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Rise of Church in divided urban centres like Antioch

Tim Keller

http://download.redeemer.com/rpcsermons/storesamplesermons/Love_for_the_City.mp3


180-312 AD – very messy period politically with often 
multiple emperors at any one time and a number of 
local persecutions of Christians

284-305 AD – Emperor Diocletian – Great 
Persecution 303-305 AD



Battle of Milvian Bridge 312 AD
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Council of Chalcedon 451
Pendulum swings in Eastern Christianity
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Monasticism

“The rise of monasticism was, after Christ’s 
commission to his disciples, the most important—
and in many ways the most beneficial— institutional 
event in the history of Christianity. For over a 
millennium, in the centuries between the reign of 
Constantine and the Protestant Reformation, almost 
everything in the church that approached the 
highest, noblest, and truest ideals of the gospel was 
done either by those who had chosen the monastic 
way or by those who had been inspired in their 
Christian life by the monks.” 

[Noll, Mark, Turning Points]



Rise of Monasticism

• 155-240 – Tertullian  how to approach God

• c. 270 AD – Anthony hears Matt. 19:21 and goes 
into the desert  Desert Fathers

• 313 – Edict of Milan  professional clergy; 
nominalism

• c. 360 AD – Athanasius writes Life of Anthony

• 476 AD – Fall of the Roman Empire

• 500-1000 AD – Age of monastic mission

• 530 AD – Benedict’s Rule 

http://www.pseudepigrapha.com/LostBooks/tertullian_patience.htm


Benedict

• Born Italy

• Educated in Rome

• Left depravity of city for religious devotion

• Founded monastery of Monte Cassino (525 AD)



Benedict’s Rule

• “let them prefer nothing whatever to Christ” 

• Abbot chosen according to “goodness of life and wisdom” not rank

• “Monks should always be given to silence” (Prov. 10:19)

• No private property

• Younger monks not to sleep next to each other but intermingled with 
older – encourage one another when bell rung for midnight prayers 
(“the sleepy like to make excuses”)

• Manual labour (“Idleness is enemy of the soul”)

• Devotedness to prayer with “utmost humility”, “short and pure”; to the 
Psalms and to reading

• Hospitality and care for sick (Matt. 25)

• Prayer/work rhythm – prayer 7 times a day (Psalm 119:164)

Online PDF

http://www.laybenedictines.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/12/The-Rule-of-St-Benedict.pdf
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Benefits of Benedict’s Rule

• Curbing fanaticism and asceticism

• Preserving the centrality of Scripture

• Recalling prayer to the heart of the Christian life

• Linking religious experience with basic daily life

• Providing an ideal of monastic life

• Encouraging disciplined study
[Noll, Turning Points]



Dangers of monasticism

• First and second class Christians

• Spirit/matter; Sacred/secular

• Vow of celibacy

• Disengagement from world

• Asceticism (cf. 1 Tim. 4; Col. 2)

• Salvation by works versus gospel

• Mysticism

• Strong on Mass & transubstantiation 

http://emmascrivener.net/good-news-for-dark-places/


The Dangers of rough translation

• Abba Arsenius (c. 350-445)

• Born in Rome but joins the Egyptian Desert Fathers

• Gordon MacDonald, Ordering Your Private World, p. 126: “they 
called to one another, “Fuge, terche, et quisset” – silence, solitude, 
and inner peace.”

• Henry Nouwen, The Way of the Heart, p. 15: “flee, be silent, pray”

• Benedicta Ward, The Sayings of the Desert Fathers, p. 9: While still 
living in the palace, Abba Arsenius prayed to God in these words, 
‘Lord, lead me in the way of salvation.’ And a voice came saying to 
him, ‘Arsenius, flee from men and you will be saved.’ Having 
withdrawn to the solitary life he made the same prayer again and 
he heard a voice saying to him, ‘Arsenius, flee, be silent, pray 
always, for these are the source of sinlessness.’

• Rosweyde, Vitae Patrum, p. 563: “fuge, tace, quiesce” – flee, be 
silent, be still



Monasticism today?

• The NT manuscripts – e.g. St 
Catherine’s Monastery, Sinai –
oldest library, 3000 MSS, Codex 
Sinaiticus (c. 350)

• Muslim background believers
• Focused study in an age of 

distraction
• Learning communities
• Missions

• Single missionaries
• Community missions - “cross, 

book & plough”


