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The Church in the Fourth Century

This is lesson nine, entitled “In this sign conquke church of the fourth century.” To begin oesdon

| want to use a prayer from Eusebius of Caesareav&$ one of the church fathers of this periodand
very important man because he was the father atbhstory. He wrote the first important book abou
the history of the church. The prayer | am usimgrfrEusebius is a very personal prayer. It deals wit
attitudes and conduct toward other Christiansinktkhis is important for us to keep in mind as stedy
today. We will see big things that are happenihg,donversion of Constantine and the movementeof th
Roman Empire from a persecuting state to a statdfitist favored and then promoted Christianity. As
we look at these events today we need to also ré@etnat people were trying to live as Christians i
their communities, in their relationships with atipeople. This prayer very much reminds us of that.
Let us pray.

“May | be no man's enemy, and may | be the friehide@who is eternal and abides. May | never
guarrel with those nearest me; and if I do, mag Ireconciled quickly. May | wish for all people's
happiness and envy none. May | never rejoice inlitie@rtune of one who has wronged me. When |
have done or said what is wrong, may | never wmittie rebuke of others, but always rebuke myself
until I make amends. May | win no victory that hareither me or my opponent. May | reconcile friends
who are angry with one another. May I, to the ekt#nmy power, give all needful help to my friends
and to all who are in want. May | never fail a figkin danger. When visiting those in grief may | be
able by gentle and healing words to soften theinpilay | accustom myself to be gentle and never be
angry with people because of circumstances. Amen.”

As we think of the church of the fourth century, @fecourse need to spend some time talking about
events that took place in the Roman Empire. Budweot want to lose sight of the fact that the chur
was not only in the Roman Empire, but also in Asid Africa. We will also briefly look at the church
in Asia and the church in Africa.

First, let us talk about the Roman Empire. As waedo the beginning of the fourth century the Roman
Empire was in some chaos. At one time there warersperors all competing with one another to see
who would be the supreme emperor in the Roman Eminally it was Constantine who became the
emperor. He became the emperor in a very integeatia significant way. As Constantine was moving
back with his army toward Rome he was facing a waportant battle, a battle that would determine
whether he would become one of the main emperdigeifest or not. The accounts differ somewhat,
but probably on the eve of that battle he is regmbto have had a vision or a dream in which heaaw
symbol. That symbol was a Christian symbol. It badn used before Constantine; it was not new with
him. It was the Greek lettechi (c) andrho (r ) superimposed upon one another. These are théwins
letters of the Greek name for Chri€hiristos As Constantine saw this symbol he is supposédve

also heard the words spoken by God in Latin to Himthis sign you will conquer.” Constantine took
that as an omen that he would be successful ibdttke. He placed théhristoson the shields or
banners of his army and went forth to defeat Maxshimuch larger army at Milvian Bridge near Rome
in the year 312 AD. That meant that Constantine meas the primary emperor in the West.

The next year, 313, he met with Licinius, who hadceeded Emperor Galerius in the East. These two
emperors, Constantine the emperor in the West andils the emperor in the East, agreed to end the
persecution of Christians. Thus we come to thetkdiMilan in the year 313 AD. It is hard to thiok a
more important date in church history than thate Hdict of Milan was when the two Roman emperors
said, “Christians and all others should have fredo follow the kind of religion they favor.” It véaan

© Summer 2006, David Calhoun & Covenant Theologgshinary



Ancient & Medieval Church History Lesson 9, page 2

amazing statement because it meant that now Glmrsstvere free to practice their faith in the Roman
Empire, and everyone else could follow whatevehfdiey preferred. This did not last too long, aut
least for that brief time in history there wasgalus liberty offered in a modern state, or a stae

could consider a modern state. At that time this watate where Christianity and all other religion
were to be tolerated. Eventually Constantine wartrob of the entire empire. The Roman Empire then,
by 324 AD, had one emperor again. Constantine mtwedapital from Rome to a city he renamed for
himself, Constantinople. We will look at the impatthat later on. Constantine changed everything b
his attitude toward the Christians.

