philip schaff history of the christian
church

philip schaff history of the christian church is a seminal work that has significantly
influenced the study of Christian history since its publication. This comprehensive multi-
volume series meticulously documents the development of Christianity from its inception
through the late 19th century. Philip Schaff, a renowned church historian, utilized his
deep theological knowledge and scholarly rigor to present a detailed narrative that
combines historical events, doctrinal developments, and biographical sketches of key
figures. His approach integrates primary sources and critical analysis, making the work
invaluable for theologians, historians, and students alike. This article explores the
background of Philip Schaff, the structure and scope of the History of the Christian
Church, key themes addressed in the volumes, and its enduring impact on ecclesiastical
historiography. The following sections will provide a detailed overview of the work’s
content, significance, and legacy.
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Background and Biography of Philip Schaff

Philip Schaff was a 19th-century theologian and historian whose scholarship laid the
foundation for modern church history studies. Born in Switzerland in 1819, Schaff was
educated in theology and classical languages, which equipped him to engage deeply with
original historical texts. After emigrating to the United States, he served as a professor
and pastor, contributing to theological education and ecumenical dialogue. His
commitment to an ecumenical perspective is reflected in his historical writings, which
strive to present a balanced, inclusive account of Christian history. Schaff's broad
linguistic skills allowed him to access an array of sources in Latin, Greek, German, and
English, enriching his historical analyses.

Overview and Structure of the History of the
Christian Church

The History of the Christian Church by Philip Schaff is organized into multiple volumes,



each covering distinct eras and aspects of Christian history. The work spans from the
apostolic age through the early church, the medieval period, the Reformation, and up to
the 19th century. Schaff’s volumes are arranged chronologically, providing a continuous
narrative that connects theological developments with historical events.

Volume Breakdown

Each volume focuses on specific periods or themes within church history, allowing readers
to explore particular epochs in detail. The volumes typically include:

e The Apostolic and Post-Apostolic Church

e The Age of the Fathers and Councils

e The Medieval Church and Scholasticism

e The Reformation and Counter-Reformation

e The Modern Church and Theological Movements

This structure aids in understanding the progression of Christian doctrines, ecclesiastical
structures, and cultural influences over time.

Key Themes and Content in the Work

Philip Schaff's History of the Christian Church addresses several key themes that are
crucial to understanding the evolution of Christianity. These themes include the
development of Christian doctrine, church organization, liturgical practices, and
interactions with political powers.

The Development of Doctrine

Schaff extensively covers doctrinal controversies such as the Arian controversy, the
Nicene Creed formulation, and the Chalcedonian Definition. His narrative explains how
theological debates shaped orthodox Christian belief and influenced subsequent
confessions.

Church Organization and Leadership

Attention is given to the growth of church hierarchy, the role of bishops, the papacy, and
the emergence of monasticism. Schaff details how these institutions adapted in response
to internal challenges and external pressures.

Historical Conflicts and Councils

The work thoroughly examines church councils, schisms, and reform movements,
illustrating their significance in shaping Christian unity and diversity.



Interaction with Society and Culture

Schaff highlights the church's role in education, social welfare, and cultural preservation
throughout history, emphasizing Christianity’s influence beyond the strictly religious
sphere.

Methodology and Sources Used by Schaff

Philip Schaff employed a rigorous historical methodology characterized by critical
examination of primary sources and objective analysis. His scholarship is noted for its:

e Use of original texts from church fathers, ecumenical councils, and historical
documents

e Incorporation of contemporary scholarly research and archaeological findings
e Balanced treatment of differing theological perspectives

e Contextualization of religious developments within broader historical events

This approach ensured that the History of the Christian Church remained both scholarly
accurate and accessible to a broad readership, bridging academic and religious
communities.

Impact and Legacy in Christian Historiography

The influence of Philip Schaff’s History of the Christian Church extends well beyond its
initial publication. It set a standard for subsequent church histories by combining
erudition with readability. Many later historians have built upon Schaff’s foundation,
acknowledging its role in shaping modern approaches to ecclesiastical history.

Educational Use

The work has been widely adopted in seminaries and theological institutions as a primary
resource for understanding Christian history.

Ecumenical Significance

Schaff’s inclusive narrative fostered greater understanding among different Christian
traditions, promoting dialogue and unity.

Continued Relevance

Despite the emergence of new research, Schaff’s work remains a valuable reference for its
comprehensive scope and insightful analysis.



Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Philip Schaff and why is he significant in
Christian history?

Philip Schaff was a 19th-century theologian and historian known for his extensive work on
church history. He is significant for his scholarly approach and for writing 'History of the
Christian Church,' which remains a valuable resource on Christian history.

