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INTRODUCTION:
CONNECTING WITH OUR PAST

L angston Hughes’s “The Negroe Speaks of Rivers,”
in merely nineteen lines, poignantly depicts the
meaningful connections with our past that shape

our identity in the present. The rivers that Hughes speaks
of flow back to “when the dawns were young”—the great
Euphrates, the Congo, the Nile.Then he speaks of the more
recent past, recalling the Mississippi, whose “muddy
bosom” he had watched “turn all golden in the sunset.”
These rivers portray the flow of human history, with both
the distant and recent past taking shape as the rivers flow
on, carving out their contours. “I’ve known rivers,” Hughes
muses, “Ancient, dusky rivers,” adding, “My soul has grown
deep like the rivers.” Standing along the banks of these
rivers, Hughes becomes aware of the past that has gone be-
fore, humbling and encouraging him at the same time. He is
made deeper; his life is enriched because of these connec-
tions to his past.

But perhaps the reverse is also true.Without meaningful
connections to the past, the soul does not grow deep, but
constricts, growing more and more shallow. As many have
observed, our age tends to be consumed with the present,
the new, and even the future. In some ways, this tendency
proves helpful. Medical advancements, ease of communi-
cation, and travel are all direct benefits of such forward
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thinking.There also lurks, however, a downside, as this ten-
dency can lead to a certain ahistoricism, a sentiment that tells
us the past is of little relevance and may be handily brushed
aside. “Newer is better,” the saying goes. As evangelicals, es-
pecially as American evangelicals, we are not immune to the
ahistoricism infecting our age. Perhaps, in light of this cul-
tural atmosphere, it is worthwhile to offer an apologetic for
this book, and for the value of church history in the present
life of the church.

Of course, one can always find substantiation for an ar-
gument by quoting Charles Haddon Spurgeon. And it was
Spurgeon who said, “I find it odd that one who thinks so
highly of what the Holy Spirit teaches him, thinks so little
of what the Holy Spirit teaches others.” In context, Spur-
geon was arguing for the use of commentaries.Yet his point
has broader application. If the Holy Spirit works in us, then
(paraphrasing Spurgeon) how much more work has he been
doing in the lives of countless others who have gone before
us over the past two millennia? Another voice from the past,
Martin Luther, declares in his famous hymn “A Mighty
Fortress Is Our God”: “The Spirit and the gifts are ours.”
Consequently, because of the gift of the Spirit, we are
equipped for all things pertaining to life and godliness. But
the Spirit is not our unique, solitary gift.The Spirit is a cor-
porate gift, given to a long train of past generations and,
Lord willing, given to many generations to come. We, like
the narrator of Hughes’s poem, are merely a part of a river.
In fact, we are part of the River, flowing through the pages
of history.

Studying the past offers meaningful connections with
our legacy.We are enriched through our study of the past,
simultaneously humbled by testimonies of courage and
emboldened by reflections of God’s grace and faithfulness.
This is the primary reason why I have written this book:

1 4
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to enable readers to get better acquainted with those who
have preceded us. It’s a way to get in touch with our roots.

Church history not only inspires, it also instructs. Among
his many books, John R. Stott wrote one intended for pas-
tors entitled Between Two Worlds. His thesis, as reflected in
the title, is that the pastor lives between two worlds: the
world of the Bible on the one hand and the particular world,
or his point of time and cultural context, on the other.The
pastor’s task is to bring the world of the Bible to bear upon
this world, the world of his audience.While a helpful model
for understanding the task of preaching, Stott’s vision ap-
plies to far more than pastors and preaching. In fact, all
Christians are tasked with bringing the world of the Bible—
and all its demands—to the world in which they live, to
speak the Bible faithfully and truly in their “world.” No
small task, to be sure. Examples abound in the pages of
Scripture of individuals who did this well and also of those
who did not.We can learn from both.We can also widen the
net, adding to the mix the many figures from church history
who sought to bring the Bible to bear upon their times.
Through the stories of church history, we can observe oth-
ers who tried to live between two worlds. We have many
models, some successful, some not so, but from all of them
we can learn. We can learn from the specific things they
teach. Augustine’s understanding of the doctrine of sin and
humanity skillfully brings together a great deal of the Bible’s
teaching on the subject. Luther’s ethic is not simply a
model; it is one that can directly apply. Jonathan Edwards’s
understanding of God’s redemptive work in history helps
one to understand the big picture of what God is accom-
plishing in the world. And the list could go on.

