
The History of the Christian Church 

(6)  The Middle Ages 
Pert 1. The Gospel lost - again! 

(The Rise of the Papacy 
and 

The Origin and Development of Roman Catholic Dogma) 

Introduction 

The famous Roman Empire began around 27 BC. and lasted for over 500 years. The Empire fell to 
the invading Goths in 410 AD. Along with the Goths were the Vandals, Burgundians, Lombards and 
others, but the most important were the Goths. The Goths and additional tribes who were the 
Germanic tribes came from Sweden across the Baltic Sea and by the 3rd century AD they had 
migrated as far south as the lower Danube, around the Black Sea. Strangely, the Goths and 
Vandals were Christian tribes, albeit they were heretical Arians. They had the Bible translated into 
their language, although the translator, Ulfilas, had omitted to translate the books of 1 & 2 Kings 
because the Goths were devoted to war, and so if was felt this portion of the Bible to be 
unprofitable to them. 

These tribes had been troubling the Empires northern borders since the middle of the 3rd century, 
but had always been kept at bay. However, they first made serious trouble for Rome in 401  AD 
when they came demanding gold and silver. The Emperor, Honorius, had already fled the city and 
was hiding in the marshes. It fell to Pope Innocent to negotiate with Alaric the Visigoth. This turned 
out to be a successful transaction and the Goths left Rome. But, by 410 AD the Goths were back, 
and this time they could not be bought off with money. They invaded the city of Rome by climbing 
over the walls in a surprised attack and pillaged the city for three days. Along with this attack came 
the Fall of the Roman Empire. This was the first time for 800 years that Rome had been overtaken 
by a foreign enemy. Jerome, writing from Bethlehem said, “If Rome can fall, what can be save”. 

The Middle Ages, then, is measured from the Fall of Rome in 410 AD to the 15th Century, namely 
the Reformation period. It was a period of one thousand years during which many significant 
events took place.  It is also known as Dark Ages; a title which emphasises the demographic, 
cultural and economic deterioration that supposedly occurred in Western Europe following the 
decline and subsequent fall of the Roman Empire.  

The following represents a number of important events that constitute the development of Church 
History during the Middle Ages.  
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The Rise and Development of the Papacy 

and 
The Development of Roman Catholic Dogma 

1. The Rise and Development of the Papacy 

1:1 It was following the Synod of Whitby that the Church in England began to change. Indeed, 
around the beginning of the 7th century, in the time of Gregory the Great - who 
commissioned Augustine to Christianise England - the papacy began to grow in importance 
and with it the power and prestige of the Roman Catholic Church.  

1:2 The title “Pope” comes from the Greek “pappas” meaning a childish “papa”, father. The 
Popes were, and are to this day, known as the leaders of the Church of Rome. However, not 
only did they regard themselves as Head of the Church, they also claimed a special 
infallibility which meant that when the Pope teaches in his office as the successor of Peter on 
matters of faith or morals, he cannot be in error. This claim is based on an interpretation of 
Matt 16:18-19 about Peter being the “rock” on which Christ would build His Church and the 
giving of the “keys of the Kingdom of Heaven” to Peter; although this same responsibility was 
given to the rest of the disciples also John 20:23) - but this seems conveniently overlooked! 

1:3 Rome claims a consistent succession of Popes from Clement (100 AD) who was one of the 
Apostolic Fathers based in Rome - although Clement did not see himself as the first Pope. 
Various individuals from Clement onwards claimed the status of Pope (a word that means 
“father”). However, it is when we enter the 7th century that the position and power of the 
Papacy really develops. Instead of the Pope being a humble pastor ministering to and caring 
for the flock of God, he is now struggling to hold his own with kings, arguing with them and 
seeking to control them in the world of politics. In particular, the Pope was now the supreme 
Head over all Christendom. In the words of Gregory the Great, the Pope is the “supreme and 
universal Pastor”. He is the ”father of princes and kings, ruler of the world, and vicar of 
Christ”. 

