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Review: The Church’s First 450 Years 

Church AD 50 AD 500 

Governance Plurality of Elders in local churches Episcopal Hierarchy of 

priests, bishops and 

archbishops 

Worship House Churches, Preaching, 

Spiritual Gifts, Singing 

Basilicas, Temples, Liturgy, 

Rituals, Ceremony 

Baptism Believers, by immersion Infants, by immersion and 

some pouring 

Lord’s Supper Agape Feast of Thanksgiving. 

Spiritual Presence 

“Mass” repeated sacrifice 

of Christ. Real Presence 

Church & State Persecuted by State Merged with State, 

persecuting others 

Prophecy Imminent return of Christ expected Christ’s kingdom on earth 

is the Church 

Salvation By grace through faith Sacramentalism & 

Sacerdotalism 



Verses to Consider 

• Exodus 20:4 

• "You shall not make for yourself an idol in the form of anything in heaven above 

or on the earth beneath or in the waters below. You shall not bow down to them 

or worship them…."  

• 1 Timothy 6:3-4 

If anyone teaches a different doctrine and does not agree with the sound words 

of our Lord Jesus Christ and the teaching that accords with godliness, he is 

puffed up with conceit and understands nothing. He has an unhealthy craving for 

controversy and for quarrels about words, which produce envy, dissension, 

slander, evil suspicions,  

 



Constantinople: 
New Rome 

 Constanine’s new capital: Turns 

Byzantium into Constantinople (324) 

 strategic location: Danube and Eastern 

Frontier 

 Eastern Empire Relatively Unscathed 

by Barbarian Onslaughts 

 Theodosius II’s great triple defensive 

Walls 

 Strong Natural Defensive Position of 

Constantinople 



 

 Eastern Church 

• Heavily Influenced by Greek Culture (and 

philosophy)  

• Main cities: Constantinople, Alexandria, 

Antioch, Jerusalem 

• Patriarchies of Alexander and Antioch 

reduced in size and importance due to 

Monophysite & Nestorian influence, and 

later due to Moslem conquests. 

• Leaders called Patriarchs, Archbishops, or 

Metropolitans 



Completion of Integration of Greek 

Philosophy and Christianity begun during 

the age of the apologists. 
• “Although the tension between Greek thought and 

Christian faith has never been absent from the 
history and experience of Hellenism, a synthesis 
and a balance was achieved in the fourth century 
thanks to the intellect of persons like Basil the Great, 
Gregory of Nyssa, Gregory the theologian, Cynesios 
of Cyrene, Socrates Scholastikos and others who 
were trained in the Greek classics and the Holy 
Scriptures. A student of early Christianity soon 
discovers how often ideas from the wisdom of the 
ancient Greek compliment rationally some of those 
in the Gospels and the literature of the New 
Testament. “ 

– Official Greek Orthodox web site. 
(www.goarch.org) 

• The answer to Tertullian’s famous question, “what 
has Athens to do with Jerusalem?” came back with a 
thundering reply: “Athens has everything to do with 
Jerusalem.” 

 

Basil the Great 

http://www.goarch.org/


Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite  

• Syrian monk, (c. 500) who, known only by his pseudonym, wrote a series of 
Greek treatises and letters for the purpose of uniting Neoplatonic philosophy 
with Christian theology and mystical experience.  

• established a definite Neoplatonic trend in medieval doctrine and spirituality.  

• Taught:  

– God's transcendence above all rational comprehension and categorical 
knowledge.  

– The incarnation of the Word, or Son of God, in Christ, consequently, was 
the expression in the universe of the inexpressible, whereby the One 
enters into the world of multiplicity.  

– The human intellect can apply to God positive, analogous terms or 
names such as The Good, Unity, Trinity, Beauty, Love, Being, Life, 
Wisdom, or Intelligence, assuming that these are limited forms of 
communicating the incommunicable. 

– Contemplative prayer—the disciplined abandonment of senses and 
intelligible forms to prepare for the immediate experience of “light from 
the divine darkness” and ecstatic union.  

• Orthodox Church, already sympathetic toward Platonic thought, simply 
absorbed the Dionysian teaching into its own.  

