
Medieval Church History 
(Part 2:  Missionary Gains and Losses) 

 
 
 

I.  Introduction.   
A.  Migration in the Middle Ages.   

1.  It is often thought that society was static – moved very little.   
2.  But following the breakup of the Roman Empire there was mass migration.   

a.  Islam threatened the East during the 7th Century, and the West until Tours in 732.   
b.  Vikings from Scandinavia also threatened the West.   
c.  Later the Slavs, Magyars and Mongols threatened the East.   
 

B.  There was also the challenge of evangelizing the Teutonic tribes within the old empire.   
1.  Those who had accepted an Arian form of Christianity, who had settled in Spain, North Africa 

and Italy, presented a challenge.   
2.  Between 590 and 800, the Western church made great gains in the northern and western areas of 

Europe.   
3.  But the East did little more than hold its own against the Muslims.   
 

II.  The Rise of Islam.   
A.  Introduction.   

1.  The Muslims were motivated by a new faith, desire for plunder in the name of religion, and zeal 
to convert unbelievers to their faith.   

2.  They moved rapidly from Arabia into North Africa, Asia and Europe by way of Spain, claiming 
to be a religion for all people.   

3.  It destroyed the church of North Africa, weakened the church in other parts of Africa, and 
eventually brought the downfall of the Eastern Empire in 1453, putting the Eastern church 
under Muslim political control.   

 
B.  Origin.   

1.  Began in the Arabian Peninsula, an isolated and barren land.   
a.  Bedouin tribesmen wandered from oasis to oasis, trading with townsmen of Mecca and 

Medina.   
b.  Tribal warfare was frequent, except during times of truce each year when the tribes went to 

worship the black stone in the Kaaba in Mecca.   
 

2.  One of these tribesmen was Mohammad (ca. 570-632).   
a.  While traveling with his uncle to Syria and Palestine, he came into contact with Christianity 

and Judaism.   
b.  He then married a wealthy widow named Khadijah, giving him the liberty to devote his time 

to religious meditation.   
c.  In 610, he felt divinely called to proclaim monotheism and in three years won twelve 

converts, mainly from his kinsmen.   
d.  When opposition mounted from his preaching against idolatry, he was forced to flee from 

Medina to Mecca in 622 – this year was called Hegira, becoming the first year of the Muslim 
calendar.   

e.  By 630, the movement grew; Mohammad captured Mecca 
f.  Two year later, at time of death, his followers were ready to expand outside Arabian pen. 
g.  Its greatest gains were between 632 and 732.   

(i)  Syria and Palestine were won by 640, and the Mosque of Omar was soon erected in 
Jerusalem.   
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(ii)  Egypt was won in next decade, Persia by 650.   
(iii)  Its expansion threatened Christianity, but they were stopped by the brave defense of the 

Eastern Empire under Leo the Isaurian in 717 and 718.   
(iv)  In the West, they were stopped by Charles Martel at Tours in 732.   
(v)  However, the church lost much ground – those conquered were faced with sword, 

tribute, or Islam.   
(vi)  Islam was not always intolerant; they often permitted people in tribute-paying areas to 

practice their faith.   
(vii)  By 750, their conquest came to an end, and influenced by Greek culture, they build a 

splendid Arabic civilization centered in Baghdad.   
 

C.  Beliefs.   
1.  The main source of their religion is Quran:   

a.  It’s about two-thirds the length of the NT, containing 114 chapters, the longest being at the 
beginning, getting progressively shorter, until it ends with a chapter of three verses.   

b.  It is very repetitious and unorganized.   
 

2.  Belief in one god, Allah, is central.   
a.  Allah made his will known through 25 prophets, including Abraham, Moses, and Christ.  

Mohammad was the latest and greatest of these.   
b.  They deny Christ’s deity and death on cross.   
c.  It is fatalistic with its idea of passive submission to the will of Allah.   
d.  After judgment, men enjoy sensual paradise or face the terrors of hell.   
e.  Muslims pray five times daily, facing Mecca, and recite the creed daily.   
f.  Fasting and almsgiving important, and the holiest make at least one pilgrimage to Mecca in 

their lifetime.   
 

D.  Impact.   
1.  “It assimilated and passed on to Western Europe through Arabic Spain the Greek philosophy of 

Aristotle.  The medieval scholastics attempted to integrate Greek scientific thought with 
Christian theology by use of the deductive method of Aristotle, which they had come to know in 
Spain through Averroes’s translation of Aristotle’s writings.  So great was this influence in 
Europe during the twelfth century that Haskins called the period the ‘Twelfth Century 
Renaissance’” (175).   

2.  Both the Eastern and Western church were weakened through loss of people and territory.   
a.  The East was hit harder.  The North African church disappeared; Egypt and the Holy Land 

were lost.  All they were able to do was to keep the Muslims from sweeping past 
Constantinople.   

b.  Because of this, missionary efforts were carried on mainly by the Western church in 
northwestern Europe.   

c.  The Eastern churches also had to deal with the iconoclastic controversy – whether images as 
well as pictures could be used in worship – since the Muslims accused them of being 
idolaters.   

 
3.  The papacy was strengthened.   

a.  The weakening of the Eastern churches strengthened the bishop of Rome.   
b.  Rival patriarchs in Alexandria and Antioch were under Islamic domination and could no 

longer speak for the church at large.   
c.  The pope took advantage of the situation to strengthen his power.   
 

