
Church History (7) 
Part 2 Middle Ages 

Introduction 

1. The Middle Ages is marked from the Fall of Rome in 476 to the Reformation in the 16th 
century. A time when the true biblical Church seemed to disappear completely. It was a time 
when the Papacy grew to its height through many years of Popes and Anti-Popes, i.e. those 
Popes that the Catholic Church did not recognise as being the true successors of Peter.  

2. It was a very troubled time, not merely due to the tempestuous history of the Papacy, but the 
Middle Ages also witnessed the emergence of the Monastic system of the Catholic Church, 
the rise of Islam, the Crusades and the coming of Christianity to England. One other serious 
issue was how in the 7th century England yoked itself to the Roman Catholic church through 
the Synod of Whiteby; a bondage that was to last for a thousand years until we were severed 
from Rome through the actions of Henry Vlll and his divorce from Catherine of Arogan in the 
16th century. 

1. Opposition to the Roman Catholic Church 

1:1 It must not be thought that everyone agreed and supported the Roman Catholic Church 
during the Middle Ages. There were, however, various non-Catholic groups of Christians 
which were opposed to the Roman Catholic Church and its teachings. Whilst many of them  
were non-Catholic it did not mean that they were nevertheless orthodox in the doctrine. Many 
held heretical doctrines especially in relation to the Person of Christ. 

1:2 In the 7th century a non-Catholic Christian group appeared called the “Paulicians” originating 
from southern France. They taught a form of dualistic doctrine of the Godhead. They denied 
the reality of the Incarnation. Furthermore, they also rejected the Redemption of Christ, 
holding to His teachings as the most important part of the Work of Christ. Their doctrinal 
errors also led them into immoral practices. 

1:3 However, there are those who believe that the labelling of this group as heretical with 
Manichaean dualistic teachings has only come down to us through their enemies who 
wrongly accused them. It is claimed that in the 7th century a book, called “The Key of Truth” 
was written which contains much orthodox biblical teachings. The same might be said of 
other non-Catholic groups, but sadly we do not have sufficient evidence to know whether 
they held any orthodox evangelical teachings. The age of diaries and historical record 
keeping had not yet arrived.  
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1:4 Associated with them was another group in the 10th century called, “Bogomils” meaning 
“Friends of God” emerging from Bosnia. They dismissed the Old Testament and spiritualised 
the New Testament, yet they rejected the sacraments, images, crosses. They had a muddled 
view of the Trinity with a subordination element. In their worship they used only the Lord’s 
Prayer which they repeated four times a day. They were a simple and meek group 
repudiating violence and displaying a passive resistance to authority.  

1:5 Later, another anti-Roman group arose in France called the “Cathari”, meaning “The Pure”. 
These were a much misunderstood group, but in reality were simply radical Christians 
seeking to live a quiet and peaceful life. It also appears that they had versions of the Bible in 
their own language but it was a translation mingled with Gnostic fables. Doctrinally they were 
heretical denying the Incarnation of Christ holding a docetic view of His Person. Yet, like 
other similar groups, they rejected the Catholic sacraments, crucifixes and images.  

1:6 One of the most popular of these anti-Catholic groups in the 12th and 13th centuries were 
the “Albigenses”. They considered the clergy of the established Church to be corrupt and 
their rites and ceremonies to be worthless. Yet, they held heretical doctrines teaching that 
Christ was an angel with a phantom body who did not die and rise again, and whose only 
meaningful work lay in His teaching. 

1:7 However, in 1170, a young Christian man, Peter Waldo (or Valdes) of Lyon in France, felt a 
burden to undertake itinerant preaching of the Gospel. He formed groups of Christian 
evangelist / missionaries who traveled around the villages and towns of France, Flanders, 
Germany, Poland, Bohemia, Austria and Hungary. As a result there was a Revival of the 
Gospel followed by many conversions. It is reported that hundreds and thousands rejected 
the Catholic Church forming their own non-Catholic evangelical Church fellowships. It was 
further stated that these evangelical Christians outnumbered the Catholics in  proportion of 
one hundred to one. 

1:8 Initially, Peter Waldo did not want to leave the Catholic Church but was driven out because of 
his evangelical biblical teaching. The Pope denounced him, but he continued and managed 
to form a group of those who believed in his cause. They became know as the 
“Waldensians”. Although persecuted and driven from France they spread throughout Europe 
especially in Germany and Spain. 

