
HT 502:  Church History 1 (3 hours)
Apologists, Fathers, Monks, and Scholastics – The History of the Church to 1500

Fall Semester 2022

Instructor: Dr N. Scott Amos

Meeting: Wednesday Evenings, 6:30-8:30
Rivermont Evangelical Presbyterian Church

Catalog Description:  This general introduction to Christianity in the early and medieval periods focuses
on key Christian doctrines and great leaders from Justin Martyr to Martin Luther who made contributions
of lasting significance to the Christian Church.

An Expanded Description:  Christianity is, among other things, an intensely historical faith, rooted in
events in history.  Historical narrative, in particular the history of redemption, features prominently in the
Bible and thus in the faith that Christians profess.  Most Christians have a grasp of the basic outline of
biblical history; but what of the history of the Christian faith subsequent to the New Testament?  Though
it is not part of the history of redemption, the history of the Church is nonetheless a large part of what
makes us who we are as a body of believers today.  Church history links the past and present of the
Church, and underscores for us the trans-temporal character of the communion of the saints and our
common identity through the ages, despite all the differences we find in studying the history of the
Church. 

This course is intended to develop an understanding of Church history, and in particular the way in which
the theology of the Church developed over time.  This semester we will look at the history of doctrine
and practice in the ancient Church (ca. 100-600) and the medieval Church (ca. 600-ca. 1500), and discuss
such individuals as Irenaeus, Tertullian, Origen, Athanasius, Augustine, Anselm, and Aquinas.  We will
seek to combine attention to the development of Christian doctrine while keeping in view the outlines of
the broader historical narrative of the Church’s development over the centuries.

Course Objectives

By the end of the course, the student should be able to:

1.  Analyze texts, ideas, and debates within their historical contexts.
2.  Appreciate the interplay between culture and ministry in various times and places.
3.  Gain familiarity with major theologians from the ancient and medieval eras.
4.  Understand and assess the development of Christian doctrine through the centuries.
5.  Read primary sources from a variety of centuries, genres, and styles. 
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Required Reading

The textbook will be:

Tony Lane, A Concise History of Christian Thought, rev. ed. (Baker, 2006).   ISBN-13:
978-0801031595.

In addition, there is a collection of excerpts from primary sources that we will use.  It is:

William C. Placher and Derek R. Nelson (eds.), Readings in the History of Christian Theology,
Volume 1 Revised Edition: From Its Beginnings to the Eve of the Reformation
(Westminster, 2015).   ISBN-13: 978-0664239336.

I will also furnish you with PDFs of additional primary sources (found in the following books) that I will
send as e-mail attachments.

Eugene Fairweather (ed.), Aquinas on Nature and Grace (Westminster).
Eugene Fairweather (ed.), A Scholastic Miscellany: Anselm to Ockham (Westminster).
Karlfried Froehlich (ed.), Biblical Interpretation in the Early Church (Fortress).
David Herlihy (ed.), Medieval Culture and Society (Harper Torchbooks).
John H. Leith (ed.), Creeds of the Churches: A Reader in Christian Doctrine from the Bible to

the Present (Westminster/John Knox).
Bryce D. Lyon (ed.), The High Middle Ages, 1000-1300 (Free Press).
Ray C. Petry (ed.), Late Medieval Mysticism (Westminster).
J. Stevenson, revised by W.H.C. Frend (ed.), A New Eusebius: Documents illustrating the history

of the Church to AD 337 (SPCK).
J. Stevenson, revised by W.H.C. Frend (eds.) Creeds, Councils and Controversies: Documents

illustrating the history of the Church AD 337-461 (SPCK).
Brian Tierney (ed.), The Middle Ages, Volume I: Sources of Medieval History (Knopf).  

Books for Writing Assignments

Ian Christopher Levy, Introducing Medieval Biblical Interpretation: The Senses of Scripture in
Premodern Exegsis (Baker Academic, 2018).  ISBN-13: 978-0801048807.

Robert Louis Wilken, The Spirit of Early Christian Thought: Seeking the Face of God (Yale,
2003).  ISBN-13: 978-0300105988.

For further study for those who wish for more in the way of historical background, I would suggest the
following books:

Peter Brown, The Rise of Western Christendom: Triumph and Diversity, 200-1000 (Blackwell).
Henry Chadwick, The Early Church (Penguin).
Marcia L. Colish, The Medieval Foundations of the Western Intellectual Tradition, 400-1400

(Yale).
W.H.C. Frend, The Rise of Christianity (Fortress) – [at 900+ pages, I might add that this is for

the truly ambitious].
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Michael J. Kruger, Christianity at the Crossroads: How the second century shaped the future of
the Church (IVP).

