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CHURCH HISTORY I: Summary Statement
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White on Black: Church History and Systematic Theology
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The study of church history and the study of systematic theology go hand in hand.
While systematic theology seeks to formulate the system of doctrine taught in Scripture,
church history studies how doctrine developed, and either led or followed the cultural
context of the church. Paul Woolley (one of Westminster Seminary’s founding
professors, a church historian) said: White (truth) stands out more clearly against the
background of black (error).
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Church history is the study of how the church of Jesus Christ was born and
extended (up till recently, church historians largely focused the story on the church in the
west). It is the study of how the Church obeyed and disobeyed the Great Commission;
how the church was a prophet to, or a captive to, her surrounding culture and society. It
is a study of how the church understood or misunderstood the system of doctrine taught
in Scripture. We should study church history both with critical eyes and a pastoral heart.
The church has never been without the witness of the Holy Spirit.
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The Stance of Orthodox Faith
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| study church history unashamedly from an orthodox, Protestant, and Reformed
perspective. | am a confessing Reformed minister who holds membership in a church
which confesses faith in the Bible and in a Reformed confession (creed). | take the
Nicene Creed and the Chalcedon creed as the orthodox (biblical) confession of the church
of Jesus Christ; these ecumenical creeds are accepted by Catholics, Orthodox and
Protestants alike. I take Martin Luther’s re-affirmation of the gospel of justification by
grace through faith, and Calvin’s theological formulations and subsequent Reformed and
Presbyterian creeds (such as the Westminster Confession of Faith) as summarizing “the
system of doctrine taught in Scripture.”
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I am an evangelical, a fundamentalist who believe in the importance of a living
faith based on sound doctrine, and in the importance of the church living out a vibrant,
holistic mission in, to, and for the world, in both word and deed. | am deeply concerned
about the secularization of the church’s theology and practice. Thus | study church
history with orthodox, evangelical and Reformed eyes, and with an apologetic stance.
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Giants of the Faith, Compromisers of the Truth
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In the first 1500 years of the Christian era, we read about the heroic sacrifices of
early Christians and leaders. Unfortunately, when persecution ended, respect for the
martyrs and confessors turned into superstition. We read about the noble attempts to
speak Christianity in a relevant way to contemporary intellectuals; unfortunately in this
attempt, church leaders compromised their Christian faith with secular Eastern and
Western philosophy and religion (monism, Gnosticism, etc.). The result is syncretism in
the church’s understanding of God, Christ, man, and salvation.
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Southward, Eastward, Westward:
Churches of the East, Churches of the West
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The church spread from the 1% century in different directions: southward to Africa
(the Coptic church), eastward to Edessa, Persia (the Eastern churches), India (the Thomas
church), and eventually China (the Nestorian church), and westward to Greece and Rome
(the western church). What we call Christianity (that is, Roman Catholicism and
Protestantism) is largely the result of developments in western Europe and north Africa.
The Eastern churches include Greek and Russian orthodoxy, and the churches of the East
and Africa — seldom studied by (western) Christians.
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Creeds, Doctrine, Heresy
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We read about the unbelievable conversion of the Emperor, followed by the
solidification of church doctrine in a context of peace (the Nicene Creed and the Council
of Chalcedon). Athanasius was willing to stand against the whole church, if necessary, in
order to be faithful to biblical truth. We read about the rise of spiritual giants like
Augustine who preached the doctrine of grace, and combated the heresy of Pelagianism;
Augustine also articulated a philosophy of history which strengthened the stand of the
church in the world. In a later generation, Thomas Aquinas, the giant in Scholastic
philosophy, blended Christian theology with Aristotelian philosophy, thus denying the
fall of man’s reason, and compromising Christian truth in the areas of sin-and-grace, and
faith-and-reason.

BEEBRRIAETE, FIRBII RS

Monasteries Reach Out, Islam Invades
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We read about the rise of monasteries and their contribution to missions to
western Europe; the monasteries preserved the Bible and basic western civilization (e.g.
agriculture). They literally gave birth to “modern Europe.” We read about the sad rise
of the Papacy and the Holy Roman Empire, and the political corruption and spiritual
decline of the church; the rise of Islam and the surrender of Christians in North Africa
and the East to Muslim conquest.
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Precursors of the Reformation, and the Fullness of Time
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We read about sincere but failed attempts to purify the church from corruption
and superstition, and the early heralds of Reformation, including Bible translation. We
read about the Crusades, a mistaken attempt to re-claim the Holy Land, which Muslim
people will not forget nor forgive. But we also read about spiritual giants like St. Francis
of Assisi who almost convinced an African monarch to convert to Christ. The stage was
set, by 1500, for a true and total return to the biblical gospel of sin and grace.
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The Benefits of Studying Church History
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The study of early and medieval church history should motivate us to: (a)
articulate our theology (convictions) clearly, biblically and systematically, (b) understand
and respond to heresy and our secular culture boldly, lovingly and with great discernment,
(c) love our church deeply enough to work toward a greater maturity and stability, as well
a greater vibrancy and mission-mindedness, until we meet the Lord.