1:4 The Forged Decretals. Decretals is a general term for papal decrees, judicial decisions, and 
similar official pronouncements. The fabricated decretals were in circulation about  850. They 
were aimed at  heightening the powers of the Papacy by giving him domination over Church 
and State, and at the same time increasing the powers of the clergy. It was upon these 
forged documents that the future power of the Papacy was built. These documents were said 
to have  come from the 1st century Church but there is no evidence to substantiate this claim 
and so they were later recognised to be complete forgeries. 
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1:5 However, it was upon these False Decretals that the mighty power of the Roman Church was 
founded. Since the 15th century scholars have come to recognise these Decretals to be 
false. Yet this discovery did not affect the authority and power that the Roman Catholic 
Church has wielded since the 15th century.  

1:6 We now enter the period known as the “Dark Ages”  which leads from the 9th to the 15th 1

century. A period that was only brought to a close by the rise of the Protestant Reformation 
when Martin Luther dared to stand up to the Pope and defy his power.  It was a period when 
some of the worse Popes reigned; evil, wicked, depraved, violent, immoral. Over 600 years 
of depraved Papal rule. Pope John Vlll (872-882) was the first Pope ever to be assassinated 
- and he was not the last.  He was murdered by his own priest who administer poison to him, 
but when he found that this worked too slowly he resorted to bashing in his skull.  

1:7 Pope Formosus (816-896) was a missionary minded Pope. He organised missions into 
Bulgaria and France. However, although he tried to be a positive and effective Pope he was 
later put on trial by his enemies who were unsuccessful in ordering his  excommunication, 
but he was ordered into exile. Eventually,  after his death they sought to discredit him. In his 
place came Pope Stephen Vl who hated Formosus so much that he exhumed the body, 
dressed it in official robes and then accused him of coveting the Papacy. Formosus was 
found guilty and his body thrown into the river Tiber. This event  - became known as the 
“Cadaver Synod”. Later Stephen was deposed by an angry mob, thrown into prison and then 
strangled to death.  

1:8 Following Stephen’s death many Popes met with violent deaths. John X was suffocated with 
pillows while he slept; Stephan Vlll was tortured to death. Several Popes, or anti-popes 
(upstarts and pretenders), grabbed the pontifical throne during a coup, as was Leo V who 
was deposed by another false Pope whom himself was deposed and killed by Sergius who 
became Pope Sergius III. 

1:9 Pope Sergius (Pope 844-847) caused a problem by annulling all ordinations performed by 
the former Pope Formosus. This meant that anyone appointed by the people Formosus 
ordained were also illegitimate. Utter  chaos was created because no one knew who was a 
true appointed priest and who was not.  

1:10 Some time in the mid-800s the worse case came about when a woman, Joanna,  disguised 
herself as a man and eventually became a Pope. She was known as Pope John Anglicus 

the early medieval period of western European history. Specifically, the term refers to the time 1

(476–800) when there was no Roman (or Holy Roman) emperor in the West; or, more generally, to 
the period between about 500 and 1000, which was marked by frequent warfare and a virtual 
disappearance of urban life.
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(but in later history named Pope Joan) . Apparently, she was a talented intellectual woman 
who wanted to compete with men in her learning. In order to do this she worked her way into 
a man’s world by dressing and acting like a man. This scandal only became public when she 
was found to be pregnant, giving birth during a religious procession. According to tradition, 
the Vatican removed this female pope from its official lists and crafted a ritual to ensure that 
future popes were all male. Some believe Pope Joan to be a myth created to discredit the 
Catholic Church in the Middle Ages but there appears to be historical evidence to 
substantiate the existence of Pope John Anglicus (akna Pope Joan). John Hus, the early 
Reformer, make reference to this episode believing it to be historical.  