Joseph H. Lynch, The Medieval Church: A Brief History (Longman).
Kevin Madigan, Medieval Christianity: A New History (Yale).
Nicholas Orme, Going to Church in Medieval England (Yale).
Steven Ozment, The Age of Reform, 1250-1550: An Intellectual and Religious History of Late

Medieval and Reformation Europe (Yale), pp. 1-181.
R. W. Southern, Western Society and the Church in the Middle Ages (Penguin).

For more in-depth study of the historical theology for these periods, see: 

J. N. D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines (Harper and Row).
Jaroslav Pelikan, The Christian Tradition: A History of the Development of Doctrine (Chicago);

Volume 1: The Emergence of the Catholic Tradition (100-600); 
Volume 3: The Growth of Medieval Theology (600-1300); 
Volume 4: Reformation of Church and Dogma (1300-1700), pp. 1-126.

Jaroslav Pelikan, Christianity and Classical Culture: the Metamorphosis of Natural Theology in
the Christian Encounter with Hellenism (Yale).

The following are books that I recommend for serious students of the subjects of Church history and
historical theology as disciplines in themselves:

James E. Bradley and Richard A. Muller, Church History: An Introduction to Research,
Reference Works, and Methods (Eerdmans).

Alister Chapman, John Coffey, and Brad S. Gregory (eds.), Seeing Things Their Way:
Intellectual History and the Return of Religion (Notre Dame)

Stephen R. Holmes, Listening to the Past: the Place of Tradition in Theology (Baker).
Jaroslav Pelikan, Development of Christian Doctrine: Some Historical Prolegomena (Yale).
Jaroslav Pelikan, The Vindication of Tradition: the 1983 Jefferson Lecture in the Humanities

(Yale).
Robert Louis Wilken, Remembering the Christian Past (Eerdmans).

Conduct of class sessions

With reference to the mechanics of this course, there will be two elements in each session.  My lectures
will examine the development of the Church and its theology within its broader historical context; class
discussion will focus on readings taken from leading theologians and teachers of the Church through the
ages, as well as addressing any questions arising from the lectures.  Questions and discussion are
welcome at any point, though I will allow time at set points for any general comments and questions.  It
will be very useful if you read Lane and the excerpts in the primary sources that I have designated for
class discussion, as discussion of them and interaction with the primary sources is a significant
component of the course.  The readings are all relatively brief, and come with short notes that set their
immediate context.  (You may also want to read Placher’s introduction to each chapter of his collection.)

Use of laptops for note-taking is permitted.  Cell-phones should be put away during the lectures and
discussion.
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Course Requirements

1.  Attendance: Class attendance is required for HT 502.  If a student anticipates an unavoidable
absence, he should notify the instructor in advance.  Each hour of unexcused absence subjects the student
reduction of his final grade by one-half of a letter grade.  Students missing more than two sessions (for
any reason) may either submit an additional, compensatory assignment [determined by the instructor] or
chose to receive a full letter grade reduction in their final grade.

2.  Participation and Questions:  You should plan to be actively involved.  This means, in addition to
attending class, that you will be attentive and take notes (which are a part of active learning), you will
participate in class discussions, and you will ask questions.  Everyone should make an effort to contribute
to classroom discussion, especially of the assigned reading, and show that you have actually read the
material and are thinking about the subject.  At the end of the semester, if your grades are on the
borderline of a higher mark, active participation will weigh in your favor in any decision I may need to
make.

3.  Reading Assignments:  Readings assigned for class should be completed before the class session in
which they will be covered.  You cannot expect to keep up with course development or usefully
contribute to class discussion if you are not prepared.  Failure to keep up the reading will become clear in
class discussion, and consistent failure in this regard will weigh against you in cases where grades are on
the borderline of a higher mark.  On the final exam, you will be asked to state what percentage of the
reading you completed over the semester.  As noted below, completion of reading constitutes 10% of the
overall course grade.

4.  Writing Assignments: There will be two review essays, one each based on the works by Robert
Louis Wilken, and by Ian Christopher Levy, each of which must be between 7 to 8 pages in length.
These must be typed, double-spaced, and use 12 point Times New Roman font, with standard 1-inch
margins.  Please look at the BRITE Academic Resources site for examples of the standard of writing that
is expected.  Also review the Institute’s policy on plagiarism in the Academic Catalog.  Plagiarized work
will result in course failure and possible disciplinary action.  The papers take the place of a mid-term
examination.