Was Constantine a Christian himself? People halatdd this at some length. Before 312 AD
Constantine seems to have been a worshiper otithgal. There was a vague, monotheistic religion in
Rome in the third and fourth centuries focusinglmworship of Sol, the sun god. That religion was
particularly prominent in the army. Constantine wathe army, as his father was. Many of the saofdie
in the Roman army worshiped the sun. It is inténggib read that Constantine had a sister whoseenam
was Anastasia. That may say something, becausesttet Greek word for “resurrection.” It could be
that Constantine’s father had at least Christianpathies to be able to name his daughter for the
resurrection, which is such an important part ofi§€ttan theology. We do know, however, that
Constantine became emperor in the West, after I1&vAen he minted coins—thousands of them,
which people have since collected and studied.cbines depicted the Roman sun god. This continued
the trend from before Constantine’s time, whendbies of the Roman Empire most commonly had
images of pagan deities on them. He did not rigigyachange his allegiance, apparently. He may have
come into Christianity more gradually than a quickiversion as a result of his vision. Eventually,
during Constantine’s later reign, the coins mixethipagan and Christian symbols. But the pagan
symbols, the symbol of the sun god in particulantmued to be used by Constantine for some time.

We do have Constantine telling us in various wags he had become a Christian. In his testimorges h
sounds like a man who has definitely moved intoGhestian faith. In one he said, “Almighty God,
have mercy upon me,” and he said that God had btdum out of sin into salvation. That is
Constantine’s own way of setting forth his convensiPeople have pointed to Constantine’s conduct,
however, and said that he really did not live miilksd a Christian. We can find some problems thele.
was a man who really did not ever adequately unaiedsthe Christian faith. He later attempted to
negotiate with different parties in the Arian digpand even tried to impose his understanding en th
Christian church—and generally it was a wrong us@rding of Christian doctrine. But there were
many other people at that time who also did noehavery adequate understanding of the doctrine of
the Trinity. Therefore I think we should not jud@enstantine too harshly, though his conduct leftimu
to be desired. He did not live as we would havénedsa Christian emperor to live. He continued to be
very harsh against enemies, and his standardsdiicowere often sub-Christian. But again, many
other people were acting the same way. Here israwha testified to his conversion, but who fell far
short in many ways in living like a Christian. Sopeople point to the fact that he was not baptized
until the year he died, but that does not meanadedmly become a Christian then. The piety of the
period as we saw earlier often delayed baptismusecpeople felt that it washed away sin and sag w
better to wait and not be baptized too soon. ktkitth Constantine we have a sincere man, as Geszal
says, who had a rather meager understanding o$t@@mridoctrine. But, coming out of paganism into
Christianity he was trying to both understand thetdne of the church and live for God, even though
often he fell short of that. One thing that is agy clear is that Constantine not only tolerated
Christianity—the edict said Christians could novaiagexist without persecution along with all others
but also, in his own personal practice Constargnoenoted Christianity as one faith among many. For
him Christianity was the faith to be promoted ia Roman Empire. He exempted the Christian clergy
from civil obligations so they could devote themesl full time to religious duties. He claimed that
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thereby conferred great benefit on public affalitse first day, which had become the Christian Sdahba
became more and more a holiday under Constantitfeaseveryone would be free to worship God on

Sunday. He gave many gifts to churches. He alsarbegbuild great churches. The beginnings of the

great basilicas of the Roman Empire came durings@orine’s reign. Thus we have here a great ruler,
an important figure—one of the most important istbiy, and very important in church history, too.

About the same time that Constantine lived therge avgreat scholar whose prayer we used at the
beginning of this lesson, Eusebius of Caesarefachyhe was such a great scholar that it wastbaitd

he was suspected of knowing everything there waadav. | am not sure that is true, but people seeme
to think it was. It was this man who became thkedabf church history. HiEcclesiastical Historys

the single most important resource for the studghairch history. That is the ecclesiastical histoyy
Eusebius of Caesarea. So much of what you mayaukéngin Gonzales’ textbook and so much of what
| have talked about in these lessons depends ohwehkearn from Eusebiusiistory. He was also a
theologian.

