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    Against the shifting empires and fragile memories of a tumultuous age, this history moves like a lantern through smoke, preserving origins, disputes, and endurance as a community learns to remember itself while navigating suspicion, suffering, and the temptations of power without losing sight of its first convictions and hoped‑for future.

The Ecclesiastical History is the work of Eusebius of Caesarea, a fourth‑century bishop writing in Greek and often called the father of church history. Composed and revised in the early fourth century, it sets out to narrate the story of Christianity from the time of Jesus and the apostles to the author’s own day. Eusebius presents a connected account of leadership, teaching, expansion, and opposition, aiming to show how the church took institutional and intellectual shape. Without exhausting detail, he frames a panorama whose premise is simple and audacious: that a movement’s past can be told with documents, testimony, and ordered memory.

Eusebius wrote amid dramatic change. The decades before and during his career saw the Great Persecution under Diocletian, followed by new imperial policies of toleration associated with Constantine. These upheavals sharpened questions about identity and continuity: Who speaks for the church? How are true teachers recognized? What stories must be remembered? The Ecclesiastical History emerges from this crucible as both chronicle and argument, arranging people and events to explain survival and growth. Its composition across the 310s and 320s reflects a world in motion, where the risks of forgetting were as dangerous as the dangers that had threatened the community’s life.

A hallmark of the work is its documentary method. Eusebius cites letters, lists of bishops, acts of martyrs, and passages from earlier writers, sometimes preserving materials that would otherwise be lost. He names sources and excerpts them, inviting readers to weigh evidence rather than relying solely on assertion. The archives of earlier generations become voices within his narrative, and the historian acts as curator as much as storyteller. This approach anchors the book’s authority in what can be shown, while still allowing interpretation. The result is a hybrid: partly anthology, partly history, and wholly concerned with how the past can be known.

The History is conventionally arranged in ten books that move broadly from apostolic beginnings to the author’s present. Without rehearsing particulars, its architecture alternates between catalog and episode: successors are named, writings are noted, disputes appear and recede, and moments of witness punctuate an otherwise steady march. This design offers both scaffolding and rhythm, allowing readers to grasp continuity across regions and generations. Eusebius does not aim for dramatic flourish; instead, he builds accumulation and coherence, so that the sweep of the narrative, rather than any single scene, conveys the emergence of a durable communal story.

Its status as a classic rests first on this innovative literary craft. By embedding documents within a continuous narrative, Eusebius extends classical historiography into a Christian key, transforming biography, chronicle, and archive into a single instrument. The book established expectations for what church history should be: comprehensive, sourced, and attentive to leadership, teaching, and conflict. Its prose favors clarity over ornament, but the cumulative effect is powerful, because the narrative’s authority derives from the voices it preserves. Later generations recognized in this method not merely compilation, but a new way to claim and shape memory.

Equally decisive is the book’s role as a repository of otherwise inaccessible texts. Eusebius transmits fragments from early Christian authors and correspondence that would have vanished without his care, including pieces attributed to figures such as Hegesippus, Papias, and Dionysius of Alexandria. He also registers titles, catalogues succession lists, and records summaries of works he knew, providing guideposts for the lost landscape of early literature. For historians, theologians, and literary scholars, this preservation is a gift beyond measure: the History becomes a library within a book, where many windows open onto a world now largely reconstructed through his pages.

The influence of The Ecclesiastical History is both immediate and long‑lasting. In the early fifth century, Rufinus translated and continued it into Latin, shaping Western reception. Later Byzantine historians such as Socrates, Sozomen, Theodoret, and Evagrius wrote their own ecclesiastical histories in its wake, adopting its scope and documentary ethos. Medieval scholars mined it for precedent, and early modern critics, including Enlightenment writers like Edward Gibbon, treated it as a foundational source. Beyond direct use, its example set a genre: to write the story of a community through leaders, writings, and trials, with sources named and weighed.

The book’s enduring themes help explain that influence. It explores how a dispersed movement organizes itself, how authority is transmitted, and how teaching is recognized and contested. It considers the place of suffering and witness in shaping memory, and the complex encounter between faith and imperial politics. It also traces the conversation between local communities and a growing sense of universality. These concerns are not confined to antiquity; they speak to perennial questions about institutions, identity, and the claims of tradition. Eusebius offers a map of continuity under pressure, drawn with careful attention to evidence.

Readers today often approach Eusebius critically, and rightly so. His aims are apologetic as well as historical, and his selection and emphasis reflect commitments. Yet scrutiny heightens, rather than diminishes, the book’s value. Because the author declares many of his sources, modern scholarship can compare, test, and contextualize his testimony. The History becomes both source and subject: indispensable for what it preserves, and instructive for how it constructs persuasion. Reading it with awareness of its perspective allows a double gain—access to early materials and insight into the fourth‑century mind at work.

To engage this work fruitfully, treat it as an archive organized into a story. Attend to the documents Eusebius cites, the lines of succession he traces, and the way he situates controversies without dwelling on sensational detail. Notice how breadth and restraint serve his larger aims, and how the measured tone invites trust while also inviting verification. The experience rewards patience: the scaffolding he erects becomes a vantage point from which the bewildering variety of early Christianity gains shape. Without relying on surprise, the narrative builds conviction through accumulation, allowing readers to see patterns emerging from careful record‑keeping.

