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Rationale

The Christian church is an evolving institution, with a history of nearly 2000 years. During that
history, the church has constantly acted and reacted in terms of its own developing sense of
identity, and in terms of its historical and social context. In this way, the theology and the
ecclesiology of the church have come to assume their current shapes. The study of the history of
the early church is fundamental to the study of the broader history of the church in particular and
to the study of theology in general. It deals with the period in the history of the church when the
major Christian doctrines of God, of the person and work of Christ, of the Church, and of the
human person in particular were first addressed and formulated. Thus, this study of the early
church will give insights into the historical context and factors which shaped the thinking of the
church, including the contemporary church. It provides a suitable historical backdrop for the
advanced study of systematic theology in later stages of the course.

Relation to program

This unit is one of four core units in the Bachelor of Theology and serves in particular the Church
History field (D). It serves the program as a whole by introducing students early in their degree to
a critical period in the history of the Christian church and in the development of Christian
theology. It provides students with a foundation for further studies in history, including more
specialized consideration of the period to 500 CE (D52011 Fathers and Heretics), for the study of
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later periods in the history of the church and of Christian theology, and to the analysis and
discussion of primary texts, a basic skill requirement for all history students.

Aims
The unit aims to introduce students to a crucial period in the history of the church and the

development of Christian doctrine and theology. It also seeks to demonstrate the importance of
primary sources in the study of church history.

Learning Outcomes

At the end of this unit the student should be able to:

1. | Outline in detail the main elements of the life, witness and thought of the early church
(to 500CE), and the interaction between church and society, with a particular focus on
one major movement or issue/controversy of the period;

2. | Explain the causes and effects of the issues and/or movements which shaped the early
church, with a particular focus on the study of the primary historical documents from the
period;

3. | Analyse and evaluate the various approaches current among church historians in the
reading and use of primary sources, using texts drawn from the period of the early
church;

4. | Apply lessons learned from the history of the early church to an understanding of
ministry today.

Content
1 The emergence of primitive Christianity from its Judaic background
2 The Apostolic Fathers and the Apologists of the second and third centuries
3 The development of the biblical canon
4 The Trinitarian Controversy of the fourth century: Nicaea, Arius and Athanasius
5 The Trinitarian Controversy of the fourth century: the Cappadocian Fathers
6 The Christological Controversy of the Fifth Century
7 Augustine: life and thought
8 Augustine: Pelagius, Nature and Grace

Organization and Teaching Strategies

The contact time comprises lectures and seminars, the latter including both small group and
whole class discussion of issues raised in lectures, the students’ own reading and selected primary
texts. Two full sessions will also be dedicated to small group presentations based on texts derived
from the pre-Nicene period and the Trinitarian-Christological controversies of the fourth and fifth
centuries.

Assessment
Type of assessment No of | Weighting Due Learning
words %o date Outcomes
covered
1 Gobbets (primary document extracts) 1000 25% Mid- 1,2,3
analysis and discussion (two pieces) semester
2 Essay. 2000 50% End- 1,2,3
semester
3 Personal Learning Reflection Journal 1000 25% End- 4
semester
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Notes on Assessment

Item 1 Will develop the student’s knowledge of the historical events of the period and
the ability to utilize the techniques of historical document analysis through
independent work and thought.

Item 2 Will develop the student’s ability to collect, analyse and organize information
and ideas and to convey those ideas clearly and fluently in written form.
Item 3 Will develop the student’s ability to engage in reflective application of the

lessons from history to personal situations in church and ministry.
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