We have a chapter in our text by Gonzales calleficial theology: Eusebius of Caesarea.” | hope you
are able to read that. It tells us that as Eusdbaled at what was happening in the past he s&sw th
tremendous change in his time. The emperor wasanGWristian. | have qualified my statement
somewhat as to whether or not Constantine was st@m; but Eusebius calls him a great Christian.
And he says that this is a great thing that hapérag¢d because the Roman Empire had now become
Christian. Eusebius saw God’s providence in athed. He said, “Constantine is elevated by Godeo b
God's vice-regent on earth. [Constantine] is Gaod{gesentative: as in heaven, so on earth.” That is
why Gonzales calls this “official theology.” This something like what we would call “civil religion
Now suddenly the Roman Empire and Christianity vween@ing together in the writings and the thought
of Eusebius. Before this the predominant view heehld'Christ against culture,” but now we have, in
Niebuhr’'s understanding of Christ in culture, “Girof culture.” (See lesson four.) This means ithat
Eusebius’ view, the Roman Empire and Christiangme very close together. Christianity was the
culmination of the Roman Empire as the Roman Enmpite became the expression of Christianity on
earth. It is unbelievable, is it not, that we cogttlso quickly from a persecuting empire, “Chrigaiast
culture” as it is often expressed, to a kind ofi€tian state where Constantine is viewed as that gre
Christian and Rome is something of the expressi@doadl’s kingdom on earth. Saint Augustine would
guestion all that later on ihhe City of Godwhich we will talk about when we come to it.

Let me stop for a moment, though, and reflect oatvilas happened. We have entered a new era in
church history. This is what we could call the Gan$inian Era. It lasted 1,000 years, and even more
How do we view what has taken place? | think weehtaMook at this both positively and negativety. |
was very good in some ways, and it caused someégonshin other ways. There were certainly positive
features in the conversion of Constantine and themption of Christianity in the Roman Empire.
People were free to worship without fear. Perseouttas over. Christians could exist like everyone
else. And Christian ideals became more and mogetaopsociety.

One example is the observance of the Sabbath oda8uwhich Christians had to do against the culture
until now. As the culture was “Christianized” Sugdaiddenly became the official day of worship ia th
Roman Empire. Also, laws were passed that promGtedstian standards. Infanticide was outlawed—
and that had been a longstanding practice in thmadRdEmpire. The abortion laws apparently were not
changed, but ecclesiastical discipline and pulgioion moved against the practice of abortion st th
abortion was much less common in the fourth certtuap it had been earlier. With all of this
happening, avenues opened up for Christians tegtdabuld not have dreamed of earlier. Christians
became active now in art and architecture. Greatottes were built expressing the Christian faitharin
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and architecture. This of course contrasts stromily the period before this when that could notéha
been done. Thus there were many good results ahitueges in the Roman Empire.

But some problems were also introduced by thesegdsa There were some negative features. Peter
Brown talks about the “conversion of Christianitildt only did Christianity convert Constantine and,
in a sense the Roman Empire, but the Roman Emgireected Christianity. There was a kind of
syncretism, a kind of coming together. This wagloedted by Eusebius as a great thing but there were
some problems with all of it. | think as we stutiistnext phase of church history we will be impegkss
and discouraged over and over again by the wogddals and strategies that were introduced into the
church. Wealth, power, and prestige became verpitapt in the church, whereas before that was not
the case. One historian has said, “The Roman Gat@blrch is the ghost of the Roman Empire.” So
much of what was in the Roman Empire was brougbttile Roman Catholic Church, which we will
see taking shape now before our eyes.