Taken together, these reasons clearly point to the value
of church history. But, books on church history, from 
one-volume to multivolume works, abound. So the question
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naturally arises: why this particular book on church history?
Two principles drive this book.The first is the principle of
selective attention.This means that in order to grasp a rather
large and complex subject, like that of church history over
the last two thousand years, one is best served by focusing
on key elements that anchor the myriad details.This focus
enables one to navigate the grand current of church history.
Rather than get lost in a sea of facts, dates, and information,
this approach helps us to see the big picture and catch the
flow of events.

The second principle concerns the notion that reading
about church history is no substitute for reading church his-
tory. Now, of course, this needs modification.This book, af-
ter all, fits the category of reading about church history. Its
aim, however, is to do more, and to leave the reader not sat-
isfied with simply retelling the story of the past. By focus-
ing on some key texts that have significantly contributed to
the Christian tradition and that continue to shape our iden-
tity in the present, this book is a means to an adventurous
journey of reading not about church history, but reading the
actual texts that constitute it. These texts, however, can be
daunting. Simply thumbing through Augustine’s Confessions
can be intimidating. This book offers help by providing a
context, walking through the text, and pointing the way for
further exploration.

The greatest challenge of this selective approach concerns
what to include and what to leave out. I fully anticipate that
my list will not meet with approval by all readers or review-
ers. Rather good cases could be made against some of my
selections and for the inclusion of others. I welcome such
disagreement—it reveals that we all have texts that are
meaningful to us. Nevertheless, there are reasons for the
twelve that I have selected. Some are household names and,
I suppose, would make it onto just about everyone’s list. On
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this point, Augustine, Luther, Calvin, Edwards, and the Wes-
leys all come to mind. Others are included because they
stand at the fore of a significant movement or have left us a
significant legacy. For example, the modern missions move-
ment owes much to the efforts of William Carey. Other fig-
ures are included because they so well typify their age. Poly-
carp, one of the more well known of the martyrs, gives us
an intriguing window into the challenges faced by the early
church. Anselm, Aquinas, and à Kempis help us understand
the crucial and often-overlooked medieval period. Dietrich
Bonhoeffer offers an inspiring account of courage in the face
of Nazi Germany in the twentieth century.

Before these figures and their writings are explored, a
chapter briefly surveying church history provides the back-
drop for these individuals and their contributions to the
Christian tradition. In the next twelve chapters, we’ll look
at the lives of these significant figures and discuss their ma-
jor works. A conclusion offers guidance for further explo-
ration. These lives and texts from church history are just a
sampling of the many rivers that have been flowing over the
past two millennia that continue to shape our identity. And
like the narrator in Hughes’s poem, as we make meaning-
ful connections to our past, we just might find our souls
growing deeper.
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1
A QUICK LOOK AT THE

BIG PICTURE:
A BRIEF SURVEY OF THE LAST

2,000 YEARS

History, said Ralph Waldo Emerson, is biography.
So it is with church history. It is simply the col-
lective stories of people, some gifted and privi-

leged, some common, and still others from the margins.
This story of the church resembles in many ways the story
of biblical history, a story of kings and shepherds, complete
with triumphs and foibles. Each is a collection of intensely
human stories. Unlike the legends from ancient Greece and
Rome, or Egypt, or Persia, these people are not heroes pos-
sessing superhuman qualities. If anything, their faults shine
through too clearly. So it is with the stories of the dozen lives
that follow. In order to make sense of the individual stories
in the next chapters, we’ll first take a step back and look at
the grand story of church history, a look at the forest before
a look at the trees.