1:11 Pope John Xll (Pope 955 to 963) was a young aristocrat, and totally uninterested in spiritual 
matters, who lived with several women and turned the Lateran palace (the Pope’s residence 
in Rome) into a brothel. He was also a gambler, using the money given to the Church by 
pilgrims. In addition he was known to have toasted to the devil during his gambling and 
invoked pagan gods. He was also charged with committing arson. During his short reign he 
was attacked by the King of Italy. Pope John then called upon Otto, the German King, to 
come to help him who was eventually victorious. Otto was then crowned Emperor. As a result 
Otto took upon himself the power to appoint all future Popes. From this time onwards the 
Emperors would now be in the position to appoint all the Popes.  

1:12 Perhaps the worst of all the Popes of the Middle Ages was Pope Benedict lX (1032-1048). 
He had all the vices  of a youth being born to uncontrolled power and evil. He ruled like a 
bandit rather than a pastor. Adulteries, murders - often through his own hand - went 
unchallenged. One writer stated,"It seemed as if a demon from hell, in the disguise of a 
priest, occupied the chair of Peter and profaned the sacred mysteries of religion by his 
insolent lifestyle." 

1:13  This “immoral monster”, as he was described, was finally thrown out and replaced by Pope 
Sylvester lll (Pope 13 January - 10 March 1045). But Benedict was not going to go willingly, 
and so with the aid of a private army returned to Rome and kicked Sylvester out. He then 
sold the Papacy for a large sum of money placing Gregory Vl on the Papal throne in 1045. 
But Benedict himself did not actually resign the throne and wanted to continue to be Pope. At 
this time there were now three Popes - Sylvester, Benedict and Gregory - all three claiming 
their rightful enthronement. Eventually the Emperor, Henry lll sorted out the mess and 
appointed Leo lX as Pope.  

1:14 However, the Papacy came to its height in 11th century master minded by Pope Hildebrand 
who became Pope in 1073, taking the name of Gregory Vll (1073-1085) and pushing 
forward a reform. He and his college of Cardinals forced a change in which all future Popes 
would be elected by the Cardinals themselves (not the Emperor) - as it is to this day. The 
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word “cardinal” in latin, “cardo” means “hinge”. So, everything would hinge on the Cardinals 
decisions!  

1:15 Of course the Emperor Henry lV was unhappy with this procedure because he claimed to  be 
the one authority to appoint Popes, not the Cardinals: he wanted to be a power over and 
above all future Popes. So, what did Pope Gregory do in response? He considered himself, 
as Pope, above all Emperors; a kind of universal - monarch - come - Pope, with the Church 
reigning over all the kings of the earth. In his “Dictates of the Pope” (another authoritative 
Church document containing further orders) he made a proclamation that the Popes can now 
depose Emperors.  

1:16 Gregory Vll therefore, excommunicated the Emperor Henry lV in 1076. Henry was then 
summoned to Gregory’s fortress in Conessa, northern Italy,  to kiss the feet of the Pope. It 
was winter, and Henry crossed the alps with his wife and child to meet with Gregory, but the 
Pope kept him waiting in the snow for three days before admitting him and absolving his sins. 
The Pope’s triumph was complete; he had humiliated the Emperor.                

1:17 With his new found power Gregory did much more for the Papacy. He made celibacy the 
rules for all clergy (although this did not become law until 1139). Also marriage was made 
into a sacrament meaning that the Church could dictate who should marry who.  

1:18  The Pope’s word had now become divine law which meant that any disobedience was sin. All 
kings and princes must kiss his feet; he could depose Emperors,  and he could decide which 
writings are canonical issued from the Papal throne. No one was in a position to judge a 
Pope. In 1075 Gregory formed another collection of Decretals known as the “Dictates of the 
Pope”. These “Dictates” became “Canon Law” in the Church. 

1:19  The Papal Dictates had far reaching consequences. For example number 22 stated that, 
“The Roman Church could never err”; number 23 read, “All canonically ordained Popes are 
automatically made saints” when they die.  

