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Rationale 
 
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. For 
these reasons the unit is best undertaken at the beginning of the study of church history and early 
in the study of theology generally. 
For students within the GCertTh program beginning, inter alia, to ‘develop awareness of the 
constant reinterpretation throughout history and within diverse contexts of the historical event of 
Jesus Christ’ it is critical that they do so in the first instance through the crucial first centuries of 
the development of Christian thought and doctrine. The significance (or relevance) of the unit for 
theology students is that they cannot properly engage in biblical, systematic, or missional theology 
studies unless they have, as part of those studies, reflected upon the formative period of Christian 
theological development. 
 
Relation to program 
 
This unit is one of two alternate core introductory units for the Graduate Certificate or Graduate 
Diploma in Theology. It provides graduate students with an introduction to a critical period in the 
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history of the church in which the foundations for the major doctrines of Christian theology were 
laid. It also provides a foundation for those who may wish to pursue higher studies in church 
history, particularly in the area of patristics, in terms both of subject and content and also of the 
analysis and discussion of primary texts. 
 
Aims 
 
The unit aims to introduce both undergraduate and postgraduate 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 
 
Week 1 The emergence of primitive Christianity from its Judaic background and pagan 

context. 
Weeks 2 – 4 The Apostolic Fathers and the Apologists – Doctrine of God; Christology; 

Church – Orthodoxy and heresy – Ebionitism, Gnosticism, Docetism, Marcion, 
Montanism – Clement of Rome; Ignatius of Antioch; Polycarp; Hermas of 
Rome; Justin Martyr; Tatian; Theophilus of Antioch; Melito of Sardis; Irenaeus 
of Lyons; Athenagoras of Athens; Hippolytus of Rome; Tertullian of Carthage; 
Cyprian of Carthage; Clement of Alexandria; Origen of Alexandria; Arnobius of 
Sicca; Lactantius. 

Week 5  Group exercise: Presentation on a figure/s and/or issue from the second or third 
centuries – Input from Lecturer/revision (20 – 30 mins) – Group planning of 
presentation (2 hours) – Group presentations (3 x 10 mins) – Summing up. 

Week 6 The development of the biblical canon: The development of the biblical canon, 
with particular respect to the texts of the New Testament, from the original 
writing of these texts, through their gradual reception and use by early Christian 
communities and theologians, to their formal adoption as canonical in the fourth 
century. 

Weeks 7-10 (a) Council of Nicaea (325) - Arius and Athanasius; (b) Nicaea to Constantinople 
(381) - the Cappadocians and the Holy Spirit; (c) Nestorius, Cyril, Ephesus and 
the Council of Chalcedon. 

Week 11 Group exercise: Presentation on a figure/s and/or issue from the fourth and fifth 
centuries – Input from Lecturer/revision (20 – 30 mins) – Group planning of 
presentation (2 hours) – Group presentations (3 x 10 mins) – Summing up. 

Weeks 12 - 
13 

Augustine – (a) “Confessions” and “City of God”;  Augustine and Donatism 
(The Church) – (b) Augustine and Pelagianism (Grace and Freewill) 
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Organisation 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 student's own reading and selected primary texts. 
Where undergraduates and postgraduates are taught together, as is the case in this core unit for 
both BTh and GCertTheol/GDipTheol programs, the small group system employed for both 
primary document and personal learning discussions will be program-specific (that is, individual 
groups will comprise students from only one program). 
 
Assessment  
 

 Type of assessment No of 
words 

Weighting 
% 

Due date Learning 
Outcomes 
covered 

1 Two (2) papers comprising analysis and 
discussion of texts (gobbets) selected by the 
lecturer. 
This piece of assessment will test student on 
the reading and use of primary sources in 
that it will test the capacity of the student to 
place a particular gobbet within a specific 
historico-theological context, to demonstrate 
an appreciation of the major thesis of the 
original author in that gobbet, and to analyse 
the contents of the gobbet in terms of that 
primary context. 
 

750 
words 
each 

25% Mid-
semester 

1, 2, 3 

2 2500 word essay centred around a selected 
theme from the unit – e.g., issues of 
orthodoxy and heresy in the 2nd and 3rd 
centuries, the development of the doctrines 
of God, of Christology (particularly the 
debates of the 5th century), of the Trinity 
(particularly the debates of the 4th century), 
and of Church Order, the emergence of the 
biblical canon in the second and third 
centuries, the theology of the human person 
and of nature and grace (these both with 
particular respect to the controversy 
involving Augustine and the Pelagians), and 
so on - and in which students are asked to 
address the issue of their learning in that 
context. The essay will address the following 
issues: 
(a) a brief description of the theme – the 

theologian or Church Father/s or 
controversy chosen (=5/50%) 

(b) a brief historical sketch of the person or 
controversy (=15/50%); 

(c) an analysis of the issues addressed in 
that theme (person or controversy) 
(=25/50%); 

(d) a brief statement of your major 
learning/s in studying that person/s or 
controversy within the context of the 
whole unit (=5/50%)  (= 50%) 

2500 
words 

50% End 
semester 

This piece of 
assessment will 
test Objective 2 
– the capacity of 
the student to 
engage in 
detailed research 
of at least one 
major movement 
or issue/ 
controversy of 
the period and to 
argue a 
particular thesis 
on the research 
question posed. 
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 Type of assessment No of 
words 

Weighting 
% 

Due date Learning 
Outcomes 
covered 

3
. 

A journal of up to 1000 words comprising at 
least 7 weekly responses, of no more than 
150 words each, to the week’s class or own 
reading: Students may submit more than 7 
responses but only the best 7 will be used for 
assessment purposes. (= 25%) 
This piece of assessment will test Objective 
3 in that it will require the student to 
demonstrate an awareness of their own 
learning in the context of this unit. 
Assessment will not be based on the 
revealed content of that learning but rather 
solely on the articulation of such learning. 
 

 25% End 
semester 

3 
 

 
Generic Attributes 
 
� Established skills in the application of primary text analysis to research 
� Established skills in participation in class group projects 
� Advanced skills in the integration of a variety of research materials 
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