This grand sweep of church history conveniently breaks
down into four major groupings.We begin with the story of

1 9

Nichols_Pages from Church History  10/10/06  12:09 PM  Page 19



the first generation of the church after the apostles and the
completion of the New Testament.This period, the ancient
church, stretches on to the fall of Rome and the onset of the
Middle Ages. The medieval church, though often slighted
by Protestants, covers a great deal of time, one thousand
years roughly from the end of the fifth century until the six-
teenth. Next follows the Reformation, corresponding with
the Renaissance and covering the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries. Finally, there is the ambiguous Modern Age,
spanning from the later years of the seventeenth century un-
til the twentieth century. Many speak of our own genera-
tion’s move from a modern to a postmodern era. Perhaps
that is so—a little historical distance from our own age will
more than likely offer the final word on the subject. Our
story, as far as the lives in this book are concerned, ends
rather abruptly in the middle of the last century. Clearly, as
we look at the current landscape, major cultural shifts have
recently and rapidly occurred, leaving the church with sig-
nificant and complex challenges. Looking back over the pre-
vious centuries might not offer all of the answers, but it can
offer much-needed perspective. We begin our grand tour
with the ancient church.

The Ancient Church

The story of the early church is a story of growth under
pressure. It was the church’s incubation and early years, a
time of growth spurts, awkward and painful, as the church
grew in numbers and in its understanding of the gospel and
its task in the world.Yet the growth came at a tremendous
cost. Getting a sense of the culture and world in which
Christianity developed leads to a deeper understanding of
the particular pressures early Christians felt and the strug-
gles they faced.The Greco-Roman world afforded unique

2 0
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opportunities and challenges both for good and for ill.The
Roman Empire brought about benefits of travel both by the
advanced road system and through navigation on the
Mediterranean Sea, ease of communication through Greek
as the universal language, and stability and peace to a re-
gion of divergent nations embroiled in war during previous
eras. All of these advantages had the cumulative effect of
easing the spread of the gospel and facilitating the travels
of the apostles and other early Christians.Yet there is a dou-
ble edge to this sword: the Roman world also brought with
it a great deal of hostility to the early Christians. The first
pressure the church faced came from without as the Ro-
man world, hostile to the church, initiated wave after wave
of persecution.

Mistakenly, we have the impression that the early
church faced constant and empire wide persecution un-
der Roman rule. In reality, the persecutions were more
sporadic, often at the whim of the local proconsul or Ro-
man official. There were, however, those moments when
the persecution reached intense proportions. The first of
these occurred during the decades of the writing of the
New Testament under the Emperor Nero. Legendary for
his cruelty, Nero engaged in barbaric and grossly inhu-
mane treatment of Christians. The incident that appar-
ently set off his persecutions concerns the burning of
Rome. Historians today largely attribute the great fires
of Rome to Nero, as his attempts to remove areas of the
city to make way for his redevelopment plan soon got out
of control, causing massive devastation. Nero needed a
scapegoat, so he turned to the Christians. His logic was
simple: the Romans, through their toleration of the
Christians, had angered the gods, who in turn brought
about judgment of the city. Christians were arrested en
masse, tried, and found guilty. The Roman historian
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Tacitus records the result: “Mockery of every sort was
added to their deaths. Covered with the skin of beasts,
they were torn by dogs and perished, or were nailed to
crosses, or were doomed to the flames and burnt, to serve
as a nightly illumination, when daylight had expired.”

2 2
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FIG. 1.1 

Creeds of the Ancient Church

These creeds engage heresies regarding the person of Christ. The first
creed, stemming from the Council of Nicaea in 325 and affirmed at
the Council of Constantinople in 381, emphatically declares that
Christ is fully God and fully human. The second creed is from the
Council of Chalcedon, which countered false teachings about the
union of the divine and human natures in the person of Christ. This
creed affirms the orthodox statement that Christ is two natures,
fully divine and fully human, in one person. It was unanimously
formalized—“all with one consent”—by over four hundred bishops, a
near-miraculous feat given the complexities of the language and the
stakes of the discussion. 