The Ecclesiastical History endures because it offers more than information; it models cultural memory under strain. In an era that wrestles with contested histories, institutional change, and the ethics of remembrance, Eusebius’s project remains instructive. He insists that communities live by the stories they can responsibly tell, anchored in sources and ordered in hope. That insistence continues to resonate, not as a relic of antiquity, but as a living challenge: to gather evidence, to narrate with care, and to connect the past to a durable future. For that reason, this classic retains both relevance and quiet power.
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    Eusebius of Caesarea’s Ecclesiastical History, composed in Greek in the early fourth century and arranged in ten books, presents the first comprehensive narrative of Christian origins and growth. Writing as a bishop and scholar, Eusebius sets out to trace the succession of church leaders, the spread of the faith across the Roman world, the trials of persecution, the rise of divergent teachings, and the legacy of Christian literature. He assembles his account largely from documents: letters, martyr acts, episcopal lists, imperial correspondence, and earlier historians. The work frames Christian history within the broader civic and imperial context, pairing apologetic aims with an extensive, sometimes verbatim, documentary record.

The opening movement situates the emergence of the Christian message within Roman rule and Palestinian Judaism, then follows the apostles from Jerusalem into the wider Mediterranean. Eusebius sketches the foundational preaching, the appointment of early leaders, and the establishment of communities in key centers. He draws on Jewish and Roman writers, notably Josephus, to corroborate persons and events, and he offers chronological notices tying Christian beginnings to imperial reigns. Without attempting a full life of Jesus, he emphasizes continuity between the apostolic proclamation and subsequent ecclesial structures, marking how teaching, worship, and discipline start to take institutional form while remaining rooted in the memory of eyewitnesses.

From the apostolic age, the narrative turns to martyrdoms and leadership succession. Eusebius records the deaths of prominent figures and the transmission of authority through bishops at Jerusalem, Antioch, Alexandria, and Rome. He preserves early letters and testimonies that illuminate pastoral concerns and emerging norms, including the intervention of the Roman church in disputes abroad. Figures such as Clement of Rome, Ignatius of Antioch, and Polycarp of Smyrna appear through their writings and remembered acts, offering snapshots of community life, moral exhortation, and patterns of oversight. Through these dossiers, Eusebius constructs continuity across generations and maps the network binding distant congregations.

Against this developing structure, Eusebius sets accounts of rival teachings and the church’s intellectual defense. He profiles movements associated with figures like Simon Magus and later teachers who proposed alternative cosmologies or interpretations of scripture. In response, he highlights apologists and scholars—Quadratus, Aristides, Justin, Athenagoras, Melito—whose works addressed civic authorities and clarified Christian belief. The history preserves imperial replies and provincial reports, including official rulings that shaped local practice. By juxtaposing apologetic treatises with administrative documents, Eusebius portrays a community negotiating philosophical critique, internal dissent, and legal pressure, while refining criteria for sound teaching and consolidating lines of authority across the provinces.

A central thread follows the circulation and reception of Christian writings. Eusebius distinguishes books widely read in the churches from those debated or rejected, offering early testimony about the formation of the scriptural canon. He cites predecessors—Papias, Hegesippus, Irenaeus—and excerpts catalogues and prologues to show how communities evaluated texts. Alongside this literary mapping, he recounts controversies over the dating of Easter and other observances, reproducing letters that seek concord while acknowledging regional practice. The dossier illustrates how unity was pursued through consultation and correspondence, with prominent bishops mediating disputes and crafting precedents that would influence worship, discipline, and the recognition of authoritative writings.

Considerable space is devoted to the Alexandrian tradition of scholarship. Eusebius traces the line from Pantaenus to Clement and then to Origen, whose teaching, commentaries, and textual labors transformed Christian study. He narrates Origen’s formation, his ascetic commitments, his extensive exegesis, and his engagement with classical learning, while noting tensions with ecclesiastical superiors and the circumstances of his ordination outside Alexandria. Cataloguing treatises and homilies, Eusebius also includes correspondence, debates on textual problems, and episodes that show how scriptural interpretation, catechesis, and mission intertwined. Through this portrait, the history links intellectual endeavor with pastoral work and situates regional schools within a wider ecclesial conversation.

The middle books chart the challenges of the third century. Eusebius compiles records of persecutions under several emperors and the pastoral dilemmas that followed, especially disputes over discipline toward those who lapsed under pressure. He documents synods addressing schism and doctrine, correspondence among bishops, and the careers of leaders such as Dionysius of Alexandria and Cyprian of Carthage. The deposition of Paul of Samosata at Antioch appears within a broader survey of how communities adjudicated teaching and administration. These materials present the church’s reliance on councils, letters, and precedents to resolve conflict, while maintaining connections across regions and affirming the authority of shared tradition.

The final books recount the most intense imperial assault on the churches in Eusebius’s lifetime, detailing edicts that targeted gatherings, scriptures, and buildings, and narrating acts of endurance alongside failures and reconciliations. As an eyewitness to events in Palestine, he includes local dossiers while integrating developments across the empire. The sequence then turns to political change and the easing of hostilities, recording proclamations that grant toleration and initiatives that restore property and worship. Eusebius frames the transition as a providential reversal, noting the rebuilding of churches and the renewed public presence of Christian communities as the fourth century opens under more favorable rulers.

