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To My Mother 





Preface 

My interest in questions related to apostasy, perseverance, and eschatology 
arose from my previous research and studies which often focused on new reli-
gious movements that had (what would be considered by many as) extreme 
apocalyptic views. At the University of Durham in England I had the opportu-
nity to concentrate more on aspects related to the New Testament. Some addi-
tional information was included during my professorship at George Fox Uni-
versity. The fruit of my endeavours are compiled in this present work. Many 
people have assisted me along the way. At Durham I wish to thank all the 
faculty and students who participated in the New Testament Seminar classes on 
Monday nights. I wish to thank especially Professor James D. G. Dunn and Dr. 
Loren Stuckenbruck, my doctoral supervisors, for critically assessing the many 
pages of my rough drafts, for providing helpful feedback, and for directing me 
to relevant sources. I wish to thank Dr. Alan Ford and Dr. Natalie Knodel for 
their assistance regarding questions related to computers. They know the many 
hours I spent staring in front of the Macintosh SE/30 screen in the Computer 
Room of the Theology Department. I also wish to thank the secretarial depart-
ment, especially Margaret Parkinson, for assisting with information on the tech-
nicalities of this thesis. Other people who deserve to be mentioned for their 
feedback or some other means of assistance are as follows: Prof. C. K. Barrett, 
Dr. Stephen Barton, Dr. Mark Bonnington, Dr. Marco Conti, Dr. Alan Ford, Dr. 
Larry Hurtado, Dr. Natalie Knodel, Dr. Leena Lybeck, Dr. James McGrath, 
Prof. I. Howard Marshall, Doug Mohrmann, Astrid Pallash, Elizabeth Raine, 
Dr. Brian Rosner, Stephen Ross, Jerry Truex, Tet-Lim Yee, and Ian Yorkston. 

I also wish to thank my wife Cathie and son Jared for their support and the 
long hours they spent waiting for me to come home many evenings. As well, 
I thank my mother, Magda Sanchez and her husband Henry, for their financial 
assistance. Finally, I would like to thank those many people who assisted us 
financially, or helped in some way or another in reference to Cathie's cancer. 
All the people from the King's Church in Durham, who are too numerous to 
mention, thank you. Those who sacrificed for us in very exceptional ways were 
Brian and Rhoda Clarke, Reverend Peter and Ruth Scott, Richard and Janet 
Bagnall, and Iris Prizeman. Other people connected with Victory Outreach who 
assisted or provided some means of support were Reverend Sonny and Julie 
Argunizoni, and their secretary Kathy Clark, Reverend Brian and Vivian Villa-
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lobos, Reverend Mike and Johann Pike, Reverend Mitchell and Nellie Peterson, 
Alex and Leah Newcomb, and Laura Richardson. Other people and organisa-
tions who helped or encouraged us in special ways include Zina and Jim Hopson, 
Danny and Maggie Gallardo, Fr. C. K. and Debbie Robertson, Jerry and Vangie 
Truex, Ian and Valerie Yorkston, Andrew and Vicki Carver, Daniel and Diane 
Koh, Atty Fujiwara and family, Tet-Lim and Josephine Yee, Desra Percaya, Dr. 
Gillian Baughton, Angie Stephenson, Dr. Michael Richardson, Steven Rwami-
nyinyo, "Rushty," Anthony Moss, Kate Silverton from BBC, Student Minis-
tries International, and the Macmillan Cancer Relief Fund. In the States, special 
thanks to Reverend Eldon and Doreen Babcock and all the people from the 
church in Sherwood who helped us out. 

At George Fox University I wish to thank the faculty for the use of facilities in 
the Religion and Library departments. Laurie Lieggi, Sandy Maurer, and Charles 
Church deserve special mention. A very special thanks to Jenae Donohue, my 
assistant at GFU. Special thanks also to Prof. Dr. Martin Hengel, Prof. Dr. 
Otfried Hofius, and Herrn Georg Siebeck for publishing this book in the schol-
arly series, Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament. 