1:9 The interesting point about the Waldesnians is that they did manage to continue in existence 
even into the Reformation period. The Reformers respected them as venerable witness to 
evangelical truth. In a sense, it could be said the Pete Waldo and the Waldensians were the 
very first Protestants. They were largely non-heretical. 
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1:10 Whatever their variations in doctrines, what these groups had in common was their united 
opposition to the Roman Catholic Church. They were, above all, strongly anti-Catholic in 
emphasis. They were not uniform in their doctrine and within some groups doctrinal heresy 
existed. Nevertheless, they represent organised groups independent of the Catholic Church 
seeking to worship and preach the scriptures whilst emphasising a devout and simple 
Christian lifestyle.  

1:11  However, Rome refused to tolerate these independent groups and organised a most 
effective form of persecution which nearly wiped them out completely. It was for this reason 
that a Spanish priest by the name of Dominic was appointed to deal with these heretics in 
France. He founded an Order known as the “Dominicans” who would conduct the much 
feared “Inquisition”. They were the  secret police and intelligence officers of the Catholic 
Church. Their job was to root out heretics and have them executed.  

1:12    Yet these independent isolated non-Roman Catholic groups of Christians, for all their faults,  
did represent the fact that many ordinary people had strong feelings of outrage against the 
Catholic Church and would not rest until there could be a thorough Reformation.  

1:13 This longed-for Reformation did eventually arise, but it came, not from outside the 
established Church nor from these non-Catholic groups, but from within. Least known 
amongst those who argued against the Catholic Church were Marsilius of Padue 
(1270-1342) and an English man, William of Occam (1280-1347) who lived in Paris. Both 
protested at the Papacy saying that this office was merely of human origin and that only 
Councils hold supreme authority. They declared the Bible as the highest authority in the 
Church and land. 

1:14  This paved the way for two very well known figures whom both deserve the title “Morning 
Stars of the Reformation” (although only one was given this title). John Wycliff (1320-1384) 
from Oxford, and John Hus (1360-1415). 

2. The Monastic system 

2:1  As early as the 3rd century some within the Roman Catholic Church were beginning to 
express concern for the corruption, greed and power held by its leaders. These people 
became deserters to the cause! They physically left the Church to its own devices and went 
out into the desert and became monks. Some just wanted to escape from Rome (and paying 
taxes), or were being persecuted, but many wanted solitude; a time to pray and reflect. It all 
began in Egypt. The word “hermit” comes from the Greek word eremos meaning desert, 
because this is where they initially went. 
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2:2 Anthony, known as Saint Anthony, was born in Egypt  in 251. He chose to forsake wealth and 
social contact retiring to live in caves for a life of contemplation. He gathered around him a 
number of followers and they became known as “cenobites", meaning ‘having a life in 
common’, or a more accurate name would be “monk” which means “a solitary”.  

2:3 By the 5th century an organiser of these early monks by the name of Pachomius established 
a monastery in  Egypt comprising at least three thousand monks. This showed how popular 
monasticism had become. He actually invented the “monastery”. He organised separate 
groups for men and woman (nuns) into self sufficient communities given to cultivating their 
crops, prayer, meditation and reading the Scriptures.  

2:4 Various monastic orders began to arise such as the Benedictine Order founded by Benedict 
in Italy in 529; the Cluniac Movement in France in 910; the Cistercians in Burgundy in 1115 of 
which Bernard founded a monastery of Clairvaux; the Franciscans and Dominicans 1215, 
and the Military Orders - the Knights of St John 1048, Knights Templars 119, Teutonic 
Knights 1121, all were solider monks for protecting and caring of pilgrims fighting the 
Saracens in the Middle East.  

2:5 By the time of Pope Leo lll in the 9th century monasteries were becoming land owners and 
grew enormously rich. They built large and wonderful new Abbeys promoting a standard 
design of Church, dining hall,dormitories, chapter house, central cloistered walk ways and 
buildings to serve the community. They were also well known for producing beer from hops. 
They developed brewing on an industrial scale. 

2:6 It is not surprising that Henry VIII attacked the monasteries, not merely because of their 
Roman Catholic representation, but because of their abundant wealth.  