The Ecclesiastical History closes by reflecting, implicitly, on the preservation of memory. Eusebius’s method—assembling documents, listing successions, and surveying literature—creates a repository for future readers, even as his sympathies and frameworks shape interpretation. The work’s legacy lies in its transmission of otherwise lost sources, its early witness to canon and doctrine, and its record of how Christians engaged empire, philosophy, and internal disagreement. Without resolving every question, it presents the church’s past as a story of continuity tested by conflict and sustained by teaching, worship, and witness, inviting later generations to measure their own times against the patterns it preserves.
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    Eusebius of Caesarea composed The Ecclesiastical History in the early fourth century within the eastern Roman Empire, chiefly at Caesarea Maritima in Roman Palestine. The setting was an imperial world of governors, city councils, and the emperor’s overarching authority. Civic cults, synagogues, and increasingly organized Christian churches coexisted uneasily under Roman law. Greek functioned as the principal language of learned discourse in the East, and urban life revolved around ports, marketplaces, and municipal institutions. Into this framework Eusebius set a narrative that traced the Christian movement from the apostles to his own day, presenting the church’s past within the structures and assumptions of the Roman imperial order.

The empire’s religious and legal environment shaped the book’s concerns. Roman authorities prized public order and required loyalty expressed through sacrifice to the gods and the emperor’s genius. While there was no fixed empire-wide statute against Christians before the mid-third century, local prosecutions occurred under precedents such as Trajan’s rescript to Pliny (c. 112), which punished obstinate refusal to sacrifice. Eusebius mirrors this reality by assembling documents, martyr acts, and imperial letters that show how policy varied by time and region. The work thus records both ad hoc repression and moments of tolerance, revealing the complex interaction between imperial administration and Christian communities.

Eusebius himself provides context for his history. Born probably in the later 260s, he became a presbyter and then bishop of Caesarea around 313, serving until his death c. 339–340. He studied under Pamphilus, a renowned presbyter and bibliophile, and absorbed the scholarly legacy of Origen, the eminent third-century theologian. This background equipped Eusebius with the textual skills and documentary instincts that permeate his work. His pastoral office and networks across Palestine, Syria, and Egypt gave him access to letters, episcopal lists, and local archives. The Ecclesiastical History is therefore both a learned compilation and a product of a bishop embedded in eastern Mediterranean church life.

The library at Caesarea, expanded by Pamphilus and drawing on Origen’s manuscripts, was crucial for Eusebius’s project. It contained biblical codices, commentaries, apologetic treatises, and historical works otherwise lost. The Christian preference for the codex form by the second and third centuries aided compilation and cross-referencing. Scribes at Caesarea copied texts and maintained catalogues, while comparative reading and excerpting were standard scholarly practices. Eusebius worked within this environment, quoting extensively and signaling when he relied on earlier authorities. The technological and institutional supports of book culture—papyrus and parchment, scriptoria, and educated clerical readers—made his large-scale historical synthesis possible.

Eusebius frames his narrative as a chronology of the church’s succession, doctrines, persecutions, and internal disputes. He orders events by imperial reigns and episcopal tenures in sees such as Rome, Alexandria, Antioch, and Jerusalem. He cites earlier historians like Hegesippus and preserves letters from bishops and emperors. His method stresses continuity: apostolic preaching leads to stable episcopal lines, creeds, and recognized scriptures. At the same time, he acknowledges gaps and uncertainties, sometimes offering variant reports. The history’s scope—stretching from the New Testament era to his present—reflects a desire to demonstrate the church’s endurance within the changing fortunes of the Roman world.

The fate of Jerusalem occupies an early place in the story. Eusebius draws on Josephus to recount the Jewish revolt and the destruction of the Temple in 70 CE. He then addresses the Bar Kokhba war (132–135), after which Hadrian refounded the city as Aelia Capitolina and barred many Jews. Eusebius uses this sequence to mark a transition in the Jerusalem church from bishops “of the circumcision” to gentile bishops. The Ecclesiastical History thus aligns the Christian community’s survival with the city’s transformation, presenting Jerusalem’s upheavals as key milestones in the church’s spread beyond its original milieu.

Imperial encounters with Christians under Nero and Domitian are treated as precedents for later suffering. Eusebius reports Nero’s blame of Christians after the fire of Rome (64) and Domitian’s actions that produced banishments and trials near the end of the first century. These episodes, though unevenly attested, serve his larger pattern: Christianity grows despite periodic crises. By preserving traditions about figures such as John’s exile to Patmos and the trials of Roman and Asian churches, Eusebius presents martyrdom not as an anomaly but as a recurring test that strengthened communal identity and memory.

For the second century, Eusebius highlights the church’s expansion and the rise of apologetic voices. He preserves the moving letter from the churches of Lyons and Vienne describing the martyrs of 177, illustrating local hostility, civic pressures, and the pastoral care extended to confessors. He also records intellectual engagements with Greco-Roman audiences, noting apologists who petitioned emperors and argued for fair treatment. These materials demonstrate that Christians navigated both public suspicion and opportunities for persuasion, while developing internal structures capable of addressing disciplinary questions and coordinating responses across distant communities.

The third century brought empire-wide volatility and sharper persecution. Eusebius recounts the edict of Decius (249–251), which required universal sacrifice and produced certificates (libelli) for compliance. Trials, lapses, and debates over reconciliation followed. Under Valerian (257–260), targeted measures struck clergy and assemblies, before Gallienus issued edicts that brought relief and recognized church property. Eusebius integrates this legal arc with figures like Dionysius of Alexandria and Cyprian of Carthage, showing how bishops managed crises, interpreted martyrdom, and navigated imperial directives that alternated between repression and tolerance.