Newberg, Oregon, July 1999 B.J . Oropeza 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction: Perspectives on Apostasy and Perseverance 

1. Apostasy and Perseverance in Church History 

Whether Judas Iscariot betraying Christ, or Christians renouncing their faith 
due to severe persecution, heresy, temptation, or sceptical reasoning, apostasy 
has plagued the church throughout the ages. There remains a much needed 
enterprise to explain apostasy in comprehensible terms. The definition Richard 
Muller has offered is that apostasy (ajroaxaoia and apostasia, respectively) is 
"a wilful falling away from, or rebellion against, Christian truth. Apostasy is 
the rejection of Christ by one who has been a Christian, the ultimate or final 
apostasy being the so-called unforgivable sin, the peccatum in Spiritum Sanc-
tum (q. v.), the sin against the Holy Spirit; apostasy is also one of the character-
istic evidences of antichrist."1 Although this statement may be valid, there is 
warrant for attempting a more refined meaning by examining the matter more 
closely in light of recent biblical interpretative methods. The aspect of apostasy 
which will be significant for this study is the notion of "falling away" from the 
faith; the antipode of the perseverance of the saints: "die Beharrung, 
Bewährung und Kontinuität des Glaubens in der Geschichte."2 A thorough 
overview of approaches on apostasy and perseverance throughout the entire 
history of the church is beyond the scope of this study. Nevertheless, since the 
interpretation of some recent New Testament scholars often seem coloured by 
their respective traditions arising from earlier theological conflicts - especially 
those from Calvinist and Arminian persuasions - a brief background for this 
discussion is in order. I will attempt a preliminary overview of some of the most 
significant tensions in its history.3 

1 MULLER, D L G T , 4 1 . 
2 MOLTMANN (1986) , 5 : 2 2 6 - 2 7 . 
3 Unfortunately, few sources specifically trace questions related to apostasy and the per-

severance of the saints throughout its history. It was important to compile a list of works 
which were helpful in this pursuit. See appendix for sources. 
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1.1 Pre-Reformation Perspectives on Apostasy and Perseverance 

If Christianity emerged from a Jewish matrix, then it seems important to men-
tion the relationship between the two groups in reference to apostasy. The ear-
liest Christians did not entirely abandon their Jewish roots when they accepted 
Jesus as Messiah. Perhaps it is correct to suggest that the Christians were in 
some sense understood as "heretics" to Jewish groups who thought themselves 
to be more traditionally Jewish.4 It seems that at least Pauline Christianity posed 
a threat to other Jews, especially over the area of Gentile and Jewish relation-
ships. Paul was portrayed by his opponents as teaching apostasy (ajtooxaoia) 
from Moses (Acts 21:21).5 J. T. Sanders suggests that even though the Jewish 
birkat ha-minim (blessing/curse on heretics) in the Eighteen Benedictions (c. 
80 C. E.) may not have originally included a curse against the Nazarenes, Jew-
ish Christians still may have been the primary focus of the curse. After the 
Jewish war, expulsion from the synagogues rather than sporadic persecution of 
the Christians became a factor in Jewish-Christian relationships, and John's 
Gospel seems to reflect this pattern6 (e.g., John 9:22, 34). Three observations 
follow from this. First, it seems unlikely that Jewish Christians would not be 
included at least among the heretics of this curse. Second, if they were being 
banished from some of the synagogues, this would indicate some sense of de-
fection from the beliefs of the Jews who expelled them. Third, while the boun-
daries between Christianity and early Judaism may be rather blurred before 70 
CE, a more definite parting of the ways began to take place afterwards. By the 
time of Justin Martyr's Dialogue with Trypho the Jew (c. 155), the boundaries 
between the two groups are defined better.7 

A survey of the warning passages in the New Testament warrants that at least 
three basic dangers threatened the early Christian communities: deception and 
heresies from within the body of believers, persecution from external powers, 
and temptations arising from vices associated with the practises of non-Chris-
tians.8 Persecution, for example, is stressed in Hebrews and 1 Peter. Issues 

4 Cf. GROSSI (1992), 1.376. 
5 The subject of apostasy was not unimportant to Jewish tradition. See appendix for list-

ings. Feldman maintains that Judaism and Christianity were the only ancient religions to 
teach "exclusionary 'conversion'" (1993:288). Kippenberg, however, adds that while exclu-
sivity was foreign to Greco-Roman religions, the limits of toleration were reached when 
citizens defected from their ancestral religion. For examples of the phenomenon, see KIP-
PENBERG, 1 9 8 7 : 1 . 3 5 4 . 

