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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
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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

2 6

A  Q U I C K L O O K A T T H E B I G P I C T U R E

Nichols_Pages from Church History  10/10/06  12:09 PM  Page 26



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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words of church historian Mark Noll, the medieval synthe-
sis is the bringing together of all of life under the sphere of
the church. To illustrate this, it is conservatively estimated
that the Roman Catholic Church owned at least one quar-
ter of the land of Europe and England.With this ownership
of land came great wealth and power.The use of the inter-
dict, a powerful tool in the hands of the church, furthered
this power. The pope could issue an interdict for a certain
region or country, which would invalidate any of the sacra-
ments practiced in that region, effectually stripping the peo-
ple of any hope of grace. Without the validity of the sacra-
ments, no baptisms could be performed and no last rites
could be offered. The lifeline to grace in the Middle Ages,
the Mass, would also be severed. The pope typically used
this power as a bargaining chip in negotiations with civil
rulers.The cry from the populace would be so great that the
ruler would more than likely give in to the pope’s demands.

But the connection of church and state is only part of the
medieval synthesis. Another major element concerns the
bringing together of the fields of philosophy and theology.
Students of medieval philosophy will find themselves study-
ing the same people as students of medieval theology.That
is simply not the case for any other time. Anselm and
Thomas Aquinas illustrate this bridge perfectly as they made
significant contributions to both fields. One key issue of this
synthesis of philosophy and theology is the relationship of
faith to reason, a subject that gets right to the heart of dif-
ferent approaches to apologetics.

The medieval synthesis further encompasses the church’s
role in daily life. The sacraments loomed over one’s entire
life, from the cradle (by baptism) to the grave (by last rites).
And in between, there was the Mass.The church, to which
the sacraments solely belonged, played the role of the in-
dispensable mediator of grace.While ultimately grace came
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through the work of Christ on the cross, that grace was not
immediately imparted to the sinner. Instead, it was medi-
ated through the church and the sacraments. We will sus-
pend this discussion until the time of the Reformation and
the retrieval of faith in Christ alone as the means of grace.

The outstanding feature of the medieval synthesis is the
absolute prominence of the church in all of life.The church
extended itself into all of life through the two institutions of
the papacy and of monasticism.The papacy represented the
hierarchy of the church and included the papal see in Rome,
as well as the system of cardinals, bishops, and priests that
extended throughout Europe and beyond. One of the curi-
ous developments of the medieval church is how the Bishop
of Rome, from the era of the early church, had risen over
the other bishops to become the pope. Much of the devel-
opment is owing to the strong leadership of Gregory I, or
Gregory the Great, who, among other things, is the name-
sake of the Gregorian chant. Quite capable as a leader,
Gregory was able to appeal to various events and ideas of
the past five centuries that seemed to imply the prominence
of Rome and its bishop. Consequently, he emerges as the
first pope, although he argued that he merely stood in the
line of apostolic succession extending back to Peter, the first
bishop or pope of Rome.

The other institution, monasticism, also has a rich his-
tory. Key developments include the early monastic life of
Antony, admired by both Athanasius and Augustine, and
the work of Benedict, the namesake of the Benedictine or-
der.The monastic movement provides another perspective
on the church’s challenge to live in the world. On the one
hand, monasticism can be characterized as promoting with-
drawal from the world, perhaps an unhealthy move. On the
other hand, monastic communities were quite engaged in
life outside the convent and monastery walls. They served
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as educational institutions and hospitals, provided safe
havens for pilgrims and travelers, pioneered agricultural
practices like terrace farming and crop rotation to increase
productivity, and could be counted on to care for the sick
and the dying, the hungry and the displaced. Of course, cor-
ruption seeped in from time to time, springing up reform
movements and the establishment of new monastic orders
and communities. One need only think of the exploits of the
characters of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, fictional accounts
of all-too-nonfictional occurrences. Nevertheless, in many
ways, the monastery or convent was truly a lifeline for those
living in the Middle Ages.

