philip Schaff

Union Theological Seminary, New York,

October,1882




1 My "History of the Apostolic Church" (which bears a relation to my "History of the Christian Church," similar to that which Neander’s "History of the Planting and Training of the Christian Church by the Apostles" bears to his "General History of the Christian Religion and Church") appeared in German at Mercersburg, Pa., 1851, then in a revised edition, Leipzig, 1854, in an English translation by the late Dr. Yeomans, New York, 1853, at Edinburg, 1854 (in 2 vols.), and several times since without change. Should there be a demand for a new edition, I intend to make a number of improvements, which are ready in manuscript, especially in the General Introduction, which covers 134 pages. The first volume of my Church History (from A. D. 1 to 311) was first published in New York, 1858, (and in German at Leipzig, 1867); but when I began the revision, I withdrew it from sale. The Apostolic age there occupies only 140, the whole volume 535 pages.
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Encouraged by the favorable reception of my "History of the Apostolic Church," I now offer to the public a History of the Primitive Church from the birth of Christ to the reign of Constantine, as an independent and complete work in itself, and at the same time as the first volume of a general history of Christianity, which I hope, with the help of God, to bring down to the present age.

The church of the first three centuries, or the ante-Nicene age, possesses a peculiar interest for Christians of all denominations, and has often been separately treated, by Eusebius, Mosheim, Milman, Kaye, Baur, Hagenbach, and other distinguished historians. It is the daughter of Apostolic Christianity, which itself constitutes the first and by far the most important chapter in its history, and the common mother of Catholicism and Protestantism, though materially differing from both. It presents a state of primitive simplicity and purity unsullied by contact with the secular power, but with this also, the fundamental forms of heresy and corruption, which reappear from time to time under new names and aspects, but must serve, in the overruling providence of God, to promote the cause of truth and righteousness. It is the heroic age of the church, and unfolds before us the sublime spectacle of our holy religion in intellectual and moral conflict with the combined superstition, policy, and wisdom of ancient Judaism and Paganism; yet growing in persecution, conquering in death, and amidst the severest trials giving birth to principles and institutions which, in more matured form, still control the greater part of Christendom.

Without the least disposition to detract from the merits of my numerous predecessors, to several of whom I feel deeply indebted, I have reason to hope that this new attempt at a historical reproduction of ancient Christianity will meet a want in our theological literature and commend itself, both by its spirit and method, and by presenting with the author’s own labors the results of the latest German and English research, to therespectful attention of the American student. Having no sectarian ends to serve, I have confined myself to the duty of a witness—to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth; always remembering, however, that history has a soul as well as a body, and that the ruling ideas and general principles must be represented no less than the outward facts and dates. A church history without the life of Christ glowing through its pages could give us at best only the picture of a temple stately and imposing from without, but vacant and dreary within, a mummy in praying posture perhaps and covered with trophies, but withered and unclean: such a history is not worth the trouble of writing or reading. Let the dead bury their dead; we prefer to live among the living, and to record the immortal thoughts and deeds of Christ in and through his people, rather than dwell upon the outer hulls, the trifling accidents and temporary scaffolding of history, or give too much prominence to Satan and his infernal tribe, whose works Christ came to destroy.

The account of the apostolic period, which forms the divine-human basis of the whole structure of history, or the ever-living fountain of the unbroken stream of the church, is here necessarily short and not intended to supersede my larger work, although it presents more than a mere summary of it, and views the subject in part under new aspects. For the history of the second period, which constitutes the body of this volume, large use has been made of the new sources of information recently brought to light, such as the Syriac and Armenian Ignatius, and especially the Philosophoumena of Hippolytus. The bold and searching criticism of modern German historians as applied to the apostolic and post-apostolic literature, though often arbitrary and untenable in its results, has nevertheless done good service by removing old prejudices, placing many things in a new light, and conducing to a comprehensive and organic view of the living process and gradual growth of ancient Christianity in its distinctive character, both in its unity with, and difference from, the preceding age of the apostles and the succeeding systems of Catholicism and Protestantism.

And now I commit this work to the great Head of the church with the prayer that, under his blessing, it may aid in promoting a correct knowledge of his heavenly kingdom on earth, and in setting forth its history as a book if life, a storehouse of wisdom and piety, and surest test of his own promise to his people: "Lo, I am with you alway, even unto the end of the world."