6 J. T. SANDERS (1993), 58-61. 
7 Along with Sanders' work, other studies on early Jewish-Christian relationships in-

c l u d e D U N N ( 1 9 9 1 ) ; MEISSNER ( 1 9 9 6 ) ; SEGAL ( 1 9 9 0 ) ; MAIER ( 1 9 8 2 ) ; BARCLAY ( 1 9 9 5 a ) , 8 9 -
120; NEALE (1993), 89-101; HARVEY (1985), 79-96; and RAISANEN (1983), 543-53. 

8 Scholars normally recognise these topics within the respective writings. See for exam-
ple the general introductions of R. BROWN (1997) and EPP & MACRAE, eds. (1989). Natu-
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related to false teachers/teachings are found in the Johannine and the Deutero-
Pauline writings, 2 Peter, and Jude. The paraenetic sections of the Pauline 
writings and James focus on vices and virtues. These and other early texts 
helped to shape the trajectory of Christian response to the phenomenon of de-
fection in the post-apostolic era. The Christians were to persevere through vari-
ous types of opposition, standing firm against temptation, false doctrine, hard-
ships and persecution. 

1.1.1 Challenges to the Faith: Sedition and Vices 

Vices related to sedition not only threatened the unity of the Corinthian congre-
gation in Paul's time but also a generation later when Clement of Rome (c. 96) 
writes to the congregation. The latter attempted to settle a faction related to the 
members' deposition of the established leaders in the congregation. In his letter 
the Corinthians are exhorted in the virtue of obedience and are to cast aside vain 
toil, strife, and jealousy, which lead to death. God appoints judgement and 
torment for the doubters and double-minded who turn aside to disobedience. 
Such people are prefigured in the example of God's judgement against Lot's 
wife, who was not in accord with her godly husband (7 Clem. 9-11). The Corin-
thian instigators are warned to repent and submit to the presbyters - it would be 
better for them to humble themselves than be exalted but cast out from the 
"hope of God" (57:1-2; cf. 2 Clem. 6:7). Similar to Clement, Ignatius of Antioch 
(c. 107) writes that the Christians who follow a schismatic person will not 
inherit the kingdom of God, yet the Lord is able to forgive anyone who repents 
and returns to the unity of God and the bishop (Ign. Phld. 3:2; 8:1). He exhorts 
his readers to avoid heresy and hold fast to apostolic teachings. 

In the epistle of Barnabas (c. 100), the author sets Christians before two 
ways, which are described in the metaphors of light and darkness in terms of the 
abstaining from or practising of vices (Barn. 18-21). If the Christians fail to 
learn more accurately about their salvation, the prince of evil may gain an 
entrance through deceit and hurl them away (e%ocpevSovr|ar]) from their life 
(Barn. 2:10). The readers are to take heed in the last days and flee from the 
lawless works of the evil way, for God will judge all according to their deeds. 
Those who slumber over their sins will be cast out from the Lord's kingdom 
(Barn. 4). The Didache (c. 100) also maintains two ways: the way of life or 
death. The way of life is associated with loving God and one's neighbour. It 
involves abstaining from vices mentioned in the Ten Commandments or related 
to bodily lusts, sorcery, and idolatry (including meat sacrificed to idols). The 
way of death includes the practice of these vices (Did. 1-6). 

rally, I am not claiming that these topics were the only important themes in the respective 
writings or that there is no overlap of ideas among the sources. 
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The vice of covetousness is a significant danger in Polycarp's epistle to the 
Philippians (2nd c.). Here it is written that a former presbyter named Valens and 
his wife apparently committed some act of covetousness. The writer hopes that 
the Lord would grant them repentance. The person who does not refrain from 
coveting will be defiled through idolatry and punished "as one of the Gentiles 
who know not the judgement of God" (Pol. Phil. 11). Presbyters are instructed 
to turn back members who have gone astray, and they are to refrain from both 
false Christians and the love of money (Pol. Phil. 6). A more generalised admo-
nition against vices is found in an ancient homily where the author exhorts his 
Christian audience to repent from the evil deeds of the flesh. If they desire 
worldly things, they will fall away from the path of righteousness and suffer 
eternal punishment (2 Clem. 5-8) . 