From monasticism also came the divergent traditions of
scholasticism (represented in such figures as Anselm and
Aquinas) and mysticism (represented in the work of
Thomas à Kempis). Just as the papacy and monasticism
represent the two institutions of the Middle Ages, so mys-
ticism and scholasticism represent the two approaches to
living the Christian life or two methodologies of the Middle
Ages.Though the nuances are complex, one can see the dif-
ference by an illustration of how one comes to know God.
The scholastic would respond by hitting the books, look-
ing to past experts and teachers on the subject. No stone
would be left unturned as painstaking and meticulous re-
search would search out source after source on the subject,
concluding in the careful and systematic arrangement of
the material.

The mystic would not be so troubled. Instead, he or she
would simply wander off, preferably to a quiet and serene
location. Eventually the mystic would get the answer in
the form of an experience. But in the spirit of the ineffa-
bility of religious experience, the mystic would not be able
to communicate it, only approximate it through, in most
cases, meditative or visionary literature. In other words,
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for the mystic, in order to know God, one must experi-
ence him, and that experience must be personal.

The thousand years of the Middle Ages do in many ways
represent a decline in the doctrine and practice of the
church. Nevertheless, there are many shining moments and
there are those figures who have left us a treasured legacy.
Additionally, the events and movements of the Middle Ages,
while complex, are far too important to be ignored because
they are quite crucial to understanding trends in our own
day. Grasping the flow of the Middle Ages also proves cru-
cial to understanding the Reformation. Not all members of
the medieval church accepted the status quo. Long before
the Reformers, many offered criticism of the church’s prac-
tice—and some did so at great personal cost. These “pre-
Reformation Reformers” include such figures as Peter
Waldo, Jan Hus, and John Wycliffe, the “Morning Star of
the Reformation.” Even Thomas à Kempis aimed at 
reforming the church by his focus on piety. But these pre-
Reformation reform movements stopped short of stemming
the tide of the decline.

The Reformation

In order to understand the Reformation, we need to over-
come two typically held but not entirely accurate percep-
tions. The first is that the Reformation occurred overnight
and came out of nowhere.The second is that all of the Re-
formers were on the same page. Both of these perceptions
contain truth, but they also miss some nuances that, when in
place, reveal the full picture of the era of the Reformation.

In response to the first perception, it is true that, especially
in the case of Luther, the Reformation was a cataclysmic
event. In fact, the Reformation occurred during a time of
great upheaval and change in the world.The printing press,
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invented by Gutenberg in 1450, led to a virtual revolution
of learning that made books and ideas available to the masses
that far exceeded the painstakingly long process of the scribes
and bookmaking in the Middle Ages. Indeed, Luther’s ideas
spread quickly, facilitated by the easy and broad circulation
of his writings coming off the new presses. The pioneering
work of Copernicus and Galileo also brought about a revo-
lution in the field of science that sparked further explosion
of learning in many fields. Explorers such as Christopher
Columbus were opening a rather insular Europe to the far
reaches of new worlds. And the great Holy Roman Empire
was beginning to break apart and the modern nation state
was rising in its place.The saying “May you live in interest-
ing times” (wrongly characterized as a Chinese proverb) was
certainly true for those witnessing the sixteenth century.

At the heart of the sea change that caused such interest-
ing times was the young Augustinian monk Martin Luther.
Like a thunderbolt, Luther’s criticisms of the Roman
Catholic Church as it had evolved over the Middle Ages
struck a decisive and timely blow.Yet even for Luther, while
the first wave of his reforming work took merely three
years—from the posting of the Ninety-Five Theses to the
Diet of Worms—the work of establishing the fledgling
church required the remainder of his life. Luther would also
be the first to admit that his work greatly built upon the
preceding efforts at reform from the likes of John Wycliffe
and Jan Hus. Additionally, the Conciliar Movement, a
movement intending to return the church’s power to coun-
cils as opposed to its central location in the pope, while not
all that successful, nevertheless managed to significantly
weaken the pope’s power base in northern Europe and the
German Rhinelands. Luther’s protector, Frederick the
Wise, refused to grant the pope’s request to send the outlaw
monk to Rome, which most certainly would have resulted
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in Luther’s death. Frederick’s refusal would perhaps not
have been possible had it not been for the Conciliar Move-
ment. Again, the Reformation was not overnight, and it was
not without precedent.

