
 

Introduction to Church History 
 
 
 

I.  What is Church History?   
A.  First of all, it is the history of the kingdom of God as recorded in the Scripture.   

1.  When did the church begin?  The church as we know it began just after the Fall 
with the redemption of Adam and Eve.   

2.  What book gives us the last recorded inspired history of the church?  The book 
of Acts.  There are some other thing recorded in the epistles or letters, but for the 
most part, the inspired record of the history of the church ends with the book of 
Acts.   

 
B.  But does the history of the church end with the book of Acts?  No.  It continues up 

until the present day and will continue until Christ comes again.   
1.  The book of Acts, or the Acts of the Apostles, is not really the things the 

apostles did, so much as what Jesus did through the apostles by His Spirit.   
2.  But did Jesus stop working by His Spirit when the apostles all died off?  No. He 

continued working through His people in His church, and will continue to do so 
until He comes to put an end to history.   

3.  What is a study of church history then?  Is it a study on the work of man?  No, 
but a study of the continuing work of Christ.   

4.  One thing we need to realize, however, is that this history is not inspired, but it 
is accurate, at least the facts are, even if the interpretation of those facts is not.  
But another thing we need to realize is that even though the Lord is still 
working, so is the evil one, and the flesh, so that a lot of things go wrong during 
this time frame.  Should this surprise us or worry us?  No.  A lot of things went 
wrong during the time of the apostles as well.  This is why so many letters had 
to be written to the churches.  This time, there aren’t any inspired prophets or 
apostles to correct their mistakes.  But by this time the Scriptures are complete, 
which is better.  We can search out His truth for ourselves.   

 
II.  What is the value of studying church history?   

A.  Have you ever heard the expression “Hind sight is better than foresight”?  The 
church has learned a lot from her mistakes.   
1.  We have learned what is right and what is wrong.  We have been able to divide 

between what is orthodox and what is heresy.  There has been a growing 
understanding of God’s truth.  Many godly men have studied the Scriptures for 
thousands of years.  Of course they disagree on some issues, and even some very 
good men have made some serious errors.  But overall we have grown a great 
deal in our understanding.   

2.  In those areas in which there are several ways open to us, such as evangelism, 
we have learned what works and what doesn’t.  We have learned what to do, and 
what not to do.   

 
B.  What is one of the most common errors today in the church that has to do with 
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church history?   
1.  It’s that church history isn’t that important.  As far as some are concerned, it is 

just a history of error.  It would be better to leave it behind.   
2.  And that’s exactly what some churches do.  They want to start fresh, start from 

square one and do it right.   
a.  But what usually happens when people try this?  They make the same 

mistakes that the church has already made in history.   
b.  They make the same doctrinal errors and so make the same mistakes in their 

practice.  We need to remember that our theology will dictate our practice.  In 
other words, what we believe the Bible says will determine how we live, but 
more importantly, what we will do in Christ’s Church.  In just about all of the 
mainline denominations, there is a biblical reason for the way they teach, the 
way they sing, their order of worship, the way they govern their church, the 
way they evangelize, etc.  It was much more true in the past, but it still holds 
in the present.  Our theology dictates how we will live, which is why we need 
to be very certain that we get it right, especially when it comes to how we 
will do things in the Church of our Lord Jesus Christ.  The Lord will hold us 
accountable for the truth, not just for what we believe the truth is.   

c.  Now most churches escape some of the more serious errors because of their 
church background.  Even though they might think they’re starting from 
scratch, they’re a long way from this.  They already know quite a bit from 
their upbringing, or from the books that they read, so that they don’t start 
quite from the same disadvantage.   

d.  We take it for granted that some of the easiest Bible truths are easy to see and 
understand.  But that’s only because we have been taught them for so long.  If 
you had never been taught, and opened your Bible to try and understand what 
it says, it would be much harder than you realize.   

 
3.  Other churches are simply oblivious to the fact that the church has a history.   

a.  There are people who have attended church all their lives who believe that 
Martin Luther was a Civil Rights leader.   

b.  There are many who have never heard of even the more popular figures in 
church history, such as Athanasius, or Augustine, Anselm, Thomas Aquinas, 
John Wycliffe, John Hus, William Tyndale, Martin Luther, John Calvin, 
Ulrich Zwingli, Jonathan Edwards, George Whitefield, or John and Charles 
Wesley.   

c.  There are many who think that Christianity began with their denomination.   
d.  Some people just don’t really think about it.   
 

4.  Still others believe that the history of the church is really a history of Roman 
Catholicism, and for that reason alone won’t touch it.   
a.  To them, Church History is just one mistake after another, which all 

accumulated in the Church of Rome.   
b.  Certainly there were a lot of mistakes.  But there were also advances in 

learning.   
c.  John Gerstner might make reference to it in his tapes, but on one of the tapes 
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that I heard by him a while ago, he spoke of a book called The Progress of 
Dogma, which is a unique History of Doctrine that shows the logical 
progression of how doctrine developed in the history of the church.  The first 
controversies had to do with the doctrine of God -- the Trinity, and the deity 
of the Son of God --, such as at the Counsel of Nicea (325 A. D.).  The next 
controversies had to do with the relationship between the two natures of 
Christ -- whether Christ is fully man and fully God, whether He is a man at 
all, how the two natures are joined together, etc. --, such as at the counsel of 
Constantinople (381 A.D.), Ephesus (431 A.D.) and Chalcedon (451 A.D.).  
As each doctrine developed, it came in contact with other doctrines, which 
pushed the church deeper and deeper into the Bible to search out the answers, 
and to divide between truth and error.   

 
III.  Now what exactly are we going to look at?   

A.  We will do a basic survey of the history of doctrine, looking at some of the main 
figures and church councils.  It will be divided into three sections, which will form 
the basis of three quarters of classes.   
1.  Part one will deal with Ancient and Medieval Church History.   

a.  It will begin with the Bible and then enter into the continuing history of the 
church.   

b.  It will deal with what are called the Apostolic (or Church) Fathers and the 
Apologists of the second century who wrote to defend Christianity from her 
enemies.   

c.  It will deal with the Trinitarian controversies of the third and fourth centuries.   
d.  It will deal with the Christological controversies of the fifth century.   
e.  And the rise of Romanism in the middle ages.   
 

2.  Part two will cover the Reformation, which is one of the most interesting and 
fruitful periods of revival in church history.   
a.  The forerunners of the Reformation:  John Wycliffe, John Hus, and 

Savonarola.   
b.  Martin Luther.   
c.  Ulrich Zwingli.   
d.  The Colloquy of Marburg, where an attempt was made to unite the 

Reformation under Luther and Zwingli.   
e.  The successor of Luther, Philip Melanchthon.   
f.  John Calvin and the Calvinists.   
g.  Calvinistic Creeds and the Westminster Standards.   
h.  The radical Reformation in the Anabaptists.   
 

3.  Then part three will deal with the time frame from the Reformation to the 
Present.   
a.  The counter-reformation at Trent.   
b.  The Thirty Years War.   
c.  The Reformation in England.   
d.  Puritanism in England and New England.   
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e.  The rise of Arminianism.   
f.  The controversy over the covenant.   
g.  The Enlightenment, or the God is dead movement.   
h.  The Modern Missionary movement.   
i.  The Twentieth Century.   
j.  And then a final conclusion.   
 

4.  What we will do is watch a thirty-minute taped lecture, and then have about 10 - 
15 minutes of discussion based on the lecture.   