• Source: Encyclopedia Britannica  



Emperor Justinian 

527-610 
 Rebuilding program in Constantinople 

• Justinian’s wife rescues Justinian at the 

Nika Riot (532) where 30.000 people 

were killed at the Hippodrome  

• (593) issues Code of Civil Laws (code of 

Justinian) reflecting Christian morals, 

• sends missionaries as spies to China to 

smuggle out silkworms 

Empress Theodora 
Emperor Justinian with Bishops 



Justinian Finishes Off the Pagans 

• 528 Justinian purges pagans from government 

• 529 School of Athens (900 yrs old) closed, philosophers flee to 
Persia 

• 535 Imperial decrees against Heretics, Jews and Pagans 

• 550 AD Julian Calendar adopted  

 



Justinian Regains Roman Empire 
 (527-565) 

• Recaptures most of 
old Roman Empire, 
including Rome 
where struggles with 
Popes commence 

• Persian Challenge 
from 540:  

• Diplomatic sleights of 
hand 

• Military efficiency 
and research (“Greek 
fire”) 

• Reconquers N. Africa 
from the Vandals 

 



Justinian Builds 

Hagia Sophia (537) 



Justinian proclaimed,  
on the completion of 
Hagia Sophia,  
“I have outdone 
Solomon!” 



Byzantine 
Union of 

Church and 
State 

 unity of theology and politics  

• Emperor is “both king & chief priest” 

• The Byzantine state “itself was conceived to 
be the only community established by God, 
and it embraced the whole life of man. The 
visible representative of God within it, who 
performed  his will and dispensed his 
blessings, was the emperor….the church 
dissolves into Christian society. “ Bruce 
Shelley, Church History in Plain Language. 

 

The New Leaders 

Of the Byzantine Town: 

Bishop/Governors 

Coin of Emperor Justinian 
Ruling Earth as God’s Regent 



Was Emperor 

Justinian the 

Antichrist? 

• According to Procopius, the 

Byzantine Empire was the 

“little horn” of Daniel and 

Emperor Justinian was the 

antichrist 

• "Many men have been born 

who…have shown themselves 

terrible beings. But to destroy 

all men and to ruin the whole 

earth has been granted to 

none save…Justinian, Prince 

of demons."  

• —Procopius, Secret History 

(late 6th-century) 



Byzantine 
Preservation of 

Antiquity 

• Conduit of classical learning and 
science to the west 

• Emergence of a Greco-Roman Culture 
mixed with Christianity and orientalism 

• Byzantine Style in architecture: 
combination of Greek, Roman and Oriental 
fashions. 

• preservation of Plato and Thucydides 

 flowering of humanism and neo-platonism 

Bejeweled Gospel 



Council of Constantinople 553 

• Under Justinian I 

• 165 bishops present 

• re-condemned monophysites 

• re-confirmed previous councils 

• Justinian confessed orthodox 

faith in “Only begotten Son and 

Word of God” 

DATE NAME     CALLED BY 

553 Constantinople II    Justinian 

 

ISSUES 
1. Monophysites – one nature 

2. Dyophysites – two natures, confused 

No decision: dyo 

explained by mono 



The Greek 
Philosophical 
Influence on the 
Christological 
debates at this point 
should be apparent! 



Council of Constantinople 680-81 

• Under Constantine IV 

• 170 Bishops present 

• Proclaimed the orthodox belief 
of two wills in Christ: divine 
and human,  

• condemned as heretics, the 
Monothelites, who believed 
Christ had only "one will." 

• affirmed two distinct natures in 
mystical union 

DATE NAME     CALLED BY 

680 Constantinople III      Constantine IV 

 

ISSUES 
1. Monotheletas – one nature, one will 

2. Dylothelities – 2 distinct natures, 2 distinct wills 

Choice of council 



Birth of so-called “oriental” churches 

Monophysites in Armenia,  
Egypt and Syria 



John of Damascus (c. 675-749) 

• John of Damascus formulated 

and systematized Orthodox 

doctrine in the “Fountain of 

Wisdom.”   

• This work became the 

authority in the Greek East for 

theological matters.   