If a warning against vices and call to repentance marks a facet of apostasy in 
the patristic writings of the late first and early second centuries, the Shepherd of 
Hermas epitomises this aspect. Those who have sinned grievously and commit-
ted apostasy are beckoned to return. Falling away and repentance are portrayed 
in complex ways, and this perhaps compliments the multifaceted nature of ear-
liest Christian discourses on the issue. Contrary to the book of Hebrews, which 
seems to teach that baptised Christians are not given a second chance once they 
fall away (cf. Heb. 6 : 4 - 6 ; 10:26-31), the Shepherd of Hermas affirms that apos-
tates may be forgiven while a gap of time remains before the final eschaton. A 
refusal to respond to this offer will result in final condemnation. Those who 
have denied the Lord in the past are given a second chance, but those who deny 
him in the coming tribulation will be rejected "from their life" (Herm. Vis. 2.2). 

In the vision of the tower under construction (the church), numerous stones 
(believers) are gathered for the building. Among the rejected are those who are 
not genuine Christians; they received their faith in hypocrisy. Others do not 
remain in the truth, and others who go astray are finally burned in fire (Vis. 3 . 6 -
7). Some others are novices who turn away before they are baptised, and still 
others fall away due to hardships, being led astray by their riches. They may 
become useful stones, however, if they are separated from their riches. The 
penitents receive 12 commands; salvific life depends on their observance (Herm. 
Man. 12.3-6). Repentance would become unprofitable for the Christian who 
falls again after restoration (Man. 4.1:8; 3:6). 

In the Parables, rods of various shapes and sizes represent different kinds of 
believers: the faithful, rich, double-minded, doubtful-minded, and hypocritical 
deceivers. These are allowed to repent - if they do not, they will lose eternal life 
(Herm. Sim. 8.6-11). Apostates and traitors who blaspheme the Lord by their 
sins are completely destroyed (Sim. 8.6:4). Another parable describes apostates 
as certain stones which are cast away from the house of God and delivered to 
women who represent 12 vices. They may enter the house again if they follow 
virgins who represent 12 virtues. Certain apostates became worse than they 
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were before they believed and will suffer eternal death even though they had 
fully known God. Nevertheless, most people, whether apostates or fallen minis-
ters, have an opportunity to repent and be restored (Sim. 9.13-15,18ff). Hermas 
and his audience are to persevere and practise repentance if they wish to partake 
of life (Sim. 10.2-4). 

Penance is stressed in the Shepherd of Hermas and becomes a recognisable 
discipline developed in the patristic era.9 Those who committed serious sins 
were to do public penance which included confession, exclusion, absolution, 
and restoration (exomologesis). Bishop Callistus I (d. c. 222) introduced pen-
ance reforms which were interpreted by Hippolytus as giving license to loose 
morals. Callistus allegedly permitted those who sinned "unto death" (1 John 
5:16) to remain in the church, affirming that tares are permitted to grow along 
with the wheat and that Noah's ark housed both clean and unclean animals 
(Hipp. Refut. 9.7). More normative was the view that penance may be granted 
one time after baptism and that some sins (such as idolatry and adultery) were 
more heinous than others. Some sins were in fact too grievous to be forgiven 
(peccata irremissibilia).10 Eternal condemnation or lifelong excommunication 
awaited the person whose sin was irremissible (cf. Tert. De Paen. 7; Clem. 
Strom. 2.13; Orig. De Orat. 28).11 More lenient approaches seemed to be adopted 
on a wider scale after the persecutions of Decius and Diocletian claimed many 
defectors.12 

1.1.2 Deception and Heresies 

Prior to the establishment of ecumenical creeds, we may question the bounda-
ries of what would be considered a true deviation from the Christian faith and 
whether the term "apostate" aptly categorises the people from multifarious here-
tical or heterodox systems.13 No doubt, the apologists of the early church - who 
refuted groups such as the Gnostics, Marcionites, Montanists, Encratites, and 