The Great Persecution under Diocletian and his colleagues, beginning in 303, forms a dramatic climax. Eusebius details a sequence of edicts that ordered the destruction of churches and scriptures, the arrest of clergy, and compulsory sacrifice. As a Palestinian eyewitness, he supplements the History with accounts of trials and executions in his Martyrs of Palestine. He conveys both administrative mechanics—edicts, prison conditions, interrogations—and the moral world of confessors. The narrative captures the risks faced by Christian households, the vulnerability of texts to confiscation and burning, and the strategies communities used to preserve memory amid systematic pressure.

Eusebius situates the end of persecution within the political reconfiguration of the Tetrarchy. He notes Galerius’s edict of toleration in 311, the victory of Constantine over Maxentius at the Milvian Bridge in 312, and the 313 agreement often called the Edict of Milan, issued by Constantine and Licinius, that granted liberty to Christians and restored property. As imperial unity shifted, Licinius fought and fell to Constantine (324), enabling broader church-building and synodal activity. In Books Nine and Ten, Eusebius celebrates peace, reproduces imperial letters, and describes dedications, framing the new favor as a historical vindication after centuries of sporadic persecution.

Institutional consolidation is central to the work. Eusebius charts episcopal succession lists to demonstrate continuity from the apostles. He records synods that addressed discipline and teaching, such as the councils at Antioch against Paul of Samosata (c. 268) and disputes over the date of Easter between Asia Minor and Rome. Letters by bishops like Irenaeus calling for moderation exemplify how communication and consultation worked across a far-flung network. This depiction underscores the church’s capacity to deliberate, correct error, and maintain unity through recognized offices and procedures, even when local customs and practices differed.

Eusebius devotes attention to controversies he labels heretical, drawing on sources like Irenaeus and Clement. He surveys figures and movements including Simon Magus in apostolic memory, later teachers such as Valentinus and Basilides, Marcion’s strict dualism, the prophetic claims of Montanists in Phrygia, and Novatianist rigorism after Decius. He reports debates over the nature of God and Christ in strands of Monarchian thought, such as that associated with Paul of Samosata. By cataloguing these disputes, the History describes how boundaries of teaching crystallized through argument, letters, and synodal decisions, highlighting the role of bishops as guardians of doctrine.

The book also preserves early reflections on Scripture’s scope. Eusebius distinguishes widely accepted writings (such as the four Gospels, Acts, and most Pauline letters) from disputed ones (including James, Jude, 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, and Revelation in some regions), and from texts he deems spurious. He notes works valued for reading but not universally recognized, like the Shepherd of Hermas and the Epistle of Barnabas, and he transmits Papias’s remarks about Mark and Matthew. This taxonomy does not close the canon but documents its evolving reception, revealing how usage, episcopal endorsements, and controversy shaped what churches proclaimed and copied.

Apologetic engagement with imperial society forms another strand. Eusebius cites petitions and treatises by Quadratus and Aristides to Hadrian, Justin Martyr to Antoninus Pius, and Melito of Sardis to Marcus Aurelius, along with imperial rescripts that moderated prosecutions in certain provinces. By reproducing these texts, the History shows Christians appealing to reason and precedent, seeking stable legal status rather than privilege. It also exhibits Eusebius’s documentary approach: he transmits speeches, letters, and fragments as evidence, allowing readers to see how arguments were framed within the philosophical and legal vocabulary of the high Roman Empire.

The social texture of everyday life surfaces repeatedly in Eusebius’s materials. Urban networks, seaports, and Roman roads linked congregations and facilitated the circulation of letters and books. Greek served as a common medium, though local languages persisted. Charity, the support of widows and prisoners, and the remembrance of the dead appear in accounts of deacons and lay benefactors. Women stand prominently in martyr narratives, as in the Lyons letter’s description of Blandina. The pervasive use of the codex enabled communal reading in assemblies, and the maintenance of archives in episcopal centers made correspondence and synodal decisions retrievable for later generations.

Eusebius’s intellectual world drew upon and responded to broader currents in late antique scholarship. He admired Origen’s critical exegesis and preserves episodes from Alexandrian and Palestinian theological schools. He cites Philo to describe ascetic communities and treats ascetic practices as longstanding within the people of God. He also compiled a universal Chronicle to synchronize biblical and imperial events, which undergirds the chronological confidence of the History. These scholarly tools—quotation, chronology, and cross-referencing—reflect a culture that valued ordered memory and positioned Christian learning within the prestige of classical historiography and philosophy, even as it argued distinct theological claims against rival interpretations of the past and Scripture.
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    Eusebius of Caesarea (circa 260–339/340) was a late antique scholar, bishop, and prolific author whose works shaped how subsequent generations understood the origins of Christianity. Often called the “Father of Church History,” he compiled documentary narratives that traced the movement from the apostles to his own age, when imperial favor under Constantine transformed the church’s public standing. Writing in Greek and working from the scholarly resources of Caesarea in Roman Palestine, Eusebius combined historical reporting, apologetics, and biblical scholarship. His surviving corpus preserves invaluable excerpts from earlier authors otherwise lost, making him a principal witness to the literature, controversies, and organization of early Christianity.