Wilken essay – A major development in the history of the Early Church was the reconciliation between
Christianity and Hellenistic culture (specifically, Greek philosophy, but also Classical literature).  This
reconciliation had profound consequences, both for Christianity and for the survival of Classical culture. 
It has often been said that Christianity was “Hellenized” through its interaction with the intellectual
culture of the wider Mediterranean world.  In his book, The Spirit of Early Christian Thought, Robert
Louis Wilken argues (among other things) that the reverse was true: Hellenistic culture was
Christianized.  How does he make his case?  What are the themes Wilken develops?  What were the
results of this process?  What were the benefits of this reconciliation to each side, and what were the
potential pitfalls?  You might want to select three or four of the individuals he discusses, and center your
analysis on them.

Levy essay – One of the persistent criticisms of the Middle Ages is how theologians interpreted the Bible,
in particular through the use of the four-fold method of exegesis (literal, allegorical, tropologial,
anagogical).  Indeed, it is commonly believed that Scholastic theologians were more philosophers than
they were theologians, and in the process the power of the Bible to change lives was lost in either
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fanciful flights of allegorical fancy or soul-killing logic-chopping.  In his book, Introducing Medieval
Biblical Interpretation, Levy makes the case that this picture does an injustice to those in the Middle
Ages who studied the Bible for the truth it contained, and the fruit of their work holds much value for us
today.  In your analysis of this book, I want you to consider whether Levy makes his case, and answer the
question he poses in his final chapter: “Can Medieval Exegesis Speak to us Today”?

In your essays, in addition to addressing the questions above, I will look for the following: 1.) a brief
summary or precis of the book, and 2.) and the significance of the book for an understanding of
Christianity in relation to its past.  It would also be appropriate to show some reflection on what we have
covered in class as it relates to the themes you will take up in your analysis of these two books.

The Wilken essay will be due on or before Wednesday, 26 October; the Levy essay will be due on or
before Wednesday, 14 December.  These may be submitted as e-mail attachments.

5.  Final Examination: Students will take a two-hour examination that covers questions drawn from
lectures and assigned readings.  This will be given as a take-home exam, due on or before 20 December
(one week after the end of the lectures).  It will be open book/open note, though you will be asked to
confirm that you took the exam in a single, two-hour sitting.  You will submit the exam as an e-mail
attachment.

Grading: Final grades will be determined from the marks earned on each of the activities listed below.

Attendance and Class participation – 20 % (or points).  This includes consideration both of
physical presence in class and vocal participation in class.

Papers – 30 % or points (each worth 15% or points).
Final examination – 30% (or points).
Course reading completed – 20% (or points).

Total: 100% (or points).

BRITE uses the following grading system:

Letter Value

A
A-
B+
B
B-
C+
C
C-
D+
D
D-
F 
I 
WP
WF
S
(P)

Numeric Value

97-100
94-96
91-93 
88-90
86-87
83-85
80-82
78-79
75-77
72-74
70-71
Fail
Incomplete
Withdraw Pass
Withdraw Fail
Satisfactory
(Pass)

Quality Points

4.00
3.66
3.33
3.00
2.66
2.33
2.00
1.66
1.33
1.00
0.66
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
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Academic Resources on BRITE Website.

On the BRITE website, (www.brite-va.org) you will find the Academic Resources Webpage
(https://www.brite-va.org/academic resources/).  There you will find an ever-expanding treasure trove of
resources to aid you in your studies, research, and writing during your time at BRITE.  While not every
class may demand the same level of research and writing rigor, you are likely to find something on that
webpage each semester that will benefit you.  Check back often to that webpage.  The items are curated
by the BRITE faculty in order to be of assistance toyou: guidelines as to how you should format your
formal academic papers, examples of well-written course papers to guide your own work, Open Access
(i.e., free) journal article databases to aid you in your academic writing and research, and even a growing
catalogue of instructional YouTube videos which will be of assistance to you.

Course Objectives Related to MDiv* Student Learning Outcomes (SLOs)

Course:  HT502 Church History 1 
Professor:  Amos
Campus:  Lynchburg
Date:  Fall 2019

Upon graduation from the BRITE Master of Divinity (MDiv)*  program, students should be equipped to:1

1.  Assess the presence of an internal call to ministry as pastors, teachers, evangelists, church officers,
and study leaders. 
2.  Accept positions of shepherding, authority, and administration in Christ’s Church.
3.  Attain ordination in several Reformed, Presbyterian, or Evangelical denominations .
4.  Analyze, Apprehend, and Apply the meaning of Biblical passages from the original languages.
5.  Articulate the meaning of Biblical passages to a variety of audiences through expository preaching,
teaching, and Christian education.
6.  Assimilate systematic, historical, and Biblical theology into a Reformed theological perspective of
faith, ethics, piety, and church practice.
7.  Affirm and winsomely assert the Christian faith and a Reformed perspective.