What is the scope of Philip Schaff's 'History of the
Christian Church'?

Philip Schaff's 'History of the Christian Church' covers the development of Christianity
from the time of the Apostles up to the 19th century, detailing theological, cultural, and
institutional changes throughout church history.

How does Schaff's work differ from other church
histories?

Schaff's work is notable for its comprehensive ecumenical perspective, including Eastern
Orthodox, Roman Catholic, and Protestant viewpoints, and for its critical use of historical
sources, making it a more balanced and scholarly account compared to many
contemporaneous histories.

Is Philip Schaff's 'History of the Christian Church' still
relevant for modern readers?

Yes, Schaff's work remains relevant due to its thorough research, detailed narrative, and
balanced treatment of diverse Christian traditions, making it useful for students, scholars,
and anyone interested in church history.

Where can one access Philip Schaff's 'History of the
Christian Church'?

Philip Schaff's 'History of the Christian Church' is available in many libraries, bookstores,
and online platforms such as Project Gutenberg and Google Books, often for free as it is in
the public domain.

What are some criticisms of Schaff's 'History of the
Christian Church'?

Some criticisms include that Schaff's 19th-century perspective may reflect the biases of
his time, including Eurocentric views and Protestant leanings, and that some
interpretations may be outdated in light of recent scholarship.



How has Philip Schaff influenced contemporary church
historiography?

Philip Schaff influenced contemporary church historiography by setting a high standard
for critical scholarship, promoting ecumenical understanding, and inspiring subsequent
historians to adopt a more inclusive and analytical approach to studying Christian history.

Additional Resources

1. Philip Schaff's History of the Christian Church

This comprehensive multi-volume work by Philip Schaff offers an in-depth chronicle of
Christianity from its inception through the 19th century. Known for its scholarly rigor, it
covers theological developments, church councils, and key figures. The series is a
foundational text for students and historians of Christian history.

2. A History of Christianity: The First Three Thousand Years by Diarmaid MacCulloch
MacCulloch’s expansive history provides a thorough survey of Christianity from its Jewish
roots to the modern era. It balances theological, cultural, and political perspectives,
making it a rich companion to Schaff’s more detailed ecclesiastical focus. The book is
praised for its readability and scholarly insight.

3. The Story of Christianity, Vol. 1 & 2 by Justo L. Gonzalez

This two-volume set offers a clear and accessible narrative of Christian history, covering
the early church through the Reformation and beyond. Gonzalez emphasizes the diversity
and development of Christian traditions, complementing Schaff’s detailed historical
approach. It is widely used in academic and church settings.

4. The Early Church by Henry Chadwick

Chadwick’s work zeroes in on the formative centuries of Christianity, exploring its
doctrinal, social, and institutional growth. The book provides context for the early
ecumenical councils and theological disputes that Schaff discusses extensively. It’s a
valuable resource for understanding the foundational period of the church.

5. Church History in Plain Language by Bruce L. Shelley

Shelley’s approachable writing style makes this book a popular introduction to Christian
history for general readers. It covers key events and figures with clarity, offering a useful
overview that complements the more detailed and scholarly tone of Schaff’s volumes. The
book serves as a helpful primer for beginners.

6. The Reformation: A History by Diarmaid MacCulloch

Focusing on the pivotal Reformation era, this book delves into the religious, political, and
cultural upheavals that reshaped Christianity. MacCulloch’s detailed analysis provides
insight into a period extensively covered in Schaff’s history. It is essential for
understanding the complexities of Protestant and Catholic divisions.

7. A World History of Christianity by Adrian Hastings

Hastings offers a global perspective on the Christian faith, tracing its spread and
adaptation across continents and cultures. This broad approach complements Schaff’s
primarily Western focus, highlighting Christianity’s diverse expressions worldwide. The



book is valuable for those interested in the church’s global impact.

8. The Christian Tradition: A History of the Development of Doctrine by Jaroslav Pelikan
Pelikan’s multi-volume series explores the evolution of Christian doctrine, a key theme in
Schaff’s historical narrative. His detailed theological analysis helps readers understand
how beliefs have developed over time within the church. The series is an essential
companion for theological students and historians alike.

9. Christianity Through the Centuries: A History of the Christian Church by Earle E.
Cairns

Cairns provides a concise yet thorough overview of Christian history, emphasizing key
events and movements from the early church to modern times. The book is accessible for
students and general readers, offering a useful summary alongside Schaff’s more
exhaustive volumes. It serves as a solid introductory text in church history.
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