Eusebius’ intellectual formation was rooted in the celebrated library at Caesarea, associated with the priest-scholar Pamphilus, whose devotion to the works of Origen deeply influenced him. Through Pamphilus, Eusebius engaged the Alexandrian tradition of scriptural exegesis and encountered extensive theological, historical, and philosophical texts. He adopted a classically trained approach to research, compiling, excerpting, and comparing sources with attention to chronology and citation. Greek historiography, Jewish antiquarian writing (notably Josephus), and Hellenistic chronographic models provided methodological templates. This blend of Christian and classical learning informed Eusebius’ style: a documentary, often citation-rich prose that sought to anchor claims in earlier witnesses rather than rhetorical flourish alone.

Eusebius lived through the Great Persecution under Diocletian and his successors and memorialized its victims in his Martyrs of Palestine, a work that offers regional testimony to trials and executions. He was closely connected to Pamphilus, who was martyred in 309, and collaborated on an apology for Origen that defended the Alexandrian’s legacy. After the persecutions subsided, Eusebius emerged as a leading figure at Caesarea and is attested as its bishop by the early fourth century. His episcopal role coincided with a new era of imperial toleration and patronage, allowing him to consolidate scholarly projects and to circulate texts across a widening Christian literary network.

Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical History, revised in several editions, surveys Christianity from the apostolic age to the early fourth century. It preserves letters, martyr acts, conciliar materials, and fragments of authors such as Papias, Hegesippus, and Dionysius of Alexandria. His Chronicle, a universal history arranged in synchronized tables, sought to align sacred and secular timelines; though the Greek original is lost, it is known through an Armenian version and Jerome’s Latin adaptation. Together these works established models for compiling sources, organizing chronology, and framing the church’s past as a coherent narrative woven into the broader history of the Roman world.

Beyond historiography, Eusebius wrote major apologetic and exegetical treatises. Preparation for the Gospel assembled extensive quotations from Greek literature to argue that Christian teaching fulfilled the best of classical wisdom, while Proof of the Gospel advanced a scriptural case for Christ. A related work, often called Theophany, survives largely in Syriac. He also produced the Onomasticon, a geographically oriented lexicon of biblical place names, and devised the Eusebian Canon Tables, a cross-referencing system for the Gospels built on earlier divisions. His Against Hierocles answered pagan criticism. Several other works are known or partially preserved, attesting to his wide scholarly range.

Eusebius engaged closely with the Constantinian court and the ecclesiastical politics of his day. He attended the Council of Nicaea in 325, signed its creed, and later explained his subscription in a pastoral letter to his community. His Life of Constantine and related panegyrical orations portray the emperor as a providential ally of the church, reflecting Eusebius’ conviction that political stability could favor the spread of the gospel. While some critics judged his portraits too laudatory or his theology too conciliatory amid Christological disputes, his writings document the new relationship between imperial power and Christian institutions with unparalleled immediacy.

In his later years, Eusebius continued to revise and circulate his works, shaping how bishops, scholars, and monastic readers approached the past. He likely died in the late 330s or around 340. His legacy endured through later church historians such as Socrates, Sozomen, and Theodoret, who built on his methods and materials; through Jerome, who adapted and extended his chronology; and through the ongoing use of his Gospel canons and Onomasticon. Despite criticisms of selectivity and bias, his preservation of documents and commitment to sourcing make him an indispensable guide to the formative centuries of Christian history and their entanglement with the Roman Empire.
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The present translation of the Church History of Eusebius has been made from Heinichen’s second edition of the Greek text, but variant readings have been adopted without hesitation whenever they have approved themselves to my judgment. In all such cases the variation from Heinichen’s text has been indicated in the notes. A simple revision of Crusè’s English version was originally proposed, but a brief examination of it was sufficient to convince me that a satisfactory revision would be an almost hopeless task, and that nothing short of a new and independent translation ought to be undertaken. In the preparation of that translation, invaluable assistance has been rendered by my father, the Rev. Joseph N. McGiffert, D.D., for whose help and counsel I desire thus publicly to give expression to my profound gratitude. The entire translation has been examined by him and owes much to his timely suggestions and criticisms; while the translation itself of a considerable portion of the work (Bks. V.–VIII. and the Martyrs of Palestine) is from his hand. The part thus rendered by him I have carefully revised for the purpose of securing uniformity in style and expression throughout the entire work, and I therefore hold myself alone responsible for it as well as for the earlier and later books. As to the principle upon which the translation has been made, little need be said. The constant endeavor has been to reproduce as nearly as possible, both the substance and form of the original, and in view of the peculiar need of accuracy in such a work as the present, it has seemed better in doubtful cases to run the risk of erring in the direction of over-literalness rather than in that of undue license.