9 On further i ssues related to penance, see WATKINS (1961); HEBBLEWAITE & DONOVAN 
( 1 9 7 9 ) . 

10 For examples of sin categorisation, see BASIL, Epistles 188, 199, 217. 
11 C f . QUASTEN ( 1 9 9 2 ) , 2 : 3 1 - 3 4 , 6 9 - 7 1 , 8 4 - 8 5 , 2 9 9 - 3 0 2 , 3 8 0 - 8 1 ; J. KELLY ( 1 9 7 8 ) , 2 1 6 -

19. 
12 In Spain, however, the Council of Elvira (c. 306) ordered lifelong excommunication 

with no hope of reconciliation even at death. 
13 Beugnet makes some interesting distinctions between heretics and apostates 

(1907:1.1602-03). The two terms may frequently overlap in meaning, especially when a 
person abandons one faith for another (e.g., Ammonius Sakkas and Julian the Apostate de-
fected from some form of Christianity and became Neoplatonists). Perhaps a useful distinc-
tion for the early church is that apostates normally renounce/abandon their faith (whether or 
not they actually join another religious system), while heretics embrace a faith that deviates 
from the faith of those who oppose them. On distinction and overlap between heresy and 
schism in the patristic era, see references in GROSSI (1992:1.376). 
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Monarchians - believed themselves to be defending the apostolic faith. An 
intensive examination of this sort, however, is beyond our current study.14 The 
aspect of heresy I wish to consider is this: early Christians frequently believed 
that apostasy came by way of deceivers at the instigation of the devil, and 
terrible consequences awaited such people. 

The final section of the Didache echoes the Synoptic tradition (Matt. 24:4-
13, 15, 21-26; Mark 13:5ff; Luke 21:8ff; cf. 2 Thes. 2:3ff; Rev. 13:13-14) 
when it warns against apostasy through the deception of false prophets in the 
last days. In those days it is said that sheep will be turned into wolves and a 
world deceiver will appear and do great signs and wonders. Though many will 
fall away and be destroyed (oxav5a^io6r|oovTai jtoXXo'i xai ajtoAoiivTai), 
those who endure in their faith will be saved {Did. 16). 

In the letter of Ignatius to the Ephesians, the readers are exhorted to avoid 
corrupting the faith. They should not be deceived by the teachings of the prince 
of this world. People who are led astray will suffer unquenchable fire and be 
robbed of the life set before them (Ign. Eph. 16-17). Similarly, apostates in the 
Apocalypse of Peter (2nd c.) will suffer eschatological judgement involving 
floods of fire and darkness (Apoc. Pet. 5). 

The eschatological scheme of Irenaeus (c. 130-200) describes the beast of 
the Apocalypse as leading astray the inhabitants of the earth. This figure em-
bodies in his own person all apostasy, evil, and false prophecy. He likewise 
possesses the number 666 - he is the summation of both 600 years of wicked-
ness caused by the apostate angels before the Deluge and 6000 years of apos-
tasy related to the age of the world (Adv. Haer. 5.28-29). Irenaeus claims that 
when Polycarp met Marcion the heretic, he promptly denounced him as the 
"first-born of Satan" (Iren. Haer. 3.3:4 cf. Pol. Phil. 7). Justin Martyr (c. 100-
165) views the devil himself as apostatising from the will of God (Dial. Tryph. 
125:4f). 

Tertullian (c. 160-225) compares heresies with idolatry and concludes that 
both have been introduced by the devil (Tert. De Praescr. 40). Heresy could end 
up destroying even people who were thought to be faithful - the very disciples 
of Jesus turned away from him in John's Gospel (John 6:66). For Tertullian, no 
one is a Christian except the one who perseveres to the end (De Praescr. 3).15 

In the view of Eusebius (c. 260-340), Simon Magus was the author of heresy 
(cf. Acts 8:9-24), and the devil is to be blamed for bringing the Samaritan 
magician to Rome and empowering him with deceitful arts which led many 
astray (Eus. Hist. Eccl. 2.13). The magician was supposedly aided by demons 

14 Here the reader may wish to consult more thorough analyses on heresy in works such 
a s LUDEMANN ( 1 9 9 6 ) ; FREND ( 1 9 8 5 ) ; H . BROWN ( 1 9 8 4 ) ; PRESTIGE ( 1 9 7 7 ) ; W . BAUER ( 1 9 7 7 ) ; 
J. T. SANDERS ( 1 9 9 3 ) . 