SLO Rationale for this course: 

1.  Regarding Outcome 1: A study of church history and the historical development of doctrine will
help the student to evaluate his internal sense of call, as a working knowledge of major events of church
history is essential for any major Protestant denomination. 

2.  Regarding Outcome 2: As noted above, ability to pass a ordination exam will almost certainly
involve successful passage of an exam in church history. Moreover, a working knowledge of church
history will help the student/ordinand to better understand and detect error (historical as well as modern
iterations thereof) and thus to better shepherd the church. 

3.  Regarding Outcome 3: See answers 1 and 2.

As the MDiv is the core degree at BRITE, the MDiv Rubric will be used in this syllabus.1
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4.  Regarding Outcome 4: Non-applicable. 

5.  Regarding Outcome 5: Understanding the development of doctrine throughout the history of the
church helps the student to better apprehend and articulate it to a contemporary audience, as well as to
help the student and the church to safe-guard against committed old errors afresh in our day.

6.  Regarding Outcome 6: a working knowledge of church history and historical theology will help the
student better ascertain the “faith once for all delivered to the saints” as it has been embraced and
expressed in the church down through the ages and even now comes to a modern iteration and
expression. Church history helps to provide a demonstrative and traceable unity and catholicity
(including systematic, historical, and Biblical theology) to the Christian faith (lived out in her ethics,
piety, and church practice). 

7.  Regarding Outcome 7: a working knowledge of church history and historical theology will help the
student to commend the “faith once for all delivered to the saints” to a modern audience with her
particular needs and challenges.
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SCHEDULE OF LECTURES AND READINGS

PART ONE: THE ANCIENT CHURCH TO ca. 600

Background/Orientation reading for Part One: Concise History, 4-5 

Week 1: Wednesday, 7 September

Topic:  Matters Introductory – What is Church History, and Why Study it?

Topic:  The Apologists and the Defense of the Faith

READING — Concise History, 6-11, 18-20.  Placher, excerpts from: Ignatius of
Antioch, Letter to the Romans; Justin Martyr, First Apology; Tertullian, Apology;
Clement of Alexandria, Exhortation to the Heathen.  Excerpts from Origen, Against
Celsus (Stevenson, New Eusebius, PDF).

Week 2: Wednesday, 14 September

Topic:  The Apologists and the Definition of the Faith

READING — Concise History, 12-18, 62-63.  Placher, excerpts from: the Gospel of
Thomas; Ignatius of Antioch, Letter to the Trallians; Irenaeus, Against Heresies;
Tertullian, On Prescription Against Heretics, and On the Flesh of Christ.  Excerpts from
Irenaeus, Against Heresies and Tertullian, Against Praxeas (Leith, PDF); the Apostles’s
Creed [Textus Receptus] (Leith, PDF).

Week 3: Wednesday, 21 September

Topic:  Creeds, Councils, and the Beginnings of Trinitarian Doctrine

READING — Concise History, 20-23, 27-34.  Placher, excerpts from: Athanasius, On
the Incarnation of the Word, and First Discourse Against the Arians; Arius, Letter to
Eusebius of Nicomedia; The Nicene Creed [325]. 

Week 4: Wednesday, 28 September

Topic:  Christological Controversies

READING — Concise History, 34-36, 39-41.  Placher, excerpts from: Apollinaris of
Laodicea, On the Union in Christ of the Body with the Godhead; Theodore of
Mopsuestia, On the Nicene Creed; Nestorius, First Sermon Against the Theotokos; Cyril
of Alexandria, First Letter to Nestorius; Pope Leo I, The Tome of Leo; The Definition of
Chalcedon.
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Week 5: Wednesday, 5 October

Topic: The Further Development of Trinitarian Doctrine

READING — Concise History, 36-39, 44-45, 53-62. Placher, excerpts from:  Basil of
Caeserea, Letters; Gregory of Nazianzus, The Third Theological Oration; Gregory of
Nyssa, On “Not Three Gods”; Gregory of Nyssa, Life of Macrina.   The
Constantinopolitan Creed [381] (Leith, PDF).

Topic: The Interpretation of the Bible in the Patristic Era

READING — Placher, excerpt from Origen, First Principles.  Theodore of Mopsuestia,
“Commentary on Galatians 4:22-31” (Froehlich, PDF); excerpt from Gregory the Great,
Moralia in Job (Herlihy, PDF). 