P. S.

Theological Seminary, Mercersburg, Pennsylvania,

November, 8, 1858
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The continued demand for my Church History lays upon me the grateful duty of keeping it abreast of the times. I have, therefore, submitted this and the other volumes (especially the second) to another revision and brought the literature down to the latest date, as the reader will see by glancing at pages 2, 35, 45, 51–53, 193, 411, 484, 569, 570, etc. The changes have been effected by omissions and condensations, without enlarging the size. The second volume is now passing through the fifth edition, and the other volumes will follow rapidly.

This is my last revision. If any further improvements should be necessary during my lifetime, I shall add them in a separate appendix.

I feel under great obligation to the reading public which enables me to perfect my work. The interest in Church History is steadily increasing in our theological schools and among the rising generation of scholars, and promises good results for the advancement of our common Christianity.

The Author

New York, January, 1890.
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A fuller introduction, see in Schaff: History of the Apostolic Church; with a General Introduction to Ch. H. (N. York, 1853), pp. 1–134.





§ 1. Nature of Church History.
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History has two sides, a divine and a human. On the part of God, it is his revelation in the order of time (as the creation is his revelation in the order of space), and the successive unfolding of a plan of infinite wisdom, justice, and mercy, looking to his glory and the eternal happiness of mankind. On the part of man, history is the biography of the human race, and the gradual development, both normal and abnormal, of all its physical, intellectual, and moral forces to the final consummation at the general judgment, with its eternal rewards and punishments. The idea of universal history presupposes the Christian idea of the unity of God, and the unity and common destiny of men, and was unknown to ancient Greece and Rome. A view of history which overlooks or undervalues the divine factor starts from deism and consistently runs into atheism; while the opposite view, which overlooks the free agency of man and his moral responsibility and guilt, is essentially fatalistic and pantheistic.

From the human agency we may distinguish the Satanic, which enters as a third power into the history of the race. In the temptation of Adam in Paradise, the temptation of Christ in the wilderness, and at every great epoch, Satan appears as the antagonist of God, endeavoring to defeat the plan of redemption and the progress of Christ’s kingdom, and using weak and wicked men for his schemes, but is always defeated in the end by the superior wisdom of God.

The central current and ultimate aim of universal history is the Kingdom of God established by Jesus Christ. This is the grandest and most comprehensive institution in the world, as vast as humanity and as enduring as eternity. All other institutions are made subservient to it, and in its interest the whole world is governed. It is no after-thought of God, no subsequent emendation of the plan of creation, but it is the eternal forethought, the controlling idea, the beginning, the middle, and the end of all his ways and works. The first Adam is a type of the second Adam; creation looks to redemption as the solution of its problems. Secular history, far from controlling sacred history, is controlled by it, must directly or indirectly subserve its ends, and can only be fully understood in the central light of Christian truth and the plan of salvation. The Father, who directs the history of the world, "draws to the Son," who rules the history of the church, and the Son leads back to the Father, that "God may be all in all." "All things," says St. Paul, "were created through Christ and unto Christ: and He is before all things, and in Him all things hold together. And He is the head of the body, the Church: who is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, that in all things He may have the pre-eminence." Col. 1:16–18. "The Gospel," says John von Müller, summing up the final result of his lifelong studies in history, "is the fulfilment of all hopes, the perfection of all philosophy, the interpreter of all revolutions, the key of all seeming contradictions of the physical and moral worlds; it is life—it is immortality."

The history of the church is the rise and progress of the kingdom of heaven upon earth, for the glory of God and the salvation of the world. It begins with the creation of Adam, and with that promise of the serpent-bruiser, which relieved the loss of the paradise of innocence by the hope of future redemption from the curse of sin. It comes down through the preparatory revelations under the patriarchs, Moses, and the prophets, to the immediate forerunner of the Saviour, who pointed his followers to the Lamb of God, which taketh away the sin of the world. But this part of its course was only introduction. Its proper starting-point is the incarnation of the Eternal Word, who dwelt among us and revealed his glory, the glory as of the only-begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth; and next to this, the miracle of the first Pentecost, when the Church took her place as a Christian institution, filled with the Spirit of the glorified Redeemer and entrusted with the conversion of all nations. Jesus Christ, the God-Man and Saviour of the world, is the author of the new creation, the soul and the head of the church, which is his body and his bride. In his person and work lies all the fulness of the Godhead and of renewed humanity, the whole plan of redemption, and the key of all history from the creation of man in the image of God to the resurrection of the body unto everlasting life.

