
Chapter One 

DAY OF PENECOST to 100AD 

 

After the glories of the Day of Pentecost and its immediate after effects, thousands of new 

believers were added to the Church. However, this new church “continued stedfastly in the 

apostles’ doctrine and fellowship” (Acts 2:42) and was the purest the church ever was. 

Unfortunately, it did not remain this way and by A.D. 45, fifteen years after the ascension of 

Christ and contemporary to the events of Acts 13, the epistle of James gives us a candid insight 

into the spirituality of the predominantly Jewish church. In this decade and a half the church 

had seen a great degeneracy both in faith and practice and much carnality was manifest.  

Throughout the rest of the New Testament epistles are scattered warnings of an 

emerging challenge to the pure gospel of Christ. It is clear that as the first century progressed, 

the doctrinal and behavioural problems against which the Apostles struggled became 

increasingly severe. In the earliest letters, written midway through the first century, the 

Apostles had to contend with seemingly more benign problems of doctrinal misunderstanding. 

But by the time the last letters were written at the end of the century, the heresies were so 

malignant that the Apostles could no longer hold back the tide of apostasy. Paul warns of 

“another Gospel” coming to the Galatians (Gal1); “another spirit” and “another Jesus” to the 

Corinthians manifesting among them (II Cor11). Paul warned the Ephesian elders of false 

teachers arising among them from without and from within by using the analogy of wolves 

rending the flock of God to describe the thoroughly destructive nature of religious rebellion, 

 
For I know this, that after my departing shall grievous wolves enter in among you, not 
sparing the flock. Also of your own selves shall men arise, speaking perverse things, 
to draw away disciples after them (Acts 20:29-30).   

 
Peter in his second epistle warns of false prophets and teachers secretly coming in among the 

saints, 



 
But there were false prophets also among the people, even as there shall be false 
teachers among you, who privily shall bring in damnable heresies, even denying the 
Lord that bought them, and bring upon themselves swift destruction. And many shall 
follow their pernicious ways; by reason of whom the way of truth shall be evil spoken 
of. And through covetousness shall they with feigned words make merchandise of you: 
whose judgment now of a long time lingereth not, and their damnation slumbereth not 
(2 Peter. 2:1-3). 

 
By the time the epistle of Jude was written, the apostasy was well underway, as Jude’s 

words confirm. Near the end of the letter, Jude reminded the readers, “Remember ye the words 

which were spoken before of the apostles of our Lord Jesus Christ; how that they told you there 

should be mockers in the last time, who should walk after their own ungodly lusts.” He 

emphasized that this day had now arrived! John also warns of antichrists that had already 

infiltrated the church congregations, “as ye have heard that antichrist shall come, even now 

are there many antichrists” (1 John 2:18). So, it is evident that a decline began during the lives 

of the Apostles and has steadily increased through the centuries. Other Scriptures clearly warn 

of this, 

And Jesus answered and said unto them, Take heed that no man deceive you. ... And 
many false prophets shall rise, and shall deceive many. ... For there shall arise false 
Christs, and false prophets, and shall show great signs and wonders; insomuch that, if 
it were possible, they shall deceive the very elect (Matt 24:4,11,24).  
 
Let no man deceive you by any means: for that day shall not come, except there come 
a falling away first, and that man of sin be revealed, the son of perdition (2 Thess. 23). 
  
Now the Spirit speaketh expressly, that in the latter times some shall depart from the 
faith, giving heed to seducing spirits, and doctrines of devils; Speaking lies in 
hypocrisy; having their conscience seared with a hot iron; (1 Tim 4:1-2). 
  
But evil men and seducers shall wax worse and worse, deceiving, and being deceived 
(2 Tim 3:13).  
 
For the time will come when they will not endure sound doctrine; but after their own 
lusts shall they heap to themselves teachers, having itching ears. And they shall turn 
away their ears from the truth, and shall be turned unto fables (2 Tim 4:3-4).  
 
Beloved, believe not every spirit, but try the spirits whether they are of God: because 
many false prophets are gone out into the world (1 John 4:1).  
 



Beloved, when I gave all diligence to write unto you of the common salvation, it was 
needful for me to write unto you, and exhort you that ye should earnestly contend for 
the faith which was once delivered unto the saints. For there are certain men crept in 
unawares, who were before of old ordained to this condemnation, ungodly men, turning 
the grace of our God into lasciviousness, and denying the only Lord God, and our Lord 
Jesus Christ (Jude 3-4).  
 