15 O n p a t r i s t i c u s e o f d e f e c t i o n i n J o h n 6 : 6 6 , s e e DOIGNON ( 1 9 9 2 ) , 1 1 1 - 1 4 ; TANCA ( 1 9 8 4 ) , 
1 3 9 - 1 4 6 . 
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and venerated as a god, and Helen, his companion, was thought to be his first 
emanation (Just. Apol. 1.26; Adv. Haer. 1.33;cf. Ircn. Haer. 1.23:1-4).16Simon's 
successor, Menander of Samaria, was considered to be another instrument of 
the devil; he claimed to save humans from the aeons through magical arts. After 
baptism, his followers believed themselves to be immortal in the present life. It 
is stated that those who claim such people as their saviours have fallen away 
from the true hope (Eus. Hist. Eccl. 3.26). Basilides of Alexandria and Satur-
ninus of Antioch followed Menander's ways. Adherents of the former declared 
that eating meat sacrificed to idols or renouncing the faith in times of persecu-
tion were matters of indifference. Carpocrates is labelled as the first of the 
Gnostics. His followers allegedly transmitted Simon's magic in an open man-
ner. Eusebius asserts that the devil's intention was to entrap many believers and 
bring them to the abyss of destruction by following these deceivers (Hist. Eccl. 
4.7). 

The use of anathemas and excommunications became the normative means 
of handling heresy. Hippolytus (c. 170-236) affirmed that there was no place 
for the heretic in the church; expulsion from the earthly Eden was their lot. 
Cyprian (c. 258) viewed the heretics as those who lose their salvation because 
they put themselves outside the unity of the church.17 Cyril of Alexandria (c. 444) 
anathematised Nestorianism, and creeds (such as the Athanasian) declared ana-
themas on those who did not hold to the tenets of the creed. The condemnation 
of heretics gave way to abuse as church and state distinctions were blurred after 
the time of Constantine. 

1.1.3 Persecution and Perseverance: Martyrdom and Lapsis 

The Martyrdom ofPolycarp is sometimes considered to be the first of the "Acts 
of the Martyrs."18 In this document Polycarp is killed for refusing to confess 
Caesar as Lord and offer incense; he refuses to revile Christ (Mart. Pol. 8ff; 
similarly, Ign. Rom. 7). Other Christians did not always follow his example. 
Some fell into idolatry in the face of persecutions.19 

16 In the Acts 8 account of Simon, S. Brown argues that the magician himself was not a 
true apostate because he was never a Christian in any "full sense": unlike other Samaritan 
converts in the narrative, he did not receive the gift of the Spirit (1969: 110-12). 

17 GROSSI, 1 : 3 6 7 ; J. KELLY ( 1 9 7 8 ) , 2 0 1 . S t u d i e s o n e x c o m m u n i c a t i o n i n c l u d e : HYLAND 
( 1 9 2 8 ) ; VODOLA ( 1 9 8 6 ) ; DOSKOCIL ( 1 9 5 8 ) ; GAUDEMET ( 1 9 4 9 ) , 6 4 - 7 7 ; BOUDINHON ( 1 9 1 3 ) , 
6 : 6 7 8 - 9 1 . 

18 C f . QUASTEN, 1 : 7 7 . 
19 Cf. e .g . , FOAKES-JACKSON (1908), 1:623 w h o cites Pl iny's report (Ep. 10.96) . For the 

sake of brevity, no concentrated effort will be made to verify the historicity of information 
presented in this overview. It will have to suffice to assume that the authors intended to 
portray their information as true and "factual" from their point of view. One may call into 
question the actual amount of defectors in church history, but this does not nullify the affir-
mation that many did defect. 
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Stirred by his own experience under the Diocletian (c. 284-305) persecu-
tion, Eusebius wrote Collection of Martyrs and emphasised persecution and 
martyrdom in his History of the Church. He describes Christians who perse-
vered and others who fell away. Polycarp and Germanicus were found to be 
faithful in the persecution at Smyrna (c. 160), but Quintus threw away his sal-
vation at the sight of the wild beasts (Eus. Hist. Eccl. 4.15). During Marcus 
Aurelius' reign (c. 161-80), Eusebius affirms that the Christians confessed their 
faith despite their suffering from abuse, plundering, stoning, and imprison-
ment. It is recorded that in Gaul some became martyrs, but others who were 
untrained and unprepared (about 10 in number) proved to be "abortions" 
(E^etQcoaav), discouraging the zeal of others. A woman named Biblias, who 
had earlier denied Christ, confessed him and was joined with the martyrs. Cer-
tain defectors did likewise, but others continued to blaspheme the Christian 
faith, having no understanding of the "wedding garment" (ie., Matt. 22:1 Iff) 
and no faith (Hist. Eccl. 5.1). 