1:20 When we come to the 13th century we come across, Boniface Vlll  (1230-1303), who was a 
greedy and corrupt individual. Boniface wrote a document called the “Unam Sanctam” in 
which he claimed that it was necessary for salvation that all human beings  be subject to the 
Pope. In other words, if you do not obey the Pope you cannot be saved. In poet Dante’s 
“inferno”, he placed Boniface in the 8th circle of hell. 

1:21  This brings us to the “Great Schism” in the Papacy which occurred from 1378 to 1417, for 
almost forty years. During this period there were two Popes and sometimes three Popes, 
fiercely denouncing each other, and each trying to physically destroy the other.  
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1:22  In 1309 a number of French Popes were appointed  in Avignon, in the south of France. But 
those in Rome were unhappy about this and so in 1377 the cardinals elected Gregory Xl as 
Pope. However, those in France were upset over this and so elected their own Pope, Urban 
Vl. So there were now two rival Popes and this situation continued for thirty years, each 
country electing their own Popes; a succession of Popes in Rome and in France, Avignon.  

1:23  Eventually a Counsel in Rome was convened in 1409 to try to resolve the situation - neither 
of the two Popes from Rome and France attended the meeting. The Counsel thought the 
best way to settle the problem would be to dismiss the two rival Popes and chose a third 
Pope to be the real Pope, who was Alexander V. The outcome was that neither of the two 
existing Popes would step down so there were now three Popes once again in existence.  

1:24 The situation did not improve when Alexander V died and was succeeded by one of the 
strangest and most disreputable men every raised to the Papacy, John XXlll (1410–1415) . 
He was more of a military leader than a pastor, and described as being “grotesque and 
blasphemous”. When Pope John Xxlll was tried he was found to be  guilty of simony, heresy, 
immorality, sodomy, rape, murder and incest. When he was deposed seventy accusations 
were brought against him. Some were considered so disgusting that out of respect for public 
decency they were not described. He was portrayed as, “a waster of the goods and rights not 
only of the Roman Church but others, causing notorious scandal to the Church by his 
detestable and unseemly life and manners”. John XXlll was then soon launching 
excommunication orders against the other two rival Popes and raising crusades against 
them.  

1:25 Finally, the famous Council of Constance was assembled in November 1414 (but it took five 
years to address the situation) to sort out the mess. The result was that all three Popes were 
deposed and in 147 a new Pope, Martin V was instated in Rome as the one true successor 
to Peter the apostle.  

1:26  Whilst the Council of Constance was handling the Papal scandal, it also addressed, what it 
believed to be a more serious threat to the Roman Catholic Church in the form of John Huss 
and John Wycliff, two early Reformers who spoke out badly against the Roman Catholic 
Church. This brings us, therefore, into the 15th century and to the borders of the period 
known as the Reformation in Europe.  

1:27 In 1513 Pope Leo X was appointed. He is remembered for granting indulgences to those 
who donated money to rebuild St. Peter's Basilica in Rome. He was also the Pope that  
excommunicated Martin Luther (1521). Under Pope Leo X reign the Reformation began and 
was to prove to be the greatest challenge that the Papacy had ever experienced in the past, 
especially in the writings and work of Martin Luther.  
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2. The origin of the Teachings of the Roman Catholic Church in the Middle Ages 

2:1 The Mass. The origins lie in the 2nd century when the elements of bread and wine were 
called “sacrifices”. Ignatius (35-107), one of the Apostolic Fathers, spoke of the elements  
being “the medicine of mortality and the antidote that we should not die but live for ever in 
Jesus Christ”. What became known as “Transubstantiation” did not become formal dogma 
until 831.  

2:2 What is the significance of the Mass? The catechism reads, “The sacrifice of the Mass is a 
visible sacrifice which continues His (Christ’s) sacrifice on the cross until the end of time”. 
The Creed of Pope Pious lV (16th century) stated, “I profess that in the Mass is offered to 
God a true, proper, and propitiatory sacrifice - that is a sacrifice that satisfies the justice of 
God and so offsets the penally for sin for the living and the dead”. The Mass is the central 
point of worship in the Catholic tradition.  