The pastoral epistles give additional evidence that apostate doctrines were widespread 

in Christianity even while Paul was still alive. In these his final epistles, Paul especially begins 

to unfold some important doctrinal and practical issues. However, we should not conclude that 

Paul sees no hope for a remnant as he exhorts Timothy that “the things that thou hast heard of 

me among many witnesses, the same commit thou to faithful men, who shall be able to teach 

others also” (2 Tim 2:2). The itch for novelty described in II Tim 4:3 will lead to the 

multiplication of these false teachers. They wanted to hear new things or smooth things, such 

as would reflect the caprices of a corrupt nature. This brought the beginning of the influx of 

many heresies. Augustine, in the fifth century claimed to know eighty-eight different heretical 

groups. 



Chapter Two 

EARLY DECLINE IN THE CHURCH (100- 606 AD) 

Most heresies in the first five centuries were centered around differing opinions on exactly who 

Christ was, what manner of being he was, and what the relationship was between Christ and 

God the Father. Virtually every cult and every false doctrine extant today has something in 

common with the heresies that attacked the Church in the first five centuries. These heresies 

came in subtly and captured many in the Church.  

The deepening of the initial apostasy was only checked by the violent and often 

sporadic persecution of the Church during the second and third centuries. The persecutions of 

the second century were unabated, and formed a continuous commentary on the Saviour’s 

words, “Behold, I send you forth as sheep in the midst of wolves.” Believers were often regarded 

as enemies of the Roman State, and many had to flee to the underground catacombs where they 

lived in darkness. Many were thrown to the hungry lions before thousands of spectators, 

whereas others were wrapped in cloths soaked in oil, hung up on poles, and lit as torches to 

light the arena for the Roman games. There were at least ten different edicts of persecution 

against the Christians under ten Roman Emperors, beginning with Nero and ending with 

Diocletian. The persecution under Diocletian included an attack on the Scriptures also. He 

issued an edict on the 24th of February 303 requiring the demolition of all churches and the 

handing over to the authorities of all copies of the Scriptures for public destruction. 

The final phase of persecution lasted ten years and was the most violent of all as the 

enemy sought to destroy Christianity. The total period of these ten Imperial persecutions was 

from about 167 AD to around 313 AD, when the persecution stopped. This persecution allowed 

Christianity to spread rapidly throughout the empire. Church Historian, Philip Schaff writes: 

For the first three centuries Christianity was placed in the most unfavorable 
circumstances, that it might display its moral power, and gain its victory over the world 
by spiritual weapons alone. Until the reign of Constantine it had not even a legal 
existence in the Roman empire, but was first ignored as a Jewish sect, then slandered, 



proscribed, and persecuted, as a treasonable innovation, and the adoption of it made 
punishable with confiscation and death…..But in spite of these extraordinary 
difficulties Christianity made a progress which furnished striking evidence of its divine 
origin and adaptation to the deeper wants of man, and was employed as such by 
Irenaeus, Justin, Tertullian, and other fathers of that day. Nay, the very hindrances 
became, in the hands of Providence, means of promotion. Persecution led to 
martyrdom, and martyrdom had not terrors alone, but also attractions, and stimulated 
the noblest and most unselfish form of ambition. Every genuine martyr was a living 
proof of the truth and holiness of the Christian religion. 
 

Indeed, the apologist Tertullian could exclaim to the heathen: “All your ingenious 

cruelties can accomplish nothing; they are only a lure to this sect. Our number increases the 

more you destroy us. The blood of the Christians is their seed.” The Empire encompassed some 

60-70 million in the Mediterranean basin - Celts, Berbers, Italians, Greeks, Syrians, Egyptians, 

Arabians, Thracians, and many more people groups. Edward Gibbon states that at the end of 

the 1st Century around 10% of the Empire identified themselves with Christianity and by the 

time Constantine came to power it was around 50%. It is reported that in Rome alone there 

were fifty thousand believers. Gibbon believes this is what motivated Constantine to legalize 

Christianity as he needed the support of the Christians to maintain the Empire. However, it 

certainly validates Tertullian’s claim about the seed of the martyrs.  

By 500 AD the majority of the subjects of the Roman Empire professed Christianity 

and the faith had spread outside the Empire—to Ireland on the west, and to Ethiopia, South 

Arabia, Persia, and possibly India on the south and east. The organization of the Empire also 

greatly assisted the spread of the Gospel with its unified laws, one common Greek language, 

and  

In the fourth century Satan changed his strategy and sought a unity through Constantine 

with the State. After his victory in battle, Constantine made a public edict in favour of the 

Christians was issued in 313 and in 324 he issued an edict against Paganism. Constantine 

claimed to have had a vision of a flaming cross with the inscription, “By this conquer.” It is 

said he then adopted the sign of the cross as the imperial standard of his armies and declared 



himself a convert to Christianity, though he was never baptized until near the end of his life. 