• It included a complete 

summation of the theology of 

the church fathers and 

councils. 

• John’s views tipped the scales 

against iconoclasm.  



Muslim Expansion  
Greatly Reduced the Byzantine Empire 

                                                                                                                                                               



Emperor Leo III, 717-741  
(the Iconoclast) 

• By the 700s, icons were a regular feature all 
over the Byzantine Empire. And it was about 
that time that Iconoclasm (the movement to 
"smash icons") started from within the 
church itself.  

• Byzantine Emperor Leo III) became an 
iconoclast and  tried at first to persuade his 
subjects to abandon icons.  

• In 726 (or 731; the date is uncertain), Leo 
ordered his soldiers to go to the palace gate 
called Chalke and destroy the icon of Christ 
painted over the entrance archway. When 
the soldiers began smashing the image, a 
group of elderly women kicked the ladder 
out from underneath the soldiers' feet. The 
incident triggered riots, and several women 
became the first martyrs to iconoclasm  

 



Iconoclasm Controversy  
(726-943)  

Icon of  

Philip the 

Apostle 

Wall in front of altar 

• Even more vigorous 
opponent of icons was 
Emperor Leo's son and 
successor, Constantine V.  

• Constantine was the person 
most responsible for 
developing the arguments 
used against icons.  

• In 754 he called the Council 
of Hieria, and the 338 
bishops assembled from 
throughout the empire, 
condemned the making and 
venerating of icons.  

• However, Constantine had 
guided into the assembly only 
those bishops who supported 
his views. Nonetheless, the 
bishops declared their 
assembly the "Seventh 
Ecumenical Council." 



Religious Civil War 

in Byzantine 

Empire 

• After the Council of Hieria, a large-
scale war broke out against the 
supporters of icons. Monks, icons' 
staunchest defenders, felt the heat 
of persecution the most. Thousands 
were exiled, tortured, or martyred. 
In 766 Constantine paraded a 
group of monks holding hands with 
their sister nuns (a scandalous 
display) through the Hippodrome. 
Between 762 and 775, countless 
Christians suffered greatly, and the 
period became known as the 

"decade of blood."  

 

Manuscript depicting Icon 
smashers “The Blood of the Icon Martyrs” 



Iconoclasm Controversy 

John of Damascus’s defense: "An image is a likeness, a model, or a figure of 
something, showing in itself what it depicts. An image is not always like its 
prototype in every way. For the image is one thing and the thing depicted is 
another." 



Nicea 787 

• Eventually the tide turned. In 787 

Empress Irene (reigned 780-802), 

a staunch supporter of icon 

veneration, convened what would 

later be recognized as the rightful 

Seventh Ecumenical Council.  

• The council affirmed that icons, 

though they may not be 

worshiped, may be honored.  

• 367 bishops present 

 

• A new attack on icons was made under Leo V the Armenian in 815 

and continued until 843, when icons were again reinstated once 

and for all by Empress Theodora on the First Sunday of Lent, a 

day still celebrated annually as the Feast of the Triumph of 

Orthodoxy.  



Rationale for Council’s Icon Decision 

• The 787 Nicaea Council declared that the 
commandment prohibiting idolatry was 
designed to forbid Israelites from worshiping 
the false gods of the people they were about to 
conquer.  

• Christian icons do not depict pagan gods; they 
are rather images that draw the venerator's 
mind and heart toward the one true God as 
revealed in Jesus Christ.  

• John of Damascus summed it up best: 

•  "In former times, God, who is without form or 
body, could never be depicted. But now when 
God is seen in the flesh conversing with men, I 
make an image of the God whom I see. I do not 
worship matter; I worship the Creator of matter 
who became matter for my sake."  

• John of Damascus’ defense of icons was 
based on Plato’s notion that everything we 
sense in this world is really an imitation of the 
eternal original ‘form’ which can only be known 
by the soul in the non-material world. 



‘You Can Venerate Icons, Just Don’t 

Worship Them, Unless It’s an Icon of Christ’ 

• The 787 Nicaea Council made an important distinction between 
veneration and worship: "We declare that one may render to 
icons the veneration of honor (proskune-sis), not true worship 
(latreia) of our faith, which is due only to the divine nature."  