During the reign of Decius (c. 249-51), the Christians of Alexandria are said 
to have endured martyrdom, stoning, or having their belongings confiscated for 
not worshipping at an idol's temple or chanting incantations. But some readily 
made unholy sacrifices, pretending that they had never been Christians, while 
others renounced their faith or were tortured until they did (Hist. Eccl. 6.41). In 
his account of the Diocletian persecution, Eusebius commends the heroic mar-
tyrs but is determined to mention nothing about those who made shipwreck of 
their salvation, believing that such reports would not edify his readers (8.2:3).20 

He recollects Christians who suffered in horrible ways which included their 
being axed to death or slowly burned, having their eyes gouged out, their limbs 
severed, or their backs seared with melted lead. Some endured the pain of hav-
ing reeds driven under their fingernails or unmentionable suffering in their 
private parts (8.12).21 

Eusebius commends the forgiving attitude of the faithful toward Christians 
who fell during persecution. He was apparently writing against the unmerciful 
conduct of the Novatians, who argued that lapsed (lapsi) believers should not 
be admitted back into the church (Hist. Eccl. 5.2:8; 6.43; cf. Cyp. Ep. 50[47]; 
52[48]). Cyprian, the bishop of Carthage (c. 258), classified the persecuted 
believers into 6 categories: 1) those who made sacrifices [to gods or emporer] 
(sacrificati); 2) those who burned incense but did not eat sacrifices (turificati)\ 
3) those who bought the certificate of sacrifice (libellatici); 4) those who fled 
(stantes)\ 5) those who refused to sacrifice and lived (confessores)\ and 6) those 
who confessed Christ and died (martyres). Many of the lapsed believers desired 

20 Croix maintains that there was a large number of defectors during the persecutions of 
the early fourth century (1954:82). 

21 See also FREND (1965), ch. 15. 
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to return to the church after the Decian persecution was over, seeking recon-
ciliation through the confessores. The amount of time spent in penance for 
lapsed Christians apparently depended on how severely they were afflicted, 
and it was often granted to those who were near death (cf. Cyp. De Lap.; Ep. 
18[12]; Peter of Alexandria, On Penance).21 Cyprian wrote that defectors who 
celebrate the eucharist without penance do violence to the body and blood of 
Christ and sin more against the Lord than when they had denied him (De Lap. 
16). Ambrose (c. 339-97) criticised the Novatian's use of Hebrews 6:4-6 (ie., 
that it is impossible for apostates to have a second chance to repent) and argued 
that such passages were to be harmonized with the less strenuous writings of 
Paul.23 Consequently repentance was made possible because what is impossi-
ble with humans is possible with God (De Paen. 2.2). 

The Donatists stressed the importance of the priest's involvement with the 
sacraments and claimed that the church was a visible institute of the elect. They 
refused to accept the consecration of Caecilian, the bishop of Carthage (c. 311), 
because his consecrator had betrayed the faith in the Diocletian persecution -
traitors needed to be rebaptised or remain outside of the church. Augustine 
(c. 358-430) contended for the validity of such appointments, arguing that the 
true administrator of the sacraments was Christ. Rebaptism or reordination was 
not necessary.24 On the issue of sin and penance, Augustine affirmed three 
categories: repentance of sins before baptism, daily forgiveness for post-bap-
tismal venial sins, and formal penance for mortal sins which the church was 
able to remit through the keys of Peter (cf. Matt. 16:18-19).25 Defectors could 
be accepted back into the church through proper penance. No sin was beyond 
forgiveness except persistent impenitence until death, which Augustine seemed 
to equate with blaspheming the Spirit. He warns that the Donatists, who 
continue to shun the Catholic church, were in danger of the unpardonable sin 
(Sermo 71).26 