3. The Rise of Islam 

3:1 Islam was to offer a serious challenge to Christianity. Muhammad, born in Mecca 570, met 
with heretical Gnostic Christians who held the apocryphal Gospels to be equal to the rest of 
the New Testament. Muhammad then claimed to have had visions in which he received 
instructions about the true religion and his appointment as the prophet of Allah.  

3:2 Mohammad fled from Mecca after receiving severe opposition to his teachings, and went, 
with some followers to Medina in 622. Islam did not have peaceful origins and in fact was 
really militaristic. Whilst in Medina he gathered an army and returned to Mecca in triumph 
capturing the city in 630.  

Page �  of �4 11



3:3 Mohammad began his writings at the age of forty and produced the Koran. He claims to have 
received revelations from the angel Gabriel. By the beginning of the 8th century his 
movement was called “Islam”, which means “submission”. Islam rejected the divinity and 
resurrection of Jesus, although both Jesus and Moses were regarded as prophets.  

3:4 Islam certainly did not adopt the Christian attitude of “love your enemy”. It was a very 
militaristic. Through the force of arms Islam grew extensively overtaking many Churches in 
Antioch, Jerusalem and Alexandra (Egypt). In Syria 10,000 Churches were destroyed or 
became mosques. When Jerusalem was captured in 638 AD a mosque was built on the 
Temple Mount where  the Jewish Temple had once stood before being destroyed by the 
Romans in 70 AD.  

3:5 The Churches of North Africa known to Tertullian, Cyprian and Augustine were almost 
obliterated leaving just small Christian gatherings. By 711 Islam had penetrated Spain and 
attempted to enter France but was met with fierce opposition and crushing defeat  leaving 
Europe largely Christian and free from Islamic influence.   

3:6 The historic homelands of Christianity, its countries of origin, were lost to Christianity. 
Perhaps the “candlesticks” of Revelation had been removed. 

3:7 Our consideration of Islam now introduces us to the Crusades 

4. The Crusades 

4:1 Towards the end of the eleventh century almost the whole of Asia Minor had fallen to the 
Muslim Turks. This land now became known as the “land of the Turks”, which is present day 
Turkey. Islam was spreading at an alarming rate especially with the conquest of Jerusalem in 
638. The Catholic Church decided that it was time to react especially as pilgrims making their 
way to the Holy City Jerusalem were being harassed by the Muslims.  

4:2 Pope Urban ll in 1095 wanted to raise an army to expel the Muslims from the Holy Land. 
Thus the “Crusades” were invented. The name comes from the emblem of the red cross that 
was born on the soldiers shields, known as “the crux, or cross”. Pope Urban’s appeal was to 
“take up the cross” and go and kill the infidel.  Probably not quite what Jesus had in mind 
when He said “take up your cross and follow me”. 
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4:3 The first Crusade was a rabble. It was not one of the later organised Crusades, in fact it was 
known as “The People’s Crusade”. Urban was so vociferous in his denunciation of the 
Muslims that he gathered recruits for his Crusade from anyone who would join - men, women 
and children. The Pope promised all kinds of incentives, which became relevant to all of the 
future seven Crusades. He said that each person who took part in a Crusade would have 
Indulgences that would transfer them immediately to heaven especially if they died on the 
battle field. Other rewards were offered such as, cancelation of all debts, miracles and 
pardon for criminals. If the Crusades did nothing, it certainly popularised Indulgences.  

4:4 The People’s Crusade ended in a massacre of over 3,000 of this amateur army by the 
Muslims. Over 90 percent of those who started out never returned. It was a complete failure.  

4:5  The first official Crusade set off in August 1096, consisting of 300,000 professional soldiers. 
Many perished in the brutal cold weather of Asia Minor and only about a tenth of those who 
started completed the journey. They entered Jerusalem and massacred the Saracens (name 
given to Arabs or Muslims by the Crusaders). The victory, however, was short lived. This was 
partly due to the way the Muslims were so divided amongst themselves. Later, however, they 
became united and turned into a much more powerful force than the Crusaders. By 1187 the 
Muslims had defeated the Crusaders and  re-captured Jerusalem. 

4:6 The third Crusade was led by King Richard Lion-Heart of England. The fourth and sixth 
Crusades were more successful, but the later Crusades were complete failures. By 1270 the 
Crusades were abandoned.  