As Constantine began to bestow special favours and privileges upon the church such as 

enjoying the special status of religious exemption from taxes, the church began to find herself 

bound in a new way.   

Constantine’s soldiers were baptized en masse and Christians were given posts of 

honour. Bishops of the Church now sat on thrones with the nobles of the empire, wore costly 

attire, and gave sumptuous banquets. Bishops also replaced magistrates, as Ambrose did at 

Milan. Heathen temples were consecrated for Christian service and many Pagan rites and 

ceremonies were adopted by the Church. The term “catholic” was now invariably applied in 

all official documents to the Church also. Aside from this, Constantine also openly took his 

place as head of the Church at Council of Nicaea in 325, but at the same time retained the office 

of the Pontifex Maximus. Thus the Church and State became allied. The cumulative effect of 

this was a great proliferation of tares within the visible church. Satan could not crush the 

Church by persecution, but he now succeeds within by corrupting it. The result of this unholy 

alliance was, as one commentator described, “the world has become a little churchy, but the 

Church has become immensely worldly.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter Three  

RISE OF THE CHURCH IN ROME & THE MIDDLE AGES 

At the very infancy of the Christian Church, Rome had been the largest, richest, and most 

powerful city in the world. As early as the three first centuries the metropolitan Churches had 

enjoyed peculiar honour. Indeed, the council of Nicea in 325 AD mentions three cities’ 

Churches, according to it, exercised a long-established authority over those of the surrounding 

provinces: these were Alexandria, Rome, and Antioch. Islam destroyed the churches at 

Alexandria and Antioch, and later when the see of Constantinople separated from the West, 

Rome remained alone without a rival. The collapse of the Roman Empire in 476 AD and the 

later wiping out of the churches of north Africa should have been noted as a warning of the 

judgment of God to the declining church. In the seventh century, the Saracen armies burst out 

of the peninsula capturing, Syria, Palestine, Egypt and in the year 710 crossed into Spain. This 

was not heeded neither were later warnings. 

There is no denying that the early Church had often sought the advice and council of 

the Bishop of Rome, especially when disputes of the theological sects that distracted the East 

had arisen over doctrinal error and heresy. As the Roman Empire declined, the power of the 

Bishop of Rome increased so that, “The [Roman] emperor saluted him as Father; foreign 

Churches sustained him as judge in their disputes... till at last the presbyter of Rome... raised 

his seat above his equals, mounted the throne of the patriarch, and exercised lordship over the 

heritage of Christ.” As a result of the marriage of Rome to her new “Christian” religion, the 

entire Western Church began to act as one unified organism. It was aided by Constantine 

making Constantinople the capital of the Eastern Empire in 324 AD leaving the West free for 

the Roman Bishop to increase his influence and power. Rome also made use of one of the most 

famous forgeries in history, the Donatio. It claimed that this document was an authorisation 

from Constantine granting Pope Sylvester I and his successors imperial authority over the 



western empire in exchange for baptizing, and discipling him in the Christian faith and curing 

him of leprosy. It was utilized by the papacy to make extravagant claims about its absolute 

authority until the Renaissance humanist Lorenzo Valla (c. 1407–1457) proved it to be a 

forgery by showing that the Latin employed was clearly from the 8th century. 

The Bishop of Rome’s power continuously grew over the years, with each year adding 

to the previous. The fall of the Western Roman Empire had begun with the sacking of invasion 

of Rome in 410 by the barbarian tribes. Although the Western Roman Empire was to formally 

continue for another sixty years or so, it had ceased to be a political or military power. The 

chaos and distress of the fifth century produced a second effect upon the fortunes of the church. 

Into the power vacuum caused by the collapse of Roman rule stepped the Roman papacy in the 

form of Leo the Great who was praised for dissuading Attila the Hun from sacking Rome.  