2:3 Within the Mass the bread becomes the very flesh of Christ and the wine the very blood of 
Christ. This is where the term “Transubstantiation” has significance because in the ceremony 
the elements are transformed in substance to contain the body and blood of Christ. The 
elements - in this case a wafer and wine - still remain their original forms, but hidden within 
are the body and blood of Christ.  

2:4 Initially it was the practice for both clergy and laity to take the bread and drink the wine. This 
continued for the first eleven centuries. However, it was noted that in some Churches people 
were dunking the bread in the wine and then eating it. The Church considered this to be 
sacrilege. So, the drinking of the wine was then denied to the congregation; only the priest 
could drink the wine. It was in 1415 that the Council of Constance officially denied the cup to 
the laity. The Church held the view that the whole of Christ was contained in either the bread 
or wine, so to partake of only one element still meant that the body and blood of Christ would 
be taken.   

2:5 Purgatory. This is a place to which all Catholics, when they die, are transferred for the 
purifying of their souls. The length of time spent in Purgatory depends on the amount of sins 
from which one must be cleansed. Only Saints and Popes go directly to heaven along with 
baptised babies who die in infancy. 

2:6 In Purgatory the individual has to pay for his or her sins committed after baptism (infant 
baptism). The degree of suffering experienced depends on the seriousness of the sins 
committed. In some cases the suffering could be light and short, whilst in other cases it could 
be intense and long and could last for centuries.  
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2:7 Purgatory can be shortened or suffering alleviated through prayers for the dead, masses said 
and gifts of money to the Church. This can be provided either before death - the individual 
himself - or after death by friends and relatives.  

2:8 Elements of this doctrine are found in the teaching of the Apostolic Fathers, especially the 
Shepherd of Hermas (2nd Century), who stated that only one sin was forgivable after 
baptism.  Origen (died 254) taught of a purification by fire that had to take place. Augustine 
(died 430) was the first to teach Purgatory as a doctrine of the Church. Then in the sixth 
century Gregory the Great established the doctrine as part of the Church’s belief system. But 
it was in 1439 that the Council of Florence proclaimed Purgatory as a definite article of faith. 
This was later confirmed by the Council of Trent in 1548 (Counter-Reformation). 

2:9 Prayers for the dead. Closely related to Purgatory is the practice of praying for the dead as 
means of shortening the term of suffering in purgatory or relieving its intensity. 

2:10 In addition to prayers said on behalf  dead relatives, prayers addressed to departed Saints 
also became a common practice. Saints and Martyrs were greatly venerated and, at their 
anniversaries, celebrations at their tombs, therefore the impression grew up that prayers 
were being offered to them, or for them. Such prayers were officially recognised by the 
Church at the Second Council of Nicea in 787. 

2:11 Adoration of Mary. Within the early NT Apocryphal Gospels Mary features as an object of 
veneration. In the Gospel of Pseudo Matthew (not the NT canonical Gospel) of the Gnostic 
writings she is much admired since she was three years old. The writing describes Mary as 
almost sinless; very pious; constantly in prayer; very virtuous; kind to people; never angry, 
and daily advancing to perfection.  She is said to have visits from angels and had powers to 
cure illnesses. Mary is presented as a woman who praises chastity, “…I have learned that 
virginity can be sufficiently dear to God…..I have resolved in my heart never to know a man”. 