A word of explanation in regard to the notes which accompany the text may not be out of place. In view of the popular character of the series of which the present volume forms a part, it seemed important that the notes should contain much supplementary information in regard to persons, places, and events mentioned in the text which might be quite superfluous to the professional historian as well as to the student enjoying access to libraries rich in historical and bibliographical material, and I have therefore not felt justified in confining myself to such questions as might interest only the critical scholar. Requested by the general editor to make the work in some sense a general history of, or historical commentary upon, the first three centuries of the Christian Church, I have ventured to devote considerable space to a fuller presentation of various subjects but briefly touched upon or merely referred to by Eusebius. At the same time my chief endeavor has been, by a careful study of difficult and disputed points, to do all that I could for their elucidation, and thus to perform as faithfully as possible the paramount duty of a commentator. The number and fulness of the notes needed in such a work must of course be matter of dispute, but annoyed as I have repeatedly been by the fragmentary character of the annotations in the existing editions of the work, I have been anxious to avoid that defect, and have therefore passed by no passage which seemed to me to need discussion, nor consciously evaded any difficulty. Working with historical students constantly in mind I have felt it due to them to fortify all my statements by references to the authorities upon which they have been based, and to indicate at the same time with sufficient fullness the sources whose examination a fuller investigation of the subject on their part might render necessary. The modern works which have been most helpful are mentioned in the notes, but I cannot in justice refrain from making especial reference at this point to Smith and Wace’s Dictionary of Christian Biography which has been constantly at my side, and to the first and second volumes of Schaff’s Church History, whose bibliographies have been especially serviceable. Many of Valesius’ notes have been found very suggestive and must always remain valuable in spite of the great advance made in historical knowledge since his day. For the commentary of Heinichen less can be said. Richardson’s Bibliographical Synopsis, published as a supplement to the Ante-Nicene Library, did not come into my hands until the greater part of the work was completed. In the preparation of the notes upon the latter portion it proved helpful, and its existence has enabled me throughout the work to omit extended lists of books which it would otherwise have been necessary to give.

It was my privilege some three years ago to study portions of the fourth and fifth books of Eusebius’ Church History with Professor Adolf Harnack in his Seminar at Marburg. Especial thanks are due for the help and inspiration gained from that eminent scholar, and for the light thrown by him upon many difficult passages in those portions of the work.

It gives me pleasure also to express my obligation to Dr. Isaac G. Hall, of New York, and to Dr. E. C. Richardson, of Hartford, for information furnished by them in regard to certain editions of the History, also to the Rev. Charles R. Gillett, Librarian of Union Theological Seminary, and to the Rev. J. H. Dulles, Librarian of Princeton Theological Seminary, for their kindness in granting me the privileges of the libraries under their charge, and for their unfailing courtesy shown me in many ways. To Mr. James McDonald, of Shelbyville, Ky., my thanks are due for his translation of the Testimonies for and against Eusebius, printed at the close of the Prolegomena, and to Mr. F. E. Moore, of New Albany, Ind., for assistance rendered in connection with the preparation of the indexes.

Arthur Cushman McGiffert.

Lane Theological Seminary,

April 15, 1890.
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Chapter I.—The Plan of the Work.
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1. It is my purpose to write an account of the successions of the holy apostles, as well as of the times which have elapsed from the days of our Saviour to our own; and to relate the many important events which are said to have occurred in the history of the Church; and to mention those who have governed and presided over the Church in the most prominent parishes, and those who in each generation have proclaimed the divine word either orally or in writing.

2. It is my purpose also to give the names and number and times of those who through love of innovation have run into the greatest errors, and, proclaiming themselves discoverers of knowledge falsely so-called1 have like fierce wolves unmercifully devastated the flock of Christ.

3. It is my intention, moreover, to recount the misfortunes which immediately came upon the whole Jewish nation in consequence of their plots against our Saviour, and to record the ways and the times in which the divine word has been attacked by the Gentiles, and to describe the character of those who at various periods have contended for it in the face of blood and of tortures, as well as the confessions which have been made in our own days, and finally the gracious and kindly succor which our Saviour has afforded them all. Since I propose to write of all these things I shall commence my work with the beginning of the dispensation2 of our Saviour and Lord Jesus Christ.3

4. But at the outset I must crave for my work the indulgence of the wise,4 for I confess that it is beyond my power to produce a perfect and complete history, and since I am the first to enter upon the subject, I am attempting to traverse as it were a lonely and untrodden path.5 I pray that I may have God as my guide and the power of the Lord as my aid, since I am unable to find even the bare footsteps of those who have traveled the way before me, except in brief fragments, in which some in one way, others in another, have transmitted to us particular accounts of the times in which they lived. From afar they raise their voices like torches, and they cry out, as from some lofty and conspicuous watch-tower, admonishing us where to walk and how to direct the course of our work steadily and safely.

5. Having gathered therefore from the matters mentioned here and there by them whatever we consider important for the present work, and having plucked like flowers from a meadow the appropriate passages from ancient writers,6 we shall endeavor to embody the whole in an historical narrative, content if we preserve the memory of the successions of the apostles of our Saviour; if not indeed of all, yet of the most renowned of them in those churches which are the most noted, and which even to the present time are held in honor.

6. This work seems to me of especial importance because I know of no ecclesiastical writer who has devoted himself to this subject; and I hope that it will appear most useful to those who are fond of historical research.

7. I have already given an epitome of these things in the Chronological Canons7 which I have composed, but notwithstanding that, I have undertaken in the present work to write as full an account of them as I am able.

8. My work will begin, as I have said, with the dispensation8 of the Saviour Christ,—which is loftier and greater than human conception,—and with a discussion of his divinity9 ;

9. for it is necessary, inasmuch as we derive even our name from Christ, for one who proposes to write a history of the Church to begin with the very origin of Christ’s dispensation, a dispensation more divine than many think.