The Reformation in England further exemplifies the long
process of reform. Beginning under Henry VIII in 1534,
many more decades verging on centuries passed, with ups
and downs as the balance tipped between Protestant and
Catholic monarchs, before the Reformation came into full
flower. Even under the Protestant monarch Elizabeth I,
there were many who felt that the present state of affairs was
not contributing to a pure church. So it was during her reign
that the Puritans emerged.The seventeenth century in Eng-
land witnessed further ups and downs, much related to the
intrigues of the monarchs. Consequently, the British Refor-
mation has a long and variegated history spanning two cen-
turies. From this era comes one of the best-loved classics of
all time, John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress.

The second misconception of the Reformation is that all
of the Reformers were on the same page. While there was
much agreement among the Reformers, especially con-
cerning the essentials of Christianity and the gospel, dis-
agreements abounded. It often occurs that, when various
parties respond to a common enemy, they soon find out that
the only thing they have in common is what they are against.
They quickly realize that they have very different pictures
of what the new program should look like. So it is with the
Reformation.Various wings of the Reformation soon emerge
from the common cause. First, there is Luther and the Ref-
ormation in Germany, bringing about the Lutheran Church.
Next follows Ulrich Zwingli at Zurich and John Calvin at
Geneva, constituting the Swiss Reformation and bringing
about the Reformed churches. In the geographical regions
of Germany and the Swiss Confederacy, not all lined up
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with either movement.These various parties form the Rad-
ical wing of the Reformation, so named not because of their
extreme ways, but rather from the Latin word radix, mean-
ing “root.” The Radical Reformers, also referred to as the
Anabaptists, viewed the other Reformers as not getting to
the root of the problem with the Roman Church—namely,
the confusion of church and state. The Anabaptists called
for the complete separation of these two institutions.

Moving off the continent, the British Reformation also
takes on unique characteristics. In fact, the British Refor-
mation may be best seen as a rather large umbrella shelter-
ing various camps under it. First there is Anglicanism,
started under Henry VIII and shaped by Thomas Cranmer,
the first Archbishop of Canterbury. Next follows the Puri-
tans, who advocated a congregational form of church gov-
ernment and, in response to both Anglicanism and Catholi-
cism, held to the autonomy of the local church.They were
for a pure church. In their day, they were referred to as dis-
senters or nonconformists. This group encompassed such
theologians as John Owen and William Perkins, and in-
cluded those who, at first, migrated to the Netherlands be-
fore crossing the Atlantic and arriving in New England.The
term Puritans functions well as an umbrella term, entailing
the Congregationalists, Baptists, and, especially in Scotland
under the leadership of John Knox, the Presbyterians.

These various groups held much in common. In fact, the
first Baptist statement of faith, the London Baptist Confession
of Faith, 1677, follows the Westminster Confession of Faith
rather closely, differing only on the issue of believer’s ver-
sus paedo (or infant) baptism. Shortly after the Puritans
made it to New England, they met and issued the Cambridge
Platform, 1649. This document affirmed the Westminster
Standards, only differing on the issue of church government.
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Finally, the Reformation’s widespread impact even in-
cluded the Roman Catholic Church itself, as evidenced in
the Counter-Reformation. Under the leadership of Ignatius
of Loyola, the founder of a new order, the Society of Jesus or
the Jesuits, this movement resulted in the Inquisition, an at-
tempt to purge the church. It also led to the Council of
Trent in the 1560s. Trent became a significant council in
Roman Catholicism’s history in which the reforms of
Luther—namely, justification by faith alone (sola fide) and
Scripture alone (sola Scriptura)—were solidly denounced
and pronounced anathema.