This is the objective conception of church history.

In the subjective sense of the word, considered as theological science and art, church history is the faithful and life-like description of the origin and progress of this heavenly kingdom. It aims to reproduce in thought and to embody in language its outward and inward development down to the present time. It is a continuous commentary on the Lord’s twin parables of the mustard-seed and of the leaven. It shows at once how Christianity spreads over the world, and how it penetrates, transforms, and sanctifies the individual and all the departments and institutions of social life. It thus embraces not only the external fortunes of Christendom, but more especially her inward experience, her religious life, her mental and moral activity, her conflicts with the ungodly world, her sorrows and sufferings, her joys and her triumphs over sin and error. It records the deeds of those heroes of faith "who subdued kingdoms, wrought righteousness, obtained promises, stopped the months of lions, quenched the violence of fire, escaped the edge of the sword, out of weakness were made strong, waxed valiant in fight, turned to flight the armies of aliens."

From Jesus Christ, since his manifestation in the flesh, an unbroken stream of divine light and life has been and is still flowing, and will continue to flow, in ever-growing volume through the waste of our fallen race; and all that is truly great and good and holy in the annals of church history is due, ultimately, to the impulse of his spirit. He is the fly-wheel in the world’s progress. But he works upon the world through sinful and fallible men, who, while as self-conscious and free agents they are accountable for all their actions, must still, willing or unwilling, serve the great purpose of God. As Christ, in the days of his flesh, was bated, mocked, and crucified, his church likewise is assailed and persecuted by the powers of darkness. The history of Christianity includes therefore a history of Antichrist. With an unending succession of works of saving power and manifestations of divine truth and holiness, it uncovers also a fearful mass of corruption and error. The church militant must, from its very nature, be at perpetual warfare with the world, the flesh, and the devil, both without and within. For as Judas sat among the apostles, so "the man of sin" sits in the temple of God; and as even a Peter denied the Lord, though he afterwards wept bitterly and regained his holy office, so do many disciples in all ages deny him in word and in deed.

But on the other hand, church history shows that God is ever stronger than Satan, and that his kingdom of light puts the kingdom of darkness to shame. The Lion of the tribe of Judah has bruised the head of the serpent. With the crucifixion of Christ his resurrection also is repeated ever anew in the history of his church on earth; and there has never yet been a day without a witness of his presence and power ordering all things according to his holy will. For he has received all power in heaven and in earth for the good of his people, and from his heavenly throne he rules even his foes. The infallible word of promise, confirmed by experience, assures us that all corruptions, heresies, and schisms must, under the guidance of divine wisdom and love, subserve the cause of truth, holiness, and peace; till, at the last judgment, Christ shall make his enemies his footstool, and rule undisputed with the sceptre of righteousness and peace, and his church shall realize her idea and destiny as "the fullness of him that filleth all in all."

Then will history itself, in its present form, as a struggling and changeful development, give place to perfection, and the stream of time come to rest in the ocean of eternity, but this rest will be the highest form of life and activity in God and for God.





§ 2. Branches of Church History.
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The kingdom of Christ, in its principle and aim, is as comprehensive as humanity. It is truly catholic or universal, designed and adapted for all nations and ages, for all the powers of the soul, and all classes of society. It breathes into the mind, the heart, and the will a higher, supernatural life, and consecrates the family, the state, science, literature, art, and commerce to holy ends, till finally God becomes all in all. Even the body, and the whole visible creation, which groans for redemption from its bondage to vanity and for the glorious liberty of the children of God, shall share in this universal transformation; for we look for the resurrection of the body, and for the new earth, wherein dwelleth righteousness. But we must not identify the kingdom of God with the visible church or churches, which are only its temporary organs and agencies, more or less inadequate, while the kingdom itself is more comprehensive, and will last for ever.