The Eastern Church which rapidly grew apart from the Western Church under Rome 

was equally guilty of assimilating tares into its ranks. According to a legend recounted in the 

chronicle of the monk Nestor (105-1116), Christianity was introduced to Russia in the same 

farcical manner. The Russian leader, Vladimir had representatives come from all the major 

religions. He rejected Judaism because the Jews were scattered around the world, with no 

homeland. Vladimir rejected Western Christianity because it was not sufficiently ancient and 

its fasts. He rejected Islam because “drinking is the joy of Rus.” After sending his envoys to 

the Greek East and after they witnessed the splendor of the Church of St. Sophia they told 

Vladimir, “When we stood in the temple we did not know where we were, for there is nothing 

else like it upon earth: there in truth God has his dwelling with men; and we can never forget 

the beauty we saw there. No one who has once tasted sweets will afterward take that which is 

bitter; nor can we now any longer abide in heathenism.” Thus, Vladimir was baptized in 988 

and Russia aligned itself with Eastern Christianity (Orthodoxy). 



Even by 325 AD, there was the veneration and declaring of sainthood as well as angels 

and the uses of certain images. In 394, the mass became a daily ritual and by 431 the exaltation 

of Mary as the “Mother of God” was prevalent. Leo the Great was Bishop of Rome from A.D. 

440-461 is usually accredited with establishing the doctrine of the apostolic primacy of the 

bishop of Rome. He declared “himself Lord of the Whole Church; advocated Exclusive 

Universal Papacy; said that resistance to his authority was a sure way to hell; and advocated 

the death penalty for heresy.”  By 500, the priests began to dress differently from the laity and 

by 526, the last rites of the dead were used. In 593, Gregory I established purgatory, by 600 he 

also made Latin the exclusive sacred language of prayer and worship which prevented the laity 

from understanding. Also by 600, all began to look to the Bishop of Rome for religious and 

political guidance and prayer was directed to Mary and also to angels.  

The church was riddled with worldliness, monasticism, increasing heathen corruption 

and lack of spirituality. The decline accelerated. In 610, the Emperor Phocas bestowed the title 

of Pope on Boniface III because of the support they had given to his accession attained by the 

murder of his predecessor. By 709, the kissing of the Pope’s foot began with Pope Constantine 

and by 750 temporal powers was now being viewed as a power bestowed on kings by the Pope. 

In 800, Charlemagne was crowned King by Pope Leo III on Christmas Day declaring him to 

be Caesar and Augustus, the new Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire.  Charlemagne left to 

his feeble successors only the wrecks of his power. The ninth century was characterised by 

widespread division which weakened the civil authority. Rome seized the opportunity to 

empower herself. In 786, images of the Cross and relics were worshipped in liturgy and by 850 

holy water was now being used after blessing by a priest. In 890, Joseph the husband of Mary 

was worshipped. The continent was filled with shrines erected to the Virgin or to saints, with 

each city having its local patron. 



In 927 the College of Cardinals was established. This College was made up of the ones 

who received financial help from the Pope and gave allegiance to him. Catholic missions were 

now using military force to compel conversion such as the “conversion” of the Saxons in the 

mid- to late eighth century. In 1073, Gregory VII formally decreed that from here forth the title 

of “Pope” would be awarded to only the Bishop of Rome. Priests were forbidden to marry by 

Gregory VII in 1079 and prayer beads were invented by Peter the Hermit in 1090. The power 

of the papacy was clearly seen when Hildebrand ruling as Pope Gregory VII humiliated the 

Emperor Henry IV at Canossa in 1077.  

In 1190, the sale of Indulgences or “tickets to sin” began. It originally came from 

paganism in the 400s. In 1215, Transubstantiation by Pope Innocent III, Fourth Lateran Council 

was decreed and the Auricular Confession of sins to priests instituted. In 1215, adoration and 

elevation of Host began (Pope Honrius III). In 1229, the Council of Valencia placed the Bible 

on a list of forbidden books. Although a tiny remnant held to the historic faith the Dark Ages 

were a period of deep apostasy and darkness as the Church of Rome held sway throughout 

Europe.  

MIDDLE AGES 

From the fifth to the fifteenth century, the Light of Biblical Truth was almost extinguished 

by the darkness, fear, superstition and corruption of the Papacy which had plunged the entire 

continent of Europe into that period of history known as the Dark Ages. A good example of 

this is the hatred for the Bible by Rome. In 1229, at the Council of Valencia, the Bible was 

forbidden to the laity. This decree was later reinforced in the Council of Trent (1545-63).  