There is another fact to think about. In one waycae really celebrate it: mass conversions. Thalsan
hundreds of thousands of people, became Chrigtiamsg this time. When Constantine became a
Christian, probably ten percent of the people enRoman Empire were Christians. By the end of the
century, that percentage was far more than hathdps even two thirds of the people of the Roman
Empire had become Christians. The question we twagsk is this: what kind of Christians were they?
We have to ask this because before Constantinasitoastly to be a Christian; it could mean persecut
or death. Therefore people did not convert quicklyithout much thought. There was not very much
nominal Christianity before Constantine. There weeetics and there were all sorts of problem weat
have looked at already, but there was not much main@hristianity. Persecution took care of thatt Bu
after Constantine, when Christianity was not oelyal but more and more favored in the courts and in
the Empire, then it was easy for people to de@dsetome Christians because of the advantages they
would receive by being Christians. Charles Williaas written, “It is doubtful whether Christianitah
ever quite recovered from the mass conversionefabhionable classes inside Rome and of the
barbaric races outside Rome.” Well, | do not wargttess that too much because God does work
through events like this. We have to be patiersiet® God’s work through a long period of time. As we
come to missions in Northern Europe, we will se threally took generations for people to movi®in
Christianity in any sort of significant way. We Wity to be patient, too, as we study that. Buté¢hs
undoubtedly some truth in William’s statement. NoaliChristianity was a problem, and we will face
that problem again and again.

| think as we live in our time, those of us in iMest are a kind of mirror image of the early chuibu
see, the early church was a movement before Cdamstaquietly challenging the established order. It
was a kind of counter cultural movement, facingghbssibility of persecution, and it certainly wad n
fashionable or accepted. In the fourth centuryelheas a transition as paganism slowly gave way to
Christianity and the beginning of a Christian &at people are calling our time now a post-Chrrstia
era. In some ways our transition seems to be ghiegther way as Christians seem to be in a time of
declining power. It is possible that we may eveliyuand ourselves more in the position of Chrisisa

in the Roman Empire before Constantine rather #iting in the seats of power as Christians in the
West have done for so long. We may have to discagain what the early church knew so well. That is,
how to be resident aliens.

While all of that was happening in the West, wedteetake a look at what was happening in Asia, in
the church outside of the Roman Empire. The caft@hristianity in Asia was now Persia. Christians
had come from Syria and had moved east into theoptgamian provinces of Persia. Persia had its own
state religion, which was Zoroastrianism. But intam parts of Persia the state religion was noy ve
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strong. It was in those areas that the Christiamathwas able to flourish in Persia. It may be antaz

for us to think of Persia as the center of Chnstia because Iran and the surrounding countries ar
certainly not the center of Christianity today. Baithis time Persia was an important Christiarteren

By the fourth century there was a nationwide comityumith a graded church structure. The structure
was perhaps more Episcopal than Presbyteriant tuaisi a national church across Persia. And it was a
very active church, reaching out even beyond Asia other lands further east, even all the way to
China as we will see later. The leaders of Chingyan Asia are names that those of us in the Veesst
not as familiar with as we ought to be. | woulcelito mention three of these leaders: Jacob of Njsib
Aphrahat the Persian, and Ephrem the Syrian.

Jacob of Nisibis was an ascetic, a kind of monknd&ticism was very popular in the East. We will
come to a lesson on that soon. But like many atastern monks, Jacob “returned to the world.” This
means that he left his cell in the wilderness ardtvback into the world, which meant the churchh&o
returned to the church rather than staying outnmoaastery or living by himself. He went back itite
world to become the first bishop of Nisibis. Wenththat Jacob was perhaps present at the important
Council of Nicea, a council we will study soon, 325 AD.

Aphrahat the Persian was the greatest easterrotfianlof the fourth century. He carried on a kifd o
continual dialogue with Jews. Judaism had becomgsteong in this area as well, and there was debat
between the Jews and the Christians. Aphrahatieglia with the Jews is very thoughtful and very.fai
Samuel Moffat in higdistory of the Church in Asisays that Aphrahat is the most admirable of the
Christian thinkers of his time, in the East and Whkffat places Aphrahat very high as a great
theologian and Christian thinker. His major bookaiedThe Demonstration®#ccording to Moffat

this is “a remarkable blend of straightforward tmhl teachings and deep and disciplined personal

piety.”