• Latreia means "absolute worship," which is to be reserved 
exclusively for God.  

• Proskunesis refers to the bodily act of bowing down and means 
"relative honor" that is offered to saints worthy of honor. Hence 
the physical act of bowing down to an icon and kissing it is not  
idolatrous but a legitimate, cultural expression of respect.  

• In this way, the 787 Council affirmed, "The honor paid to the 
icon is conveyed to its prototype." When the worshiper 
reverenced an icon of Mary or the saints, the honor was 
transferred to the person it represented.  

• When an icon of Christ was reverenced, however, the worshiper 
could express not just veneration but absolute worship as well. 
For the one who was portrayed was none other than the God who 
became human.  



Europe 800 AD 

Alexandria, Jerusalem and  
Antioch in hands of Moslems 

Spain in hands 
 of Moslems 



Cyril and Methodius: 
Apostles to the Slavs 

•Greek brothers from the Balkans and 9th century 
missionaries to Bohemia and Moravia 

•translated service books and Bible into Slav 
language and consequently developed Glagolithic 
alphabet  (later the Cyrillic) 

Medieval  
Church in  
Kosovo, 
Yugoslavia 



The Conversion of the Russians, 988 A.D. 

In 987, Prince Vladimir of Kiev sent emissaries to 
different countries to learn about the religion and 
worship of each. The emissaries went first to the Volga 
Bulgars. These Muslims they reportedly found disgraceful, 
sorrowful, and having a "dreadful stench." And among 
the Germans (Western Christians), the ambassadors 
reported they saw "no glory." In Constantinople, they 
were taken to Hagia Sophia.  Their report:  

"We knew not whether we were in heaven or on 
earth. For on earth there is no such splendor or such 
beauty, and we are at a loss how to describe it. We 
know only that God dwells there among men, and 
their service is fairer than the ceremonies of other 
nations. For we cannot forget that beauty."   

•988--Vladimir, is baptized and married Princess Anna, 
sister of Basil II, Emperor of Byzantium. 

Mass Baptism 



Russia’s Yaroslav the Wise 1015-1054  

•Built Cathedral of St. Sophia 

•chronicles reported 600 churches in Kiev 

•Christian art and culture flourished 

•Russian expression of Orthodox faith developed 



Growing Schisms Between East & West 

• Reasons for the Split: 

• Assertion of authority by Popes 
rejected in East 

 Filoque 

 Cultural Divide: language of the 
church: Latin or Greek  

 celibacy dispute 

 Leavened vs. Unleavened Bread 

 

 



The Final Break  

Between East and West (1054) 
• “Patriarch Michael Cerularius wrote a letter to Bishop John of Trania 

in Italy enumerating the innovations which had been introduced by 
the Roman Church (purgatory, indulgences, celebacy, etc.), and he 
begged him to give this letter a wide hearing in order that the truth 
might prevail. This act apparently witnesses the fact that the 
Patriarch did not accept any sort of schism yet.  

• Pope Leo IX sent a sharp reply, severely rebuking the author of the 
letter.  

• Emperor Monomathus, facing a threat of his political interest in Italy, 
had need of the Pope's help, and he sent a conciliatory reply asking 
him to send delegates to restore friendly relations.  

• The Pope sent Cardinal Humbert with a different mission, which he 
fully executed. Humbert did not meet the Emperor or the Patriarch, 
but he laid on the altar of the Church of Saint Sophia in 
Constantinople a bull of excommunication against the Eastern 
Church, attempting to stigmatize it as "the repository of all the 
heresies of the past", and then hastily disappeared.  

• The Patriarch in turn drew up a sentence of excommunication 
against the Western Church, signed jointly by the other Patriarchs. “ 



Greek Orthodox Explanation of the 

Main Cause Of Separation with Rome. 