The makeup of the contemporary church finds its origin
in these various wings of the Reformation. This rings true
both of the church’s practice, as we see in different denom-
inations, and of the church’s doctrine.The so-called solas of
the Reformation clearly mark out the doctrinal boundaries
of evangelicalism.Yet over many theological issues substan-
tial differences remain.

All of us who call ourselves Protestant owe a great debt
to Martin Luther.Yet, only a fraction of the readers of this
book are most likely Lutheran. In fact, the readers of this
book, like evangelicalism more broadly, more than likely
represent a variety of denominations. And there we can see
the legacy of the Reformation. Luther spawned more than
a singular alternative to the Roman Catholic Church.Yet,
while there are alternatives, to be sure, at the heart of these
various Protestant groups who remain faithful to the
gospel there is a common core: a theological center that
consists of the authority of Scripture alone and insists that
salvation comes by faith alone through God’s grace
alone—and that this salvation comes through the work of
Christ alone. This is the lasting legacy of the Reforma-
tion—not the discovery of the truths, but their recovery
and their return to the heart and center of the church.
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The Modern Age

“Bliss it was in those days to be alive,” a line from the
poet Percy Bysshe Shelley, captures well the sentiment of
the Modern Age. Marked by progress and revolution, the
Modern Age closely wed itself to the Enlightenment, Auf-
klärung in German.Yet the Modern Age is deeply laced with
irony. As an era, more is known about the world and hu-
manity than ever before, all the while the true knowledge of
both is perhaps more obscure than ever. The Modern Age
has produced advances in medicine that have eliminated
plagues and diseases that threatened whole swaths of peo-
ple in the past, all the while creating weapons of mass de-
struction capable of destroying the world multiple times
over. Charles Dickens expressed this irony best in his por-
trayal of the French Revolution with the famous first lines
from A Tale of Two Cities, “It was the best of times, it was the
worst of times.” That, however, stops Dickens in midsen-
tence. Finishing the quote is instructive:

It was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was
the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it was the
season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was the
spring of hope, it was the winter of despair, we had every-
thing before us, we had nothing before us, we were all go-
ing direct to Heaven, we were all going direct the other way.

These ironies, as Dickens points out, directly touch reli-
gion and the church. In each era, the church finds itself in
some way or another impacted by the culture and age.The
worldview of any given culture surrounds it like the atmos-
phere. Consequently, we tend to be children of our age al-
most reflexively or unconsciously. So it is with the church
in the Modern Age.The culmination of modernity’s impact,
with its belief in science and the inevitable progress if not
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ultimate perfectibility of humanity, may be seen in the reli-
gious responses of deism, primarily flowering in England,
and old-fashioned liberalism, primarily originating in Ger-
many. Deism, marked by a generic belief in God that views
him as starting things but then removing himself from the
picture and letting nature take its course, soon became the
quintessential gentleman’s religion. It enabled one to be
with the times and current, while maintaining a semblance
of Christianity and upholding the value of religion for the
good of society. In the end, however, deism domesticated
God and succeeded in minimizing the Bible’s authority,
subordinating it to the laws of science and human rational-
ity. In fact, looking at the history of ideas, deism is not all
that far from rationalism, the belief in the superiority and
ultimate authority of human rationality.