1 Cf. 1 Tim. vi. 20.

2 Greek οἰκονομία. Suicer (Thesaurus Eccles.) points out four uses of this word among ecclesiastical writers: (1) Ministerium Evangelii. (2) Providentia et numen (i.e. of God). (3) Naturæ humanæ assumtio. (4) Totius redemptionis mysterium et passionis Christi sacramentum. Valesius says, “The ancient Greeks use the word to denote whatever Christ did in the world to proclaim salvation for the human race, and thus the first οἰκονομία τοῦ χριστοῦ is the incarnation, as the last οἰκονομία is the passion.” The word in the present case is used in its wide sense to denote not simply the act of incarnation, but the whole economy or dispensation of Christ upon earth. See the notes of Heinichen upon this passage, Vol. III. p. 4 sq., and of Valesius, Vol. I. p. 2.

3 Five mss., followed by nearly all the editors of the Greek text and by the translators Stigloher and Crusè, read τοῦ θεοῦ after χριστόν. The words, however, are omitted by the majority of the best mss. and by Rufinus, followed by Heinichen and Closs. (See the note of Heinichen, Vol. I. p. 4).

4 All the mss. followed by the majority of the editors read εὐγνωμονῶν, which must agree with λόγος. Heinichen, however, followed by Burton, Schwegler, Closs, and Stigloher, read εὐγνωμόνων, which I have also accepted. Closs translates die Nachsicht der Kenner; Stigloher, wohlwollende Nachsicht. Crusè avoids the difficulty by omitting the word; an omission which is quite unwarranted.

5 Eusebius is rightly called the “Father of Church History.” He had no predecessors who wrote, as he did, with a comprehensive historical plan in view; and yet, as he tells us, much had been written of which he made good use in his History. The one who approached nearest to the idea of a Church historian was Hegesippus (see Bk. IV. chap. 22, note 1), but his writings were little more than fragmentary memoirs, or collections of disconnected reminiscences. For instance, Eusebius, in Bk. II. chap 23, quotes from his fifth and last book the account of the martyrdom of James the Just, which shows that his work lacked at least all chronological arrangement. Julius Africanus (see Bk. VI. chap. 31, note 1) also furnished Eusebius with much material in the line of chronology, and in his Chronicle Eusebius made free use of him. These are the only two who can in any sense be said to have preceded Eusebius in his province, and neither one can rob him of his right to be called the “Father of Church History.”

6 One of the greatest values of Eusebius’ History lies in the quotations which it contains from earlier ecclesiastical writers. The works of many of them are lost, and are known to us only through the extracts made by Eusebius. This fact alone is enough to make his History of inestimable worth.

7 On Eusebius’ Chronicle, see the Prolegomena, p. 31, above.

8 οἰκονομία. See above, note 2.

9 θεολογία. Suicer gives four meanings for this word: (1) Doctrina de Deo. (2) Doctrina de SS. Trinitate. (3) Divina Christi natura, seu doctrina de ea. (4) Scriptura sacra utriusque Testamenti. The word is used here in its third signification (cf. also chap. 2, §3, and Bk. V. chap. 28, §5). It occurs very frequently in the works of the Fathers with this meaning, especially in connection with οἰκονομία, which is then quite commonly used to denote the “human nature” of Christ. In the present chapter οἰκονομία keeps throughout its more general signification of “the Dispensation of Christ,” and is not confined to the mere act of incarnation, nor to his “human nature.”
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1. Since in Christ there is a twofold nature, and the one—in so far as he is thought of as God—resembles the head of the body, while the other may be compared with the feet,—in so far as he, for the sake of our salvation, put on human nature with the same passions as our own,—the following work will be complete only if we begin with the chief and lordliest events of all his history. In this way will the antiquity and divinity of Christianity be shown to those who suppose it of recent and foreign origin,1 and imagine that it appeared only yesterday.2

2. No language is sufficient to express the origin and the worth, the being and the nature of Christ. Wherefore also the divine Spirit says in the prophecies, “Who shall declare his generation?”3 For none knoweth the Father except the Son, neither can any one know the Son adequately except the Father alone who hath begotten him.4

3. For who beside the Father could clearly understand the Light which was before the world, the intellectual and essential Wisdom which existed before the ages, the living Word which was in the beginning with the Father and which was God, the first and only begotten of God which was before every creature and creation visible and invisible, the commander-in-chief of the rational and immortal host of heaven, the messenger of the great counsel, the executor of the Father’s unspoken will, the creator, with the Father, of all things, the second cause of the universe after the Father, the true and only-begotten Son of God, the Lord and God and King of all created things, the one who has received dominion and power, with divinity itself, and with might and honor from the Father; as it is said in regard to him in the mystical passages of Scripture which speak of his divinity: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.”5 “All things were made by him; and without him was not anything made.”6

4. This, too, the great Moses teaches, when, as the most ancient of all the prophets, he describes under the influence of the divine Spirit the creation and arrangement of the universe. He declares that the maker of the world and the creator of all things yielded to Christ himself, and to none other than his own clearly divine and first-born Word, the making of inferior things, and communed with him respecting the creation of man. “For,” says he, “God said, Let us make man in our image and in our likeness.”7

5. And another of the prophets confirms this, speaking of God in his hymns as follows: “He spake and they were made; he commanded and they were created.”8 He here introduces the Father and Maker as Ruler of all, commanding with a kingly nod, and second to him the divine Word, none other than the one who is proclaimed by us, as carrying out the Father’s commands.

6. All that are said to have excelled in righteousness and piety since the creation of man, the great servant Moses and before him in the first place Abraham and his children, and as many righteous men and prophets as afterward appeared, have contemplated him with the pure eyes of the mind, and have recognized him and offered to him the worship which is due him as Son of God.