II.  Missionary Activity in the West.   
A.  The British Isles.   
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1.  The Irish church, planted by Patrick, was the brightest cultural spot in northern Europe between 
590 and 800.   
a.  It sent Columbanus to the Swiss and Columba to the Scots.   
b.  Irish monks preserved, copied and beautified manuscripts when learning was waning on 

Continent.   
c.  However, it didn’t accept Roman control until the 8th century.   
d.  The Viking invasions of 8th and 9th centuries so weakened it that it fell into decay.   
e.  It was indirectly responsible for evangelizing northern England.   

(i)  It was from Columba’s monastery on Island of Iona that Aidan evangelized the 
Northumbrians on the northeastern coast of England.   

(ii)  Oswald, an Anglo-Saxon ruler, spent time in exile among the Irish and Scottish 
Christians and had been attracted to Celtic Christian life.   

(iii)  Since the Anglo-Saxons had driven the Celts and their Christianity out of England in 
the 5th century, he called on the Scottish church for missionaries.   

(iv)  Aidan went to Northumbria in 635, set up headquarters on Island of Lindisfarne, and 
built a monastery that became a center of evangelism.   

(v)  Oswald fully cooperated and even sometimes interpreted for Aidan.   
(vi)  Aidan focused on education to provide an able leadership.  When he died on 651, Celtic 

Christianity was firmly established in N. England.   
 
2.  Roman advancement.   

a.  Some years before, the Roman church had begun missionary activity among the Anglo-
Saxons in southern England.   

b.  Gregory appointed Augustine, the prior of St. Andrews monastery in Rome, as leader of a 
band of monks.   

c.  They landed on the Island of Thanet off the Kentish coast in the spring of 597.  Bertha, the 
Gallic wife of Ethelbert, king of Kent, had been converted earlier and supported the 
missionaries.   

d.  The king gave Augustine permission to preach the Gospel, soon submitted himself to 
baptism and large numbers followed him.   

e.  It soon came into contact with Celtic Christianity.  Their differences:   
(i)  The Celtic did not acknowledge the authority of the pope.   
(ii)  They didn’t always have Easter on the same day of the week, as the Roman church did.   
(iii)  Celtic monks could marry, Roman could not.   
(iv)  They also had a different type of tonsure or haircut.   

 
f.  These differences were so dividing that Oswy, who had united most of Anglo-Saxon England 

under himself, called a meeting at Whitby in 663 to decide which form to follow.   
g.  Roman Christianity won the day, because Oswy (as Bede records) preferred the religion that 

claimed to have the keys to heaven.   
h.  In 668 Theodore was sent to England to organize the church under the Roman banner, and to 

set up dioceses and archbishoprics, which many still exist in the Anglican church.   
i.  Theodore started schools – including that at Jarrow and York – and English Christianity was 

soon noted for its scholarship.   
(i)  In 781, when Charlemagne wanted someone to help him develop an educational system, 

he got Alcuin from York.    
(ii)  Bede, another outstanding scholar, spent most of his life at Jarrow.  He wrote a history 

of England from the perspective of the church which is one of the best sources of 
historical information on English life before 731.   

 
j.  The church in England also sent missionaries to Europe who won their Teutonic kinsmen to 

the Roman church.  “Because the English had a filial loyalty to the Roman see that persisted 
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until the time of the Reformation, the church in England became a bolster to the papacy as 
did the Franks in Europe” (179).   

 
B.  Germany.   

1.  Boniface (680-754), also called Winfrid, brought the Teutonic tribes under the influence of the 
Gospel, making them faithful subjects to the pope.   
a.  He became a devout and learned priest, consecrated his life to missionary activity.   
b.  Went to Rome in 718, received authority from the pope to preach in Germany.   

(i)  Cut down an oak at Geismar, which was sacred to Thor, a German god, and built a 
chapel out of the timber.   

(ii)  He quickly won Hesse, then Thuringia.   
 

c.  In 732 he was made archbishop by Pope Gregory III.  He also began to use women as 
missionaries.   

d.  He next turned to Bavaria and established the church there.   
e.  “Charlemagne ‘converted’ the Saxons on the eastern border of his empire by force of arms” 

(179).   
 

2.  One problem that arose was mass conversion and baptism without real faith.  This was a 
perennial problem whenever an influential leader turned to Christianity.   
 

C.  The Low Countries.   
1.  “Wilfrid (634-709), and English churchman, landed in Friesland in 678 and preached the gospel 

to the people of that area.”   
2.  “Willibrord (658-79) later succeeded in planting Christianity on sounder foundations and won 

Friesland to allegiance to the papacy about 690” (179).   
 

D.  Italy.   
1.  Between 568 and 675, the Arian Lombards, gained control of southern Italy and opposed the 

papacy.  Gregory I successfully prevented trouble through his influence on Theudelinda, the 
Bavarian princess who had been the successive wife of two Lombard kings.   

2.  The Irish monk Columbanus, about 610, brought many Lombards to renounce Arianism.   
3.  By 675 the Lombard rulers and most of their subjects had accepted the faith of Rome.   
 

E.  Spain.   
1.  The Arian Visigoths offered another challenge.   

a.  Recared II renounced Arianism at the Third Council of Toledo in 589.   
b.  Many of his nobles and Arian bishops followed suit, but not all.   
 

2.  The dissention between the orthodox and Arians made them easy prey to Muslims, who overran 
Spain in the eighth century.   

 
F.  Summary:  “By 800 the authority of the papacy was firmly established in the British Isles and in 

much of the area of modern Germany.  The threat to the papacy from Arianism in Italy and Spain 
was nullified.  But in the Eastern church little missionary work was done except for the conversion 
of the Bulgarians and Moravians by Cyril and Methodius about the middle of the ninth century.  
The Moravians later came under papal jurisdiction.  Most of the energies of the Eastern church 
were thrown into the struggle to prevent the Muslims from capturing Constantinople” (180).   