4:7 But not all the Crusaders were fighters. Two religious orders of Monks existed known as the 
Knights Templar and the Knights Hospitaller.  

4:8 The Knights Hospitallers probably arose as a group of individuals associated with an hospital 
in the district of Jerusalem, dedicated to John the Baptist and founded around 1023 to 
provide care for sick, poor or injured pilgrims coming to the Holy Land. 

4:9 The Knights Templar - also known as "Poor Fellow-Soldiers of Christ and of the Temple of 
Solomon” - served the cause as religious Monks and engaged in fighting the Muslims whilst 
seeking to protect the pilgrims. However, some of them were non-combatants who were 
involved in finance and acquiring property for building ventures within their own home lands 
and in the Holy Land. 
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4:10  In the time of King Henry lll (1207-1272) Rothley Temple - consisting of a Manor House and 
Chapel - was built which stood in the village of Rothley in Leicestershire. (Prior to the building 
of Rothley Temple in the 13th century, a Roman Villa existed on the site which was later 
mentioned in the Doomsday Book of 1086.) The Knights Templar were then granted the 
Manor House and Church in Rothley which became known as the “Rothley Temple”.  Rothley 
Temple - Manor House and Chapel - served as the headquarters of the Knights Templar in 
England with the Knights owning land in 13 neighbouring villages, including granges used for 
farming at Baggrave (near Hungarton) and Gaddesby (near Melton) Leicestershire. 

4:11 After losing  the battle to win the Holy Land in 1291, which marked the end of the Crusades, 
the Knights Templar moved to France. Then Pope Clement V, under the orders of King Philip 
lV of France, sought to suppress the Knights Templar because of their alleged corrupt 
behaviour. King Philip had Pope Clement arrest the Templars for various offences, including: 
apostasy, idolatry, heresy, obscene rituals, homosexuality, financial corruption, fraud, and 
secrecy.  Under torture, many confessed. 

4:12 In England the lands belonging to the Knights Templar were then seized by King Edward  ll 
(1284-1327). After the dissolution of the Monasteries under Henry Vlll  in the 16th century 
Rothley Temple, having become a place of residence, eventually passed into the Babington  
family. Rothley Temple stayed in the Babington family for three hundred years.  

4:13 A later member of the family was Thomas Babington (1758-1837), who became a Christian 
and also became a prominent figure in the Clapham Sect led by William Wilberforce to 
abolish slavery. A close friend and companion of Thomas Babington was another Christian, 
Zachary Macaulay, who was equally dedicated to the abolition of slavery. Zachary 
Macaulay’s sister, Jean Macaulay, eventually married Thomas Babington and  they lived for a 
while at the Rothley Temple. Macaulay described Rothley Temple as a “magnificent home”. It 
is recorded that many distinguished visitors came to meet with the Babington family at 
Rothley Temple and enjoyed sitting in the “heavily oak-beamed sitting room” where many 
discussions were held upon the subject of the abolition of slavery.  

4:14 Zachary Macaulay stated that he loved Rothley Temple because “within these walls God had 
met with him and transformed him”. He later married Selina Mills, and today, in the Rothley 
Court is the “Macaulay room” where his son, Thomas Babington Macaulay, was born on 25 
October 1800. This child grew up to become a Member of Parliament for Leicester and 
acquired the title of Lord Babington. 
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4:15 In the late nineteenth century Rothley Temple passed into the hands of another family, the 
Merrtens, who extended the property. It is probable that Rothley Temple (Manor House and 
Chapel) later became a Care Home.  In 1951 Rothley Court and the Chapel (Temple) was 
protected as a Grade 1 Listed Building and in 1960 became, what it is today, a Hotel and 
Restaurant. 

4:16 A number of stone artefacts and partial grave slabs have been discovered over the years 
around the Chapel, where they can be seen today. This includes a recently restored effigy of 
a Templar knight, originally discovered in Rothley Churchyard in 1790; following a £2,000 
restoration completed in 2011, the effigy has been placed within the original Chapel at 
Rothley Temple.  

4:17 Rothley Temple is also the name of a branch ("lodge") of the Freemasons. The lodge, 
founded in 1961/62, took its name from the Rothley Temple because of its association with 
the Knights Templar. 