The Dark Ages were characterised by moral corruption and abuse of position in the 

Roman Catholic Church. This included simony (using one’s wealth or influence to purchase 

an ecclesiastical office), pluralism (holding multiple offices simultaneously) and absenteeism 

(the failure to reside in the parish where they were supposed to minister). Another lucrative 



trade of the church was the sale and veneration of the relics of the saints which led to an 

enormous traffic in counterfeit articles.  There appeared to be enough of the wood of the true 

cross, said Erasmus, to make a ship. Although celibacy of the priesthood was mandatory, it 

was often abused or ignored, leading to deep immorality on the part of the clergy.  

Yet although the flame of Biblical Truth often sank low, and appeared about to expire, 

yet never did it wholly go out. The Reformation did not happen in a vacuum and the Church 

of Rome had been challenged throughout the centuries of its hegemonic rise by remnant groups 

such as the Paulicians, Cathari, Bogomils, Albigenses, Waldenses etc. 

The secularization and materialism within the Church did not go wholly unchallenged. 

Some of the early Church fathers of the third century had written writings deploring such 

corruption and decay of Christendom as a whole.  Some concluded that the only way to escape 

such corruption was to adopt a monastic lifestyle often encompassing a life of asceticism, 

including both fasting and celibacy. Anthony (ca. 251-ca.356) is usually regarded as the first 

monk of the desert. Some went to extremes such as Simon Stylites (ca. 390-459), who lived 

atop a 60-foot pillar for over 35 years. The person who set the standard for monasticism in the 

West was Benedict of Nursia, whose Rule called for monastics to take vows of poverty, chastity 

and obedience. Among the many monastic orders, the rule of St. Benedict (A.D. 529) became 

the most prominent. Indeed, Rome has over fifty organizations of men, some of which have 

been in existence for over one thousand years such as the Augustinians, the Benedictines, the 

Capuchins, the Dominicans, and so on.  Luther was an Augustinian monk prior to the 

Reformation.  

The 16th century in Europe was a great century of change on many fronts. These now 

powerful rulers with a strong middle class were draining the people, and the people began to 

rise up in indignation. The rise of national monarchies and subsequent rise of nationalism in 

the thirteenth through the fifteenth centuries came at the expense of the power of the papacy. 



Certain nation-states began to rise up against the Church and oppose its sovereign power. It is 

estimated that she owned a third of the land of England. The Church was a controlling 

organization that was opposed by nations such as Bohemia and France, who were tired of 

pouring their good revenue into the Church for so long. Rival popes claimed legitimacy until 

the situation was finally resolved in 1417. The crushing of the Byzantine Empire by the Muslim 

Turks, who captured Constantinople in 1453, made Europeans feel uncertain and vulnerable to 

encroaching Islam. 

In the fifteenth century, the worldliness and corruption in the church including 

ecclesiastical taxation, absenteeism, simony, and the sale of indulgences reached its nadir. 

Mass was conducted with irreverence and haste, in order that the celebrant might hurry off to 

the banqueting-table. The problem of corruption reached all the way to the papacy. Most of the 

popes during this time ended their careers by being placed in prison, assassinated, or at the 

least being deposed for one reason or another.  Often the Papacy was purchased openly, being 

bought and sold for monetary endowments. Pope John XXIII was so openly debauched that 

the Council of Constance charged him with piracy, murder, rape, sodomy and incest1. The 

Pope’s assumed increasingly blasphemous powers and were spoken of by such titles as “Our 

Lord God the pope,” and it is said that, at least on one occasion, ambassadors were instructed 

to exclaim as they prostrated themselves in his presence “Lamb of God, that taketh away the 

sins of the world.” The Vatican became incredible wealthy and in the last half of the fifteenth 

century it spent it upon amassing art treasures of all kinds, which can still be seen in the Vatican 

museums today.  

The cumulative effects of these things left the Roman Church weakened by inward 

strife, and corruption was rife within it. With such degeneration, people began to question 

                                                
1 Edward Gibbon, The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, VII, 

London: Henry George Bohn, 1866, p. 428,  



whether something was fundamentally wrong with the system and its claims. The Crusades 

also raised questions by bringing new influence from the Muslim world and from ancient Greek 

philosophy preserved by the Arabs. This consequence was a loss of confidence in the church. 

Many such as Dante Alighieri, Marsiglio of Padua, and William of Occam now openly 

questioned the absolute authority claimed for the pope. John Wycliffe subsequently went 

further by proclaiming that the clergy is morally bound to contribute to the benefit of the 

country and the people from the great wealth which they continue to amass and that the Pope 

himself is not above the law. The fourteenth century also saw the sudden plague of the Black 

Death (especially 1348-1349), when in two short years about a third of the population of 

Europe was dead. This also led to people questioning the power of the papacy. 

  



 