7. But he, by no means neglectful of the reverence due to the Father, was appointed to teach the knowledge of the Father to them all. For instance, the Lord God, it is said, appeared as a common man to Abraham while he was sitting at the oak of Mambre[1].9 And he, immediately falling down, although he saw a man with his eyes, nevertheless worshiped him as God, and sacrificed to him as Lord, and confessed that he was not ignorant of his identity when he uttered the words, “Lord, the judge of all the earth, wilt thou not execute righteous judgment?”10

8. For if it is unreasonable to suppose that the unbegotten and immutable essence of the almighty God was changed into the form of man or that it deceived the eyes of the beholders with the appearance of some created thing, and if it is unreasonable to suppose, on the other hand, that the Scripture should falsely invent such things, when the God and Lord who judgeth all the earth and executeth judgment is seen in the form of a man, who else can be called, if it be not lawful to call him the first cause of all things, than his only pre-existent Word?11 Concerning whom it is said in the Psalms, “He sent his Word and healed them, and delivered them from their destructions.”12

9. Moses most clearly proclaims him second Lord after the Father, when he says, “The Lord rained upon Sodom and Gomorrah brimstone and fire from the Lord.”13 The divine Scripture also calls him God, when he appeared again to Jacob in the form of a man, and said to Jacob, “Thy name shall be called no more Jacob, but Israel shall be thy name, because thou hast prevailed with God.”14 Wherefore also Jacob called the name of that place “Vision of God,”15 saying, “For I have seen God face to face, and my life is preserved.”16

10. Nor is it admissible to suppose that the theophanies recorded were appearances of subordinate angels and ministers of God, for whenever any of these appeared to men, the Scripture does not conceal the fact, but calls them by name not God nor Lord, but angels, as it is easy to prove by numberless testimonies.

11. Joshua, also, the successor of Moses, calls him, as leader of the heavenly angels and archangels and of the supramundane powers, and as lieutenant of the Father,17 entrusted with the second rank of sovereignty and rule over all, “captain of the host of the Lord,” although he saw him not otherwise than again in the form and appearance of a man. For it is written:

12. “And it came to pass when Joshua was at Jericho18 that he looked and saw a man standing over against him with his sword drawn in his hand, and Joshua went unto him and said, Art thou for us or for our adversaries? And he said unto him, As captain of the host of the Lord am I now come. And Joshua fell on his face to the earth and said unto him, Lord, what dost thou command thy servant? and the captain of the Lord said unto Joshua, Loose thy shoe from off thy feet, for the place whereon thou standest is holy.”19

13. You will perceive also from the same words that this was no other than he who talked with Moses.20 For the Scripture says in the same words and with reference to the same one, “When the Lord saw that he drew near to see, the Lord called to him out of the bush and said, Moses, Moses. And he said, What is it? And he said, Draw not nigh hither; loose thy shoe from off thy feet, for the place whereon thou standest is holy ground. And he said unto him, I am the God of thy fathers, the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.”21

14. And that there is a certain substance which lived and subsisted22 before the world, and which ministered unto the Father and God of the universe for the formation of all created things, and which is called the Word of God and Wisdom, we may learn, to quote other proofs in addition to those already cited, from the mouth of Wisdom herself, who reveals most clearly through Solomon the following mysteries concerning herself: “I, Wisdom, have dwelt with prudence and knowledge, and I have invoked understanding. Through me kings reign, and princes ordain righteousness. Through me the great are magnified, and through me sovereigns rule the earth.”23

15. To which she adds: “The Lord created me in the beginning of his ways, for his works; before the world he established me, in the beginning, before he made the earth, before he made the depths, before the mountains were settled, before all hills he begat me. When he prepared the heavens I was present with him, and when he established the fountains of the region under heaven24 I was with him, disposing. I was the one in whom he delighted; daily I rejoiced before him at all times when he was rejoicing at having completed the world.”25

16. That the divine Word, therefore, pre-existed and appeared to some, if not to all, has thus been briefly shown by us.

17. But why the Gospel was not preached in ancient times to all men and to all nations, as it is now, will appear from the following considerations.26 The life of the ancients was not of such a kind as to permit them to receive the all-wise and all-virtuous teaching of Christ.

18. For immediately in the beginning, after his original life of blessedness, the first man despised the command of God, and fell into this mortal and perishable state, and exchanged his former divinely inspired luxury for this curse-laden earth. His descendants having filled our earth, showed themselves much worse, with the exception of one here and there, and entered upon a certain brutal and insupportable mode of life.

19. They thought neither of city nor state, neither of arts nor sciences. They were ignorant even of the name of laws and of justice, of virtue and of philosophy. As nomads, they passed their lives in deserts, like wild and fierce beasts, destroying, by an excess of voluntary wickedness, the natural reason of man, and the seeds of thought and of culture implanted in the human soul. They gave themselves wholly over to all kinds of profanity, now seducing one another, now slaying one another, now eating human flesh, and now daring to wage war with the Gods and to undertake those battles of the giants celebrated by all; now planning to fortify earth against heaven, and in the madness of ungoverned pride to prepare an attack upon the very God of all.27

20. On account of these things, when they conducted themselves thus, the all-seeing God sent down upon them floods and conflagrations as upon a wild forest spread over the whole earth. He cut them down with continuous famines and plagues, with wars, and with thunderbolts from heaven, as if to check some terrible and obstinate disease of souls with more severe punishments.

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

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

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