Moving across the English Channel to the continent,
one finds the rise and prominence of liberalism. In order to
understand liberalism, one needs to see the context of the
erosion of biblical authority.This occurred on two fronts:
the challenge of authorship of the books of the Old Testa-
ment and the separation of the so-called historical Jesus
from the Jesus of the gospel accounts. In other words, lib-
eralism directly attacked the authenticity of the biblical
texts; showing them to be human in their origin, not di-
vine as the previous, less-enlightened generations had sup-
posed them to be. In response to this, German theologian
Friedrich Schleiermacher wrote his crucial text On Reli-
gion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers (1799).The cultured
despisers were those of his own generation who were sim-
ply too intellectually sophisticated for the mere child’s play
of religion. So Schleiermacher advanced an apologetic for
religion. Though his argument is much more complex,
in short, he replies that religion is valuable not because 
of its truth, but rather because it enriches one’s life. He
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exchanged the criterion of truthfulness for that of experi-
ence. He was trying to help, but his cure, proverbially, was
worse than the disease. From the pages of Schleierma-
cher’s book emerges liberalism, which subordinates reli-
gion to experience and sentiment.

The two movements of deism and liberalism manifest
themselves rather diversely and prominently in religion in
the past few centuries and even currently, revealing that
while the Modern Age has made incredible advances in
many fields, Dickens was right: it is an age of foolishness,
of darkness, of incredulity, and it is a winter of despair.Yet
not all is bleak, as the Modern Age has also produced
many celebrated figures in the church who, in various
ways, opposed the currents of the age. Most well known
for his famous sermon “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry
God,” Jonathan Edwards was the premier figure in the
Great Awakening in the colonies and has been hailed by
many as America’s greatest theologian and philosopher.
His legacy runs deep as he left an indelible mark both on
his own age and on future generations down to the pres-
ent day. Born the same year as Edwards, John Wesley also
left his mark on the eighteenth century and continues to
make an impression. He and his brother Charles were
prodigious, to say the least, racking up miles on horseback,
preaching, writing hymns, and organizing churches—all at
staggering statistics.

The Modern Age is also marked by a continuing sense of
globalization. For some, an expanded world is seen in terms
of economic opportunities; for others, it shouts the world’s
need for the gospel. And so emerges one of the church’s shin-
ing moments in the Modern Age: the age of world mission en-
deavors. At the forefront of this movement are the missionary
pioneers David Livingstone, C.T. Studd, Amy Carmichael,
and noted founder of modern missions William Carey.
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Finally, the Modern Age, especially in the twentieth cen-
tury, offers occasion after occasion to live as a disciple in a
culture running counter to the biblical worldview. As with
the ancient church, this consists of both times of want and
times of plenty. For some in the Modern Age, the challenge
has been to live in a culture that is favorable to Christian-
ity; for others, the challenge has been to live in an environ-
ment that is hostile. It has been said that there have been
more martyrs in the twentieth century than in all previous
centuries combined. One such martyr, a Lutheran minister,
theologian, and author of the classic text The Cost of Disci-
pleship, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, offers a moving example of
courage in the face of the Nazi regime. Perhaps we have
come full circle, as we started with Polycarp and his coura-
geous stand for Christ in his day. Polycarp and Bonhoeffer,
as well as the many generations stretching in between, re-
mind us that in the end we are all pilgrims, called to travel
through this world as faithful witness-bearers to the gospel
and called to our true home, Zion, the city of our God and
King. This task is now undertaken by the twenty-first-
century church.

This survey of church history only scratches the sur-
face of our rich and enduring legacy. In the chapters to
follow, we go beneath the surface to take an in-depth look
at the lives and classic texts of a dozen or so significant
figures who have made a significant impact on the Chris-
tian tradition.

A Note on the Sources

Mark Noll offers an enjoyable and informative summary
of church history in Turning Points: Decisive Moments in the
Shaping of Christian History (1997). Indispensable reference
works include Walter Elwell, ed., The Evangelical Dictionary
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of Theology (1984); J. D. Douglas, ed., The New International
Dictionary of the Christian Church (1974); and F. L. Cross,
ed., The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church (1997). A
singular source for primary readings may be found in John
Leith, Creeds of the Churches (1982), and online at
www.ccel.org, the home page of the Christian Classic and
Ethereal Library.
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