Week 6: Wednesday, 12 October

Topic:  The Relationship of Church, State and Society and the Nature of the Church

READING — Concise History, 24-28, 47-50; Placher, excerpts from Augustine, In
Answer to the Letters of Petilian, the Donatist; Augustine, Concerning the Correction of
the Donatists.  Excerpts from Cyprian, On the lapsed, Letters, On the Unity of the
Church (Stevenson, New Eusebius, [PDF] items 195, 198, 199, 204, 205); excerpts from
Augustine, Letters (Stevenson, Creeds, [PDF] items 170, 172, 175, 176).

Week 7: Wednesday, 19 October

Topic: The Maturation of Latin Christianity and the End of Antiquity

READING — Concise History, 42-43, 45-47, 50-53, 91-93, 95-97.  Placher, excerpts
from:  Jerome, Against Vigilantius; Jerome, The Perpetual Virginity of Blessed Mary;
Augustine, Confessions; Augustine, On Free Will; Augustine, On the Grace of Christ;
Augustine, On the City of God.  Excerpts from Symmachus and Ambrose (Stevenson,
Creeds, [PDF] item 95).

PART TWO: THE MEDIEVAL CHURCH, ca. 600–1500

Background/Orientation reading for Part Two: Concise History, 88-90.

Week 8: Wednesday, 26 October [Wilken essay due]

Topic:  The Pillars of Medieval Christendom – the Papacy

READING — Concise History, 100-103.  Placher, excerpts from Pope Gelasius I,
Letter to the Emperor Anastasius; Pope Gelasius I, Tractatus IV; Giles of Rome, On
Ecclesiastical Power.  Excerpts from Gregory VII, Letter to Bishop Hermann of Metz;
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Boniface VIII, Unam Sanctam (Lyon. all PDF). 

Week 9: Wednesday, 2 November

Topic:  The Pillars of Medieval Christendom – Monasticism and the Ascetic Life

READING — Concise History, 97-100, 111-113, 115-116, 118-120.  Placher, excerpts
from: Athanasius, Life of St Antony; Francis of Assisi, The Canticle of Brother Sun, The
Testament.  Excerpt from The Rule of St Benedict (Tierney); Stephen Harding, The
Charter of Love (Lyon, all PDF).  

Week 10: Wednesday, 9 November

Topic:  The Sacramental System and the Christian Life in the Middle Ages

READING — Concise History, 113-115, 116-118, 140-141.  Placher, excerpts from:
Paschasius Radbertus, The Lord’s Body and Blood; Ratramnus of Corbie, Christ’s Body
and Blood.  Excerpts from Peter Lombard, Sentences (Fairweather, Scholastic
Miscellany, PDF); Fourth Lateran Council, Canons I and XXI (Leith, PDF).

Week 11: Wednesday, 16 November

Topic: The Beginnings of Scholastic Theology and the Rise of the University

READING — Concise History, 93-95, 103-110.  Placher, excerpts from Anselm of
Canterbury, Proslogion and Why God Became Man; excerpt from Peter Abelard,
Exposition of the Epistle to the Romans.  Peter Abelard, “Preface” to Sic et Non
(Tierney, PDF); excerpts on student life (Tierney, PDF).

Week 12: Wednesday, 23 November – Thanksgiving Break

Week 13: Wednesday, 30 November

Topic:  Scholastic Theology and the Medieval Synthesis

READING — Concise History, 120-127.  Placher, excerpts from Thomas Aquinas
Summa Theologiae; Bonaventure, Retracing the Arts to Theology.  Excerpt from
Aquinas, Summa contra gentiles (Lyon, PDF); excerpt from Aquinas, Summa Theologiae
(Fairweather, Aquinas, PDF).

Week 14: Wednesday, 7 December 

Topic: The Medieval Synthesis under Stress

READING — Concise History, 127-133, 143-145.  Placher, excerpts from William of
Ockham, Philosophical Writings; Robert Holcot, Lectures on the Wisdom of Solomon;
Thomas Bradwardine, The Cause of God Against the Pelagians.  “Thirteen Errors
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Condemned by Stephen, Bishop of Paris” (Tierney, PDF).

Week 15: Wednesday, 14 December 

Topic: Varieties of Religious Experience at the End of an Age [Levy essay due]

READING — Concise History, 133-140, 141-143.  Placher, Hildegard of Bingen, Book
of Divine Works; Meister Eckhart, excerpts from Sermons; John Wycliffe, On the
Pastoral Office; John Hus, On Simony; Julian of Norwich, Revelations of Divine Love. 
Excerpt from Thomas à Kempis, Imitation of Christ (Herlihy, PDF); Bonaventure, The
Mind’s Road to God (Petry, PDF); Meister Eckhart, External Birth (Herlihy, PDF).
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