2:12 Justin Martyr who died 165 spoke of Mary being on the same level as Eve from Genesis. 
Irenaeus who died 202 stated that the disobedience of the “virgin Eve” was absolved by the 
obedience of the “virgin Mary”. The first known picture of Mary is found in the Priscilla 
catacomb in Rome dating from the second century. Then following the making of Christianity 
the legal State Religion of the Roman Empire by Constantine in the fourth century, many 
elements of pagan deities were brought into the Church. Pagan religion had, for a long time, 
offered devotion to female deities such as Isis, Diana, Artemis and Aphrodite. One can see 
how easy it was for worshippers to associate the same belief in female deities to Mary. 
However, some people protested, “Do not make the virgin into a goddess” cried Nestorius 

2:13 By the 5th century Mary had been transformed from a fourteen year old peasant girl into a 
Queen Mother figure. Devotion to Mary had been growing for centuries. She began to 
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acquire titles. It was at the Council of Ephesus in 431 that Mary was declared to be the 
“Theotokos”, or “Mother of God”. By the sixth century, adoration and prayers were offered to 
 Mary. The actual Mary cult took many years to evolve. The so-called “Immaculate 
Conception” was propagated in 1854, and the doctrine of the “Assumption” in the early 
twentieth century, and 1 November 1950 it was declared to be one of the dogmas of the 
Catholic Church. By the words “Assumption” it is meant, “The falling asleep of the Blessed 
Virgin Mary”. It is the teaching that Mary was carried straight to heaven without actually 
dying. Such thinking is based on a misunderstanding of Revelation 12.  

2:14 Auricular Confession. This constitutes prayers of confession before a priest to obtain the 
forgiveness of God.  “Auricular”, meaning something that is heard.  The practice began in the 
reign of Pope Leo l (440-461) as a private confession before a priest. The first time that 
Auricular Confession became compulsory was in 763.  

2:15 Penance. It has its origins in the early teachings of the Apostolic Fathers where the 
Shepherd of Hermas taught a kind of Penance saying, “do you think that the sins of those 
who repent are straightway forgiven? By no means, He who repents must torture his soul 
and be humble in every deed and be afflicted with divers kinds of afflictions”. In the Roman 
Catholic system Penance is one of the holy Sacraments.  

2:16 Following Auricular Confession the penitent would be expected to carry out a number of 
tasks in the form of Penance to obtain absolution of his or her sins. By performing Penance 
one could not only make up for sins committed but also gain Indulgences (a remission before 
God of the temporal punishment due to sins whose guilt has already been forgiven) that 
would reduce time spent in Purgatory. Penance was a form of temporal punishment. Usually 
Indulgences had to be purchased with money.  

2:17 The “Supererogation of the Saints” plays a significant part in the granting of Indulgences. The 
sufferings of Christ, good works of Mary and the Saints means that a store of righteousness 
has been accumulated in heaven. This is righteousness surplus  to the needs of the Saints 
and Mary, and so is offered, through the Pope and priesthood, to penitents.  

2:18  The practice of granting Penance and Indulgences grew up during the Middle Ages. Pope 
Urban ll (1095) promised a plenary Indulgence for all those who would take part in the 
Crusades. Pope Clement Vl (1342-1352) claimed that the Church had control of all the 
treasury of merit from the Saints and that from this treasury Indulgences could be granted. In 
1477 Pope Sixtus lV declared that Indulgences were available for souls in Purgatory.  

2:19 Pope Leo X (1513-1521) was in the process of building St Peter’s Church in Rome. He 
wanted more money to complete his construction. He decided to raise funds by selling 
Indulgences that had the power to release a soul from purgatory. Anyone could purchase an 
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Indulgence for a dead friend or relative. The peasants flocked to spend their meagre 
amounts of money in desperation for the chance to assist their deceased family and friends.  

2:20 A monk by the name of Tezel was given the task of selling these Indulgences in Rome and 
surrounding countryside. As he cried out his wares he was heard to say, “As soon as the coin 
in the coffer rings, the soul from purgatory springs”. 

2:21  Martin Luther got to hear of this and he was enraged against the Catholic Church for such a 
travesty. The result was his composition of the famous 95 Thesis (propositions of Biblical 
doctrine) which he posted on the door of the Wittenburg Church. Hence the Reformation was 
born.  

Richard Lee  June 2016
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