TThhee  NNiicceennee  CCrreeeedd,,  332255

We believe in one God, the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and
earth, of all things visible and invisible.
And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, begotten
of his Father before all worlds, God of God, Light of Light, very God
of very God, begotten, not made, being of one substance with the Father;
by whom all things were made, who for us and for our salvation came
down from heaven, and was incarnate by the Holy Spirit of the virgin
Mary, and was made man; and was crucified also for us under Pontius
Pilate; he suffered and was buried; and the third day he rose again
according to the Scriptures, and ascended into heaven, and is seated at
the right hand of the Father; and he shall come again, with glory, to
judge both the living and the dead; whose kingdom shall have no end.
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The persecutions occurred from then on throughout
the next centuries until the time of Constantine and the
curious event of the Battle of Mulvian Bridge in 311. Just
prior to Constantine, one of the most intense persecutions
occurred under the Emperor Diocletian. His edict in 303

2 3
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And we believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord and giver of life, who
proceeds from the Father and the Son; who with the Father and the
Son together is worshiped and glorified; who spoke by the prophets; and
we believe in one holy catholic and apostolic church; we acknowledge
one baptism for the remission of sins; and we look for the resurrection
of the dead, and the life of the world to come. Amen.

TThhee  CChhaallcceeddoonniiaann  CCrreeeedd,,  445511

We, then, following the holy Fathers, all with one consent, teach men to
confess one and the same Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, the same perfect in
Godhead and also perfect in manhood; truly God and truly man, of a
rational soul and body; consubstantial with the Father according to the
Godhead, and consubstantial with us according to the manhood; in all
things like unto us, without sin; begotten before all ages of the Father
according to the Godhead, and in these latter days, for us and for our
salvation, born of the virgin Mary, the mother of God, according to the
manhood; one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, Only-begotten, to be
acknowledged in two natures, inconfusedly, unchangeably, indivisibly,
inseparably; the distinction of the two natures being by no means taken
away by the union, but rather the property of each nature being
preserved, and concurring in one Person and one Subsistence, not prated
or divided in two persons, but one and the same Son, and only begotten,
God the Word, the Lord Jesus Christ; as the prophets from the beginning
have declared concerning him, and the Lord Jesus Christ himself has
taught us, and the Creed of the holy Fathers has handed down to us.
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effectively declared open season on Christians. The
church historian Eusebius, who lived before and after
Constantine, records that the prisons were so full of
Christians during Diocletian’s persecution that there was
no room for common criminals, launching a crime spree.

The early church responded to this external pressure in
two ways. First, there were the martyrs. A seemingly passive
response at best, martyrdom proved effective nevertheless
in responding to Rome’s attempts to stamp out Christianity.
As Tertullian explains, “The blood of the martyrs is the seed
of the church.” Intended by Rome to extinguish Christian-
ity, the persecutions and the resultant testimonies of the
martyrs won the Christians a sympathy vote from the pop-
ulace and also led to converts to Christ. One such testimony
is that of Justin Martyr. A philosopher from Samaria, Justin
enjoyed the thought and writings of Plato. One day he wit-
nessed a martyrdom and the thought occurred to him that,
while he liked Plato, he certainly would not be willing to die
for him.This caused him to take a close look at Christianity
and biblical teaching. He became not only a convert, but
also one of the early church’s prime spokespersons as an
apologist. He, too, was martyred for his faith in 165.

The church also responded more actively through the ac-
tivities of the apologists. The Greek word apologia means
nothing like its apparent English counterpart, apology. In-
stead, the term means to speak to or to get oneself free from
a charge. It is a legal term, understood best in a legal set-
ting.When one is accused of a crime, he or she has the op-
portunity to give an answer, to speak to the charges.This is
how many English translations of the Bible treat the Greek
word, as in 1 Peter 3:15. So the early apologists, such as
Justin Martyr and Athenagoras, among others, devoted
much energy to answering the false, even ludicrous, claims
levied at the early Christians. As seen in the martyrdom of
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Polycarp, ironically the early Christians were accused of
atheism because they denied the gods of the state. They
were also accused of cannibalism, a clear misunderstanding
of the practice of communion as the early Christians gath-
ered to eat the body and drink the blood of Christ. Equally
preposterous, they were accused of incestuous practices and
even orgies because of their loving their brothers and sisters
and the practice of the love feast.