Ephraim the Syrian is the best-known eastern ca\theologian and Bible expositor and hymn writer.
So many of the Asian theologians were hymn writSmne of the western theologians were as well,
such as Clement of Alexandria. But in the Asia eghthere was hymnology, monasticism, and
theology. All of that was often mixed together lire tsame person. Ephraim said, “Scripture brought me
to the gate of paradise, and the mind stood in wpad it entered.” Keep that sentence in mind bsxau
that epitomizes so much of eastern thought.

We come in the fourth century to the Great PersecuThat is the great persecution of Christians in
Persia. That is really very interesting and remlalkk&éecause when persecution stopped in the Roman
Empire it started in Persia. There may have bgauliacal reason for this. When Rome became
Christian its old enemy, Persia, became more aviyvaadi-Christian. Moffat talks about this fourth
century persecution as the most massive perseaftiGhristians in history, unequaled for its duvati
veracity, and the number of martyrs. One estinmthat 190,000 Persian Christians died in the fourt
century in the Great Persecution. That may be farerthan all the people who died in all the two-and
-half centuries of persecution in the Roman Empred yet, as we look at the history of those surfigr
Christians in Persia, there appears to have beendee faithfulness. Far fewer numbers of people
apostatized in Persia under persecution than tivbeseapostatized under persecution in the West. We
will keep looking at developments in the churctAsia, but this gives us a brief glimpse into the
situation in Asia in the fourth century.

Now we move to Africa, south of the Roman Empirgyji and North Africa, of course, were part of
the Roman Empire. But Ethiopia and Nubia were ot pf the Roman Empire. Christianity developed
early in both of these areas. We will talk firsbabEthiopia, or Axum as it was called in thoseday
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Christianity became the court religion of the erapr of the land of Ethiopia in the fourth century.
fact, the king of Axum was converted to Christignit the year 330 AD. That was just a few yearsraft
Constantine was converted to Christianity. The fitsn to have an explicitly Christian symbol didtn
come from the Roman Empire. It came from Ethio@V&en the king was converted in 330 AD he
began to mint coins with explicitly Christian synidOne Ethiopian coin from this time had a little
cross on it. It was a small, silver coin, but thess was inlaid with gold. It was a very precioaogand
very important because it was the first coin minigtth a Christian theme. This is in stark conttast
what happened in the Roman Empire where Constamtixed Christian and pagan symbols for some
time after he became emperor.

Christianity spread to the countryside in Ethioghing the fifth century, largely through the wisiseof
Syrian missionary monks. They are called the Nia@tS. It is very interesting how international
Christianity was at this period. Some of the hemfatie Ethiopian church were Syrian missionariles,
Nine Saints who came to preach in the villagestbidpia. Linked with Egyptian Coptic Christianity—
which we will talk about later—and armed with verokar Scriptures, Christian kings and a great
number of local churches, the church of Ethiopieesd the Middle Ages where, in Gibbon’s
exaggerated phrase, “They slept near a thousamd, yesgetful of the world by whom they were
forgotten.” But we will not forget these Ethiopi@fristians. Several times as we move through
medieval Christianity we will stop to see what vii@ppening in the land of Ethiopia where the strehge
early pre-Muslim Christian church was establishredfrica.

The other country where Christianity found rootthoof the Roman Empire in black Africa was in
Nubia. That is present-day Sudan. In contrast iofgta, Christianity in Nubia spread first among th
poor. It did not spread from the palace to the tyside as in Ethiopia, but among the poor, and the
eventually, in the sixth century, to the rulersthe sixth century the traditional pagan religioasw
swept away, and Christianity took deep root in Muliiwas not really imposed as it was by the emper
in Rome. Rather, it spread because common peoglp@ar people had responded to it. It met the
deepest longings of the Nubian heart, and thespl@&decame Christians. Then from a kind of people
movement Christianity then moved upward into thiagaand to the leaders of Nubia. The Nubian
church had a closer connection with the Byzantmgastern church than with the Coptic Church of
Egypt. Thus the Nubian church in its Christologysveathodox, aligned with the Council of Chalcedon
rather than being a church that would favor the dfdrysite views of Christology as the Coptic Church
in Egypt did. | realize that last sentence intragthiall kinds of words and themes that may be
unfamiliar, but that is all coming in later lessoWge will spend some time talking about the Egyptia
Coptic Church and the Council of Chalcedon and thieadvionophysites were and why the Eastern
church tends to go one way and the Western chunctinar way.