Accordingly, church history has various departments, corresponding to the different branches of secular history and of natural life. The principal divisions are:



    I. The history of missions, or of the spread of Christianity among unconverted nations, whether barbarous or civilized. This work must continue, till "the fullness of the Gentiles shall come in," and "Israel shall be saved." The law of the missionary progress is expressed in the two parables of the grain of mustard-seed which grows into a tree, and of the leaven which gradually pervades the whole lump. The first parable illustrates the outward expansion, the second the all-penetrating and transforming power of Christianity. It is difficult to convert a nation; it is more difficult to train it to the high standard of the gospel; it is most difficult to revive and reform a dead or apostate church.

The foreign mission work has achieved three great conquests: first, the conversion of the elect remnant of the Jews, and of civilized Greeks and Romans, in the first three centuries; then the conversion of the barbarians of Northern and Western Europe, in the middle ages; and last, the combined efforts of various churches and societies for the conversion of the savage races in America, Africa, and Australia, and the semi-civilized nations of Eastern Asia, in our own time. The whole non-Christian world is now open to missionary labor, except the Mohammedan, which will likewise become accessible at no distant day.

The domestic or home mission work embraces the revival of Christian life in corrupt or neglected portions of the church in old countries, the supply of emigrants in new countries with the means of grace, and the labors, among the semi-heathenism populations of large cities. Here we may mention the planting of a purer Christianity among the petrified sects in Bible Lands, the labors of the Gustavus Adolphus Society, and the Inner mission of Germany, the American Home Missionary Societies for the western states and territories, the City Mission Societies in London, New York, and other fast-growing cities.



    II. The history of Persecution by hostile powers; as by Judaism and Heathenism in the first three centuries, and by Mohammedanism in the middle age. This apparent repression of the church proves a purifying process, brings out the moral heroism of martyrdom, and thus works in the end for the spread and establishment of Christianity. "The blood of martyrs is the seed of the church."2 There are cases, however, where systematic and persistent persecution has crushed out the church or reduced it to a mere shadow, as in Palestine, Egypt, and North Africa, under the despotism of the Moslems.

Persecution, like missions, is both foreign and domestic. Besides being assailed from without by the followers of false religions, the church suffers also from intestine wars and violence. Witness the religious wars in France, Holland, and England, the Thirty Years’ War in Germany, all of which grew out of the Protestant Reformation and the Papal Reaction; the crusade against the Albigenses and Waldenses, the horrors of the Spanish Inquisition, the massacre of the Huguenots, the dragonnades of Louis XIV., the crushing out of the Reformation in Bohemia, Belgium, and Southern Europe; but also, on the Protestant side, the persecution of Anabaptists, the burning of Servetus in Geneva the penal laws of the reign of Elizabeth against Catholic and Puritan Dissenters, the hanging of witches and Quakers in New England. More Christian blood has been shed by Christians than by heathens and Mohammedans.

The persecutions of Christians by Christians form the satanic chapters, the fiendish midnight scenes, in the history of the church. But they show also the gradual progress of the truly Christian spirit of religious toleration and freedom. Persecution exhausted ends in toleration, and toleration is a step to freedom. The blood of patriots is the price of civil, the blood of martyrs the price of religious liberty. The conquest is dear, the progress slow and often interrupted, but steady and irresistible. The principle of intolerance is now almost universally disowned in the Christian world, except by ultramontane Romanism (which indirectly reasserts it in the Papal Syllabus of 1864); but a ruling church, allied to the state, under the influence of selfish human nature, and, relying on the arm of flesh rather than the power of truth, is always tempted to impose or retain unjust restrictions on dissenting sects, however innocent and useful they may have proved to be.

In the United States all Christian denominations and sects are placed on a basis of equality before the law, and alike protected by the government in their property and right of public worship, yet self-supporting and self-governing; and, in turn, they strengthen the moral foundations of society by training loyal and virtuous citizens. Freedom of religion must be recognized as one of the inalienable rights of man, which lies in the sacred domain of conscience, beyond the restraint and control of politics, and which the government is bound to protect as much as any other fundamental right. Freedom is liable to abuse, and abuse may be punished. But Christianity is itself the parent of true freedom from the bondage of sin and error, and is the best protector and regulator of freedom.