• “The ambition of the Popes (as we respectfully call the 
Bishops of Rome) was to subordinate the Eastern 
Church under their supremacy. The See of Rome was 
ancient and apostolic. Its bishops could, without any 
more interference from the Emperor, exercise a kind of 
political authority, too. They began very early to appear 
as a court of appeal, in the West, to which all problems 
should be submitted for solution. They found a pretext 
for their intrusion in the domestic quarrels at 
Constantinople during the 9th century in order to invade 
and dominate the entire Eastern Church.”  

• A Catholic scholar states that: 

– "... the Papacy, from and after the ninth century, 
attempted to impose, in the name of God, upon the 
universal Church a yoke unknown to the first eight 
centuries".  



Orthodox View of the Pope, 1136 AD 

• "We do not deny to the Roman Church the 
primacy amongst the five sister patriarchates; 
and we recognize her right to the most honorable 
seat at an ecumenical council. But she has 
separated herself from us by her own deeds, 
when through pride she assumed a monarchy 
which does not belong to her office…. How shall 
we accept decrees from her that have been 
issued without consulting us and even without 
our knowledge? If the Roman Pontiff, seated on 
the lofty throne of his glory, wishes to thunder at 
us and, so to speak, hurl his mandates at us from 
on high, and if he wishes to judge us and even to 
rule us and our churches, not by taking counsel 
with us but at his own arbitrary pleasure, what 
kind of brotherhood, or even what kind of 
parenthood can this be? We should be the 
slaves, not the sons, of such a church, and the 
Roman see would not be the pious mother of 
sons but a hard and imperious mistress of 
slaves."  

• Orthodox archbishop Niceties of Nicomedia 

 



The 

Crusades 
• Pope in West declares “Holy 

Crusade” in 1095. 

• First Crusade in 1097 

• Patriarch Michael II (1169-

77) writes:  

• “Let the Muslim be my 

master in outward things 

rather than the Latin 

dominate me in matters of the 

spirit. For if I am subject to 

the Muslim, at least he will 

not force me to share his 

faith. But if I have to be 

under the Frankish rule and 

united with the Roman 

Church, I may have to 

separate myself from my 

God.” 

 



50 Year Catholic Rule  

of Orthodox Empire 

• To finance crusade, Crusaders 

work for Venetians, trade rivals 

(enemies) of Byzantium 

 1204 Instead of attacking 

Muslims, Crusaders turn north 

and sack Constantinople, 

including its churches! 

• The Crusaders from the West forced 

the Greek Patriarchs of Antioch and 

Jerusalem to abandon their Sees and 

for sixty years imposed their cruel 

government on Constantinople 

(1204-1261), pillaging its resources 

and causing its eventual downfall. 

• “Some Greeks were wondering if the 

turban of the Sultan was not 

preferable to the tiara of the Pope” 

 



Aborted Attempt to Reunite  

Eastern and Western Church 

• Michael VIII (reigned 1259-82), the 
emperor who recovered Constantinople 
from the Catholics, was militarily 
threatened by Charles of Anjou, sovereign 
of Sicily, and he desperately needed the 
papacy's protection.   

• At a council held at Lyons in 1274, the 
Orthodox delegates agreed to recognize the 
papal claims and to recite the Creed with 
the filioque.  

• But the union was fiercely rejected by the 
overwhelming majority of Orthodox clergy 
and laity.  

• The union of Lyons was formally 
repudiated by Michael's successor. 

"Better that my brother's 
empire should perish than 
the purity of the Orthodox 

faith." 



Questions to Consider and Discuss 
• What were the advantages of Byzantine merger of church 

and state? What were the disadvantages? 

• Even if you think icons are idols, isn’t it true that the Old 
Testament is full of God’s use of visual aids to assist 
those worshipping him?  

• During prayer, you ever have trouble thinking of yourself 
as speaking to the God of the Universe, of approaching 
the throne of glory?  Would looking up skyward at an 
immense portrait of Christ, on the throne in all his regal 
glory, help you worship?  

• During prayer, does your mind ever wander? Would 
focusing on a picture of Christ on the cross help you keep 
focused? 

• Have you ever been camping, looked up at the stars in 
the heavens, or some landscape or horizon and felt 
impressed with the glory of God? Is that a visual 
representation of his glory designed to aid our worship? 
If so, are icons any different? 

• Is Schism inherently a bad thing? 