It has been asked, where was Nisibis? Nisibispaswyay remember, is the area over which Jacob
became the first bishop. Nisibis was right alorg Tigris River. The three important areas | mergtn
in Asia were Nisibis, Syria, and Persia. The Gospedled to move from Syria to Persia, and them iate
moved from Persia further east. Another questiatidghe Great Persecution kill off the church in
Persia? No, it did not kill off the church. The otlu survived with great difficulty. It survived mthe
Muslim period, which produced additional problefst the Persian church did continue and still does
to the present. There are Christians in Irag wacettheir Christian roots back to this church. €ree
not many, and they suffer some disadvantages,uth8addam Hussein’s foreign minister was a
Christian—not a Muslim—and he is part of this antieistory.

It has also been asked, what about the churchethiopia and Sudan? The church in Sudan was almost
entirely wiped out. There is a church in Sudan yothat they do not trace their history back to this
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ancient church in Sudan. Islam did a thorough jottestroying the church in Sudan. The church there
now is from the modern missionary movement. Butdingrch in Ethiopia continued. The church in
Ethiopia is the strongest example of a Christiaurcih with African roots prior to Islam. | think this
very important, because | think sometimes peopli¢hgeidea that Islam is more the indigenous, Afic
religion. It really is not. There were traditiorisirican religions prior to both Christianity andds. But
before Islam won great areas of Africa there wasa@ng Christian church in Ethiopia, which contiaue
right down to the present.

It has also been asked whether the Ethiopian cheawte out of Judaism. The tradition is that it goes
back to the Queen of Sheba, who visited SolomdheariTemple in Jerusalem, which gives it some Old
Testament links almost like an Old Testament chufglou could call it such. There continued to be
Ethiopian Jews even as there are down to the preBegre are communities of black Ethiopian Jews.
But | think all that is back in the area of traditimore than history. | do not know that we callyesay
how the church first started in Ethiopia. We caytbat it began early and continues to today. tinalty
has some interesting connections to the early tharérabia. The closest Christians to the Ethiopia
Christians were those in South Arabia. You miglyt 8&/ell there are no Christians there.” Perhaps no
now, but at one time there was quite a consider@hlestian community in southern Arabia. There was
some movement back and forth across the Red Séeah) whs not very far; Ethiopia is only a few miles
from South Arabia. The support and fellowship betwéhe Ethiopian and Arabian Christians was
pretty significant at one time. This Christian coomity in Arabia seems to have been wiped out not by
the Muslims, who came much later, but by the J&here was much antagonism between the Jews and
Christians who lived in that area.

Other questions have been asked about Constamiihéhe bishop of Rome. Constantine was in Rome,
and the bishop of Rome, who was quickly becomimgpibpe, was also there. Their relationship was
pretty good, | would say. The Christians did nohtM® upset Constantine after all the many benefits
they had received from him. But Constantine movsdapital to Byzantium, now called
Constantinople, 1000 miles east. Part of the gjyatieere was political and military. He felt thhet

empire needed a strong center further east whargstiwere in turmoil. When he did that it left adi

of power vacuum in the West. Therefore the Romahdp began to rise quickly in power because there
was no persecution and no emperor nearby. In sceie the pope of Rome began to fill the empty
space left by Constantine. But there was not malthabout church discipline. Constantine pretty muc
did his own thing.

“The grass withers and the flowers fall, but thedvof our God endures forever” (Isaiah 40:8).
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