    III. The history of Church Government and Discipline. The church is not only an invisible communion of saints, but at the same time a visible body, needing organs, laws, and forms, to regulate its activity. Into this department of history fall the various forms of church polity: the apostolic, the primitive episcopal, the patriarchal, the papal, the consistorial, the presbyterial, the congregational, etc.; and the history of the law and discipline of the church, and her relation to the state, under all these forms.



    IV. The history of Worship, or divine service, by which the church celebrates, revives, and strengthens her fellowship with her divine head. This falls into such subdivisions as the history of preaching, of catechisms, of liturgy, of rites and ceremonies, and of religious art, particularly sacred poetry and music.

The history of church government and the history of worship are often put together under the title of Ecclesiastical Antiquities or Archaeology, and commonly confined to the patristic age, whence most of the, Catholic institutions and usages of the church date their origin. But they may as well be extended to the formative period of Protestantism.



    V. The history of Christian Life, or practical morality and religion: the exhibition of the distinguishing virtues and vices of different ages, of the development of Christian philanthropy, the regeneration of domestic life, the gradual abatement and abolition of slavery and other social evils, the mitigation and diminution of the horrors of war, the reform of civil law and of government, the spread of civil and religious liberty, and the whole progress of civilization, under the influence of Christianity.



    VI. The history of Theology, or of Christian learning and literature. Each branch of theology—exegetical, doctrinal, ethical, historical, and practical—has a history of its own.

The history of doctrines or dogmas is here the most important, and is therefore frequently treated by itself. Its object is to show how the mind of the, church has gradually apprehended and unfolded the divine truths of revelation, how the teachings of scripture have been formulated and shaped into dogmas, and grown into creeds and confessions of faith, or systems of doctrine stamped with public authority. This growth of the church in the knowledge of the infallible word of God is a constant struggle against error, misbelief, and unbelief; and the history of heresies is an essential part of the history of doctrines.

Every important dogma now professed by the Christian church is the result of a severe conflict with error. The doctrine of the holy Trinity, for instance, was believed from the beginning, but it required, in addition to the preparatory labors of the ante-Nicene age, fifty years of controversy, in which the strongest intellects were absorbed, until it was brought to the clear expression of the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed. The Christological conflict was equally long and intense, until it was brought to a settlement by the council of Chalcedon. The Reformation of the sixteenth century was a continual warfare with popery. The doctrinal symbols of the various churches, from the Apostles’ Creed down to the confessions of Dort and Westminster, and more recent standards, embody the results of the theological battles of the militant church.

The various departments of church history have not a merely external and mechanical, but an organic relation to each other, and form one living whole, and this relation the historian must show. Each period also is entitled to a peculiar arrangement, according to its character. The number, order, and extent of the different divisions must be determined by their actual importance at a given time.





§ 3. Sources of Church History.
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The sources of church history, the data on which we rely for our knowledge, are partly divine, partly human. For the history of the kingdom of God from the creation to the close of the apostolic age, we have the inspired writings of the Old and New Testaments. But after the death of the apostles we have only human authorities, which of course cannot claim to be infallible. These human sources are partly written, partly unwritten.



    I. The written sources include:

(a) Official documents of ecclesiastical and civil authorities: acts of councils and synods, confessions of faith, liturgies, church laws, and the official letters of popes, patriarchs, bishops, and representative bodies.

(b) Private writings of personal actors in the history: the works of the church fathers, heretics, and heathen authors, for the first six centuries; of the missionaries, scholastic and mystic divines, for the middle age; and of the reformers and their opponents, for the sixteenth century. These documents are the richest mines for the historian. They give history in its birth and actual movement. But they must be carefully sifted and weighed; especially the controversial writings, where fact is generally more or less adulterated with party spirit, heretical and orthodox.

(c) Accounts of chroniclers and historians, whether friends or enemies, who were eye-witnesses of what they relate. The value of these depends, of course, on the capacity and credibility of the authors, to be determined by careful criticism. Subsequent historians can be counted among the direct or immediate sources only so far as they have drawn from reliable and contemporary documents, which have either been wholly or partially lost, like many of Eusebius authorities for the period before Constantine, or are inaccessible to historians generally, as are the papal regesta and other documents of the Vatican library.