4:18 What follows now is a personal note. In 1906 “The Order of Crusader Knighthood” was 
formed as an Evangelical Christian fellowship for boys aged 5-18, and given the title simpler 
title of “Crusaders”. Its motto comes from Hebrews 12:2 “looking unto Jesus”, written in 
Greek on the front of the Bible given to “Crusader” boys when they completed a number of 
years of attendance. I was presented with mine on 1st March 1959. We used to meet on a 
Sunday afternoon in a local School. The meeting comprised singing choruses, Bible reading 
and “Sword drill” which consisted of a competition to find a verse after the leader gave out a 
reference. Collective worship is then followed by Bible Study in various groups according to 
ages. Bible teaching was foremost in the group. Christian “Crusaders” groups are completely 
non-denominational.  

4:19 However, in 2006, the hundredth anniversary, it was stated that a change of name had to be 
made. This was because the title “Crusaders” was found (or thought to be) offensive to 
“hypersensitive Muslims” as the title makes reference to the historical Crusaders of the 11th - 
13th centuries. Furthermore, Muslim young people might feel excluded from the group 
meetings under this title. The title that has been chosen is “Urban Saints”, seeking to 
emphasis the point that Christians are followers of Christ.  

4:20 Final note. In 1998 a small Muslim group declared war on America. The leader stated that  it 
was a duty of every individual Muslim to drive out  the Crusader armies from the Islamic 
lands and to liberate the Mosque in Jerusalem. His name was Osama bin-Laden. Three 
years later, two planes appeared over the skies of New York and the Twin Towers were 
obliterated with the deaths of thousands of Americans.  
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5. The Coming of Christianity to England 

5:1 Whilst it is not possible to be precise about the time when the Gospel first came to the shores 
of Britain, it is likely that this occurred during the Roman occupation of our country. Rome 
invaded Britain in August 55 BC by Emperor Julius Caesar. He successfully won several 
battles against the Celtic tribes (Britons) in south east England. By 54 AD Rome occupied the 
whole of England  and Wales as far north as the border with Scotland - Hadrian’s Wall.  

5:2 It is probable that the Gospel came to England via Christian Roman troops, or Christian 
slaves working for Rome.  On the other hand, the Christian Gospel may have filtered through 
to Britain by means of merchants and traders. Tertullian writes in 200 AD about parts of 
Britain conquered by Christ. He wrote, “Parts of Britain were inaccessible to the Romans but 
have yielded to Christ”. Persecuted Christians may also have fled to our shores where they 
sometimes would find for themselves peace. Between the persecutions of Decius and 
Valerian (249-60) was an age of comparative peace during which Churches were built, 
schools founded and books written. 

5:3 In the southwest of England a young man by the  name of  Patrick was captured by pirates, 
around the end of the 4th century, and taken to Ireland as a slave. After six years he escaped 
to Gaul (France) where he became a Christian. He returned to Britain, was ordained as a 
bishop and, feeling the call to be an evangelist, returned to Ireland,  the country to which he 
had previously been kidnapped,  to preach the Gospel to the pagans. The evangelisation of 
Ireland then took place.  

5:4 Following the Fall of Rome in 410 AD (inhabitants were the Britons) and the subsequent 
departure of the Roman legions from Britain, the country became open for other invading 
tribes known as the Anglo-Saxons. They were largely a mixed group of Angles, Jutes and 
Saxons originating from the very far north of Germany, Sweden and Denmark. The largest 
tribe was the Saxons. They successfully invaded England but did not penetrate Wales or 
Cornwall. They kept mainly to Northumbria, the Midlands, East Anglia and the southern areas 
down as far as Kent.  

5:5 The Saxons and Jutes entered upon their new land by way of the coast of Essex, the 
Thames, Kent, Sussex, and Hampshire; while the Angles established themselves along the 
East coast above Essex up to the estuary of the Forth. From these bases they drove their 
way inland, sometimes as independent units, sometimes recognising a common war-lord. 
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5:6 Prior to the Saxon invasion Christianity thrived in Britain. However, the Saxons sought to 
destroy Christianity completely and for 150 years Christianity was largely extinct in England 
and replaced by a form of Teutonic (people from northern Europe) heathenism where Thor 
and Wodin were worshipped.  Yet, many Britons fled to Wales or Cornwall where they kept 
alive the flame of Christianity. Nevertheless, even though Cornwall and Wales still retained 
Christianity no attempts were made to evangelise the pagan Saxons.  