Regarding ecclesiology, Augustine believed that not everyone who received 
"birth" in the church belong to it except those who persevere and do not lack 
charity (Aug. De Bapt. 1.10[13]). For Augustine, there is an invisible commun-
ion of believers which is not entirely equated with the visible church. More than 
this, even people who seem to be part of the invisible fellowship may not pos-
sess the gift of perseverance, and others who are presently heretics or uncon-
verted may eventually inherit eternal life. Thus, the elect are not precisely the 
same as either the visible or invisible church - they are those who persevere to 
the end (Aug. De Bapt. 5.27-28[38-39]; De Corrept. et Gra. 38-42; De Dono 

2 2 C f . SATO (1992) , 6 2 8 - 2 9 ; BEUGNET, 1 :1605 ; H . BROWN, 197. 
23 Ambrose believed that Paul was the writer of the Hebrews epistle. 
24 HAGGLUND (1968), 125 ff. 
25 J. KELLY, 437-38. 
26 Cf. TIPSON (1984), 306-307. 
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Persev. 21).27 Augustine also affirmed that individuals could not be certain about 
their predestination and salvation until they departed from this life. The number 
of those who will persevere is kept hidden so that no Christian will become 
high-minded. The graces of justification and salvation could still be lost (De 
Corrept. et Gra. 40; De Dono Persev. 1, 33). 

1.1.4 Apostasy and Perseverance in the Middle Ages 

As the Medieval church involved itself in the affairs of the state, sin and apos-
tasy were dealt with primarily in terms of penance, excommunication, or judi-
cial punishment. Pope Innocent III (1160-1216) defended excommunication as 
a distinct penalty which was intended as a medicinal corrective for the offender. 
Civil laws such as found in the Theodosian Code (c. 439) and Justinian Code 
(c. 529) deprived apostates of wills, possessions, and sometimes the right to 
live.28 Fear of abandonment to Judaism or paganism seemed common. Legal 
abuse in this regard eventually devolved into the Inquisition. In Spain (e.g., 
1480-92), it was directed at apostates and Marranos (Jews who outwardly con-
verted to Christianity but who practised Judaism in secret). Certain Christians 
among the Turks and Moors, on the other hand, defected in order to enjoy 
advantages reserved for Muslims.29 

The problem of sin often seemed to overshadow any comfort related to sal-
vation. Not only were seven deadly sins identified in this period (pride, glut-
tony, sloth, anger, lust, covetousness, envy), but Alexander of Hales and Peter 
Lombard's Sentences recognised six species of sins against the Spirit (despair, 
presumption, impenitence, obstinacy, assaulting the known truth, envy of an-
other's grace). Thomas Aquinas (c. 1225-74) wrote regarding three ways the 
church had understood the blasphemy of the Spirit: 1) attributing Christ's works 
to the demonic; 2) final impenitence; and 3) a special sin committed through 
malice.30 Penance was available for the person who had not committed the 
unpardonable sin. Private confession, however, eventually replaced public pe-
nance. The Fourth Lateran Council (1215) affirmed that every baptised church 
member was to make private confessions of sin at least once a year. 

Questions about the church's relationship with apostate monarchs are also 
significant at this time. Emperor Frederick II (1215-50), for example, was ex-
communicated by the pope four times. The papacy viewed him as the Antichrist 

27 Cf. HAGGLUND, 128-29, 139; J. KELLY, 416. The issue of apostasy is perhaps better 
related to the Augustinian debate with the Donatists; perseverance, on the other hand, arises 
more out of the Pelagian controversy. 

28 Some of the codes seem directed against defectors to Judaism. See codes and penalties 
inBoucHE ( 1 9 3 5 ) , 1 : 6 4 4 - 5 0 ; GUZZETTI ( 1 9 6 8 ) , 1 :75 ; BEUGNET, 1 : 1 6 0 7 ; FOAKES-JACKSON, 
1 : 6 2 4 - 2 5 . 

29 Cf. FOAKES-JACKSON 1:625. On Islam and apostasy, see Zwemer (1924). 
30 For more precise nuances, see TIPSON, 307-09. 
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