(d) Inscriptions, especially those on tombs and catacombs, revealing the faith and hope of Christians in times of persecution. Among the ruins of Egypt and Babylonia whole libraries have been disentombed and deciphered, containing mythological and religious records, royal proclamations, historical, astronomical, and poetical compositions, revealing an extinct civilization and shedding light on some parts of Old Testament history.



    II. The Unwritten sources are far less numerous: church edifices, works of sculpture and painting, and other monuments, religious customs and ceremonies, very important for the history of worship and ecclesiastical art, and significant of the spirit of their age.3

The works of art are symbolical embodiments of the various types of Christianity. The plain symbols and crude sculptures of the catacombs correspond to the period of persecution; the basilicas to the Nicene age; the Byzantine churches to the genius of the Byzantine state-churchism; the Gothic cathedrals to the Romano-Germanic catholicism of the middle ages; the renaissance style to the revival of letters.

To come down to more recent times, the spirit of Romanism can be best appreciated amidst the dead and living monuments of Rome, Italy, and Spain. Lutheranism must be studied in Wittenberg, Northern Germany, and Scandinavia; Calvinism in Geneva, France, Holland, and Scotland; Anglicanism at Oxford, Cambridge, and London; Presbyterianism in Scotland and the United States; Congregationalism in England and New England. For in the mother countries of these denominations we generally find not only the largest printed and manuscript sources, but also the architectural, sculptural, sepulchral, and other monumental remains, the natural associations, oral traditions, and living representatives of the past, who, however they may have departed from the faith of their ancestors, still exhibit their national genius, social condition, habits, and customs—often in a far more instructive manner than ponderous printed volumes.





§ 4. Periods of Church History.
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The purely chronological or annalistic method, though pursued by the learned Baronius and his continuators, is now generally abandoned. It breaks the natural flow of events, separates things which belong together, and degrades history to a mere chronicle.

The centurial plan, which prevailed from Flacius to Mosheim, is an improvement. It allows a much better view of the progress and connection of things. But it still imposes on the history a forced and mechanical arrangement; for the salient points or epochs very seldom coincide with the limits of our centuries. The rise of Constantine, for example, together with the union of church and state, dates from the year 311; that of the absolute papacy, in Hildebrand, from 1049; the Reformation from 1517; the peace of Westphalia took place in 1648; the landing of the Pilgrim Fathers of New England in 1620; the American emancipation in 1776; the French revolution in 1789; the revival of religious life in Germany began in 1817.

The true division must grow out of the actual course of the history itself, and present the different phases of its development or stages of its life. These we call periods or ages. The beginning of a new period is called an epoch, or a stopping and starting point.

In regard to the number and length of periods there is, indeed, no unanimity; the less, on account of the various denominational differences establishing different points of view, especially since the sixteenth century. The Reformation, for instance, has less importance for the Roman church than for the Protestant, and almost none for the Greek; and while the edict of Nantes forms a resting-place in the history of French Protestantism, and the treaty of Westphalia in that of German, neither of these events had as much to do with English Protestantism as the accession of Elizabeth, the rise of Cromwell, the restoration of the Stuarts, and the revolution of 1688.

But, in spite of all confusion and difficulty in regard to details, it is generally agreed to divide the history of Christianity into three principal parts—ancient, mediaeval, and modern; though there is not a like agreement as to the dividing epochs, or points of departure and points of termination.



    I. The history of Ancient Christianity, from the birth of Christ to Gregory the Great. a.d. 1–590.

This is the age of the Graeco-Latin church, or of the Christian Fathers. Its field is the countries around the Mediterranean—Western Asia, Northern Africa, and Southern Europe—just the theatre of the old Roman empire and of classic heathendom. This age lays the foundation, in doctrine, government, and worship, for all the subsequent history. It is the common progenitor of all the various confessions.

The Life of Christ and the Apostolic Church are by far the most important sections, and require separate treatment. They form the divine-human groundwork of the church, and inspire, regulate, and correct all subsequent periods.

Then, at the beginning of the fourth century, the accession of Constantine, the first Christian emperor, marks a decisive turn
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