From our perspective these charges all seem rather far-
fetched, to say the least. Given certain elements of Roman
culture during the first few centuries A.D. and given the
rather bizarre practices of some of the so-called mystery re-
ligions of the time, however, these charges stuck. It was the
task of the apologists to answer them. In the end, they had
to show that Christianity was not subversive to the empire,
that Christians were not bad citizens, and that quite the op-
posite was in fact the case.They were not, however, all that
successful in their apologetic attempts. For example,
Athenagoras wrote his apologetic books for the emperor,
but there is no evidence that he ever saw them.

Once Constantine came into power, however, the empire
changed almost overnight from a culture that was hostile to
Christianity to one that was friendly if not favorable toward
it. Constantine, in a response of gratitude for the over-
whelming victory at Mulvian Bridge, issued a series of edicts
in the years 312 to 314 that overturned earlier edicts that led
to persecution. The stage was set for the Christianizing of
the empire and the onset of the Holy Roman Empire. Now
the church faced a whole new set of challenges. Paraphrasing
Paul, the church had learned to live during times of want.
The new challenge would be to live during times of plenty.

One of the benefits of this newfound relationship with
the empire was that the church, no longer running for its
life, could devote time and energy to establishing some
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significant doctrines, doctrines that we tend to take for
granted, unaware of their historical origins. Much of this
doctrinal development derived from yet another pressure
the church faced: pressure from within by heresies. Even
before we get out of the pages of the New Testament, John,
among others, warns us that those will come who will deny
cardinal doctrines such as the humanity and the deity of
Christ. And they did come. Consequently, much of the the-
ologizing of the early church centered on the doctrine of
the Trinity, and specifically on the doctrines of the person
and work of Christ. As a result of these struggles, one of
the most treasured legacies of the early church has come
down to us: the Nicene and Chalcedonian Creeds.

As the fifth century began, the old empire began to break
apart and a new era was soon setting in. Precisely at this
time, one of the most celebrated figures of church history
lived his eventful life, Augustine, the Bishop of Hippo. He
serves well as a conclusion to the early church because dur-
ing his lifetime he witnessed the fall of the Roman Empire.
He also stands at the fount of the debates over the biblical
teaching on humanity, sin, and salvation.These debates car-
ried on through the centuries of the Middle Ages and took
center stage at their conclusion during the Reformation. Au-
gustine’s shadow looms large as a hero in both Protestant
and Catholic traditions, and an in-depth look at his life and
thought well repays the effort.

With Augustine’s passing, the era of the early church
came to an end. During this time the church had faced in-
tense challenges, from both within and without. It was a
time of difficulty, trial, and dark days.Yet it was also a time
of victory and triumph, and a time that witnessed God’s
faithfulness in building the church’s foundation. The an-
cient church had learned to live out a Christian worldview
in a cultural environment that was first hostile, before
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Constantine, and then favorable. Both times had occa-
sioned a different set of challenges and opportunities.The
church was learning firsthand the complexities of Christ’s
prayer in John 17, of living as Christians in the world, but
not of it. This challenge would not be uniquely theirs; it
would also be that of the church throughout the ages down
to the present day. The church during the Middle Ages
would not escape the challenge, either.

The Medieval Church

One’s view of the Middle Ages largely depends on reli-
gious affiliation. For Roman Catholics, the medieval church
means one thing; for Protestants, it means quite another.
The typical Protestant view understands the Middle Ages
largely as a decline, the retreat of the Bible as the church’s
authority and the eclipse of the gospel.These one thousand
years serve largely to set the stage for the Reformation of
the sixteenth century and the recovery both of God’s Word
and the glorious gospel at its center. To be sure, this era is
marked by the unfortunate demise of the faithfulness of the
church to the truth of Scripture. The church’s response to
Martin Luther and his attempts at reform would reveal how
far afield the church had moved.When he sought to restore
the gospel, he was painted as the very enemy of Christ.Yet
the medieval age is not entirely a story of decline.There are
many bright spots. And while much of the legacy of the
church today derives from the era of the Reformation
(which, among other things, marked the reversal of certain
medieval developments), there is much that comes from this
era that shapes us and much that we can still benefit from.

The most far-reaching development of the Middle Ages
concerns what historians refer to as the medieval synthesis,
or what commonly goes by the name “Christendom.” In the
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