5:7 Yet, it was in the 6th century that changes in England began to take place with Christianity 
being revived. This was through the tireless efforts of Augustine (died 604) (not to be 
confused with Augustine of Hippo the 5th century theologian) from Rome.  

5:8 Gregory the Great, who became Pope (590-604) developed a concern for pagan Britain. He 
apparently met some Saxon children in Rome whom he felt looked sad because of their 
paganism - most probably sad because they were to be sold as slaves. He wanted to 
evangelise Britain himself but was not allowed. He then chose Augustine to go to Britain as 
an evangelist. This was the first time that the Roman Church had shown signs of missionary 
concern. 

5:9 In 597 Augustine and small group of supporters landed in Kent and were met by Ethelbert 
King of Kent and his Christian wife, Bertha. For seven years until his death in 604 Augustine 
laboured at converting the English. His task was made easier because the Germanic religion 
of the Saxons was becoming outdated for a developing country. Augustine established his 
headquarters at Canterbury which later became central for the Church of England.  

5:10 Very little progress was subsequently made for a number of years due to heathen kings 
taking control of the country. Yet by 625 the Gospel was being received in Northumbria 
through the work of an Italian monk, Paulinus. East Anglia took more time to evangelise, but 
for Wessex in the south west evangelism was more successful. In the kingdom of Mercia, 
namely the Midlands, the Gospel did not come until 653, preached by Irish priests from 
Lindisfarne.  

5:11 Two types of Church life were beginning to emerge in Britain. The Celts, early Britons who 
held out against the invading Saxons and had their own form of Church practice, whereas 
with the coming of Augustine, the Roman Church practice was becoming more popular. 
Matters came to a head in 663 at the famous Synod of Whitby 664. 

5:12 Because of these two styles of Church practice the date of Easter was proving to be an 
inconvenience. The Celts (Welsh and Irish Christians) maintained their chosen date - Easter 
Sunday coming after the spring equinox, following the 25 March - whilst the Roman  
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 Christians observed their chosen date - Easter Sunday after spring equinox, following the 22 
March.  

5:13 The outcome of the Synod was that all Christians in Britain would now observe the Roman 
Easter dates. However, the Synod was much more important than a mere settling of dates. It 
basically bound the Church in England to the Church in Rome. No longer would the Church 
in England be independent. This union between the Church of England and the Church of 
Rome would last for eleven hundred years, and would only be severed in the 16th century 
when Henry VIII divorced from Catherine of Aragon becoming excommunicated from the 
Roman Catholic Church and taking the English Church away from Rome.  

5:14 As we approach the 8th 9th and centuries there is an important figure that we need to 
consider. His name is Alfred the Great. It begins with the Viking invasion which took place in 
793. The Vikings came from three countries of Scandinavia, Denmark, Norway and Sweden. 
The name 'Viking' comes from a language called 'Old Norse' and means 'a pirate raid'. 
People who went off raiding in ships were said to be 'going Viking'. The Viking age in 
European history was about AD 700 to 1100. They began their invasion with Northumbria 
where they sacked the monastery in Lindisfarne. Within fifty years they had overrun most of 
Britain.  

5:15 By the 9th century the Vikings had captured York and reached as far south as to destroy 
Canterbury Cathedral. Various Kings of England had tried to halt the Vikings but had failed. 
However, in 871 Ethelred, King of Wessex (south west England), was killed in battle against 
the Vikings and his brother Alfred succeeded him to the throne.  

5:16 Alfred was a  dedicated Christian. He was as much concerned about the spread of 
Christianity in England as he was to defeat the Vikings. He believed that the Viking invasion 
was a punishment from God. He said, “Remember what punishment befell us in the world 
when we ourselves did not cherish learning nor transmit it to other men. We were Christian in 
name alone, and very few of us possessed Christian virtues”. Alfred funded the Churches, 
established programmes of religious reform and education, and translated Latin Bible texts 
into English.  

5:17 Eventually, Alfred formed a truce with the Vikings by allowing them land in the north of 
England whilst he took the south. Guthrum, the Viking leader became a Christian and was  
baptised with Alfred himself becoming his godfather. 

Richard Lee  July 2016 
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