
Early Heresies and Attacks on the Faith 

Even in its earliest days the Church had enemies more dangerous than persecutors. These 
were the leaders of heresy. The former could only harm the Christians in their life, or honour, or 
property, while the teachers of false doctrine often injured their souls by leading them to forsake 
the true faith. Those who follow the false teachings associated with the Catholic Church are 
heretics, and false doctrines which deny some article of faith are called heresies. 

By far the most serious heresy to inflict the Catholic Church during its early years was the Arian 
Heresy, which began in Alexandria in the fourth century and continued to divide the Church for 
over 250 years. But lesser heresies which arose during the first few centuries also hurt the 
Church. Fortunately all heresies that arose while Christians were still a persecuted minority 
lacked the support of temporal power and eventually disappeared under the anathemas of the 
Church. 

Heresies of the Second and Third Centuries 

The following are some of the principal heresies of the first three centuries: 

Cerinthians 
The Cerinthians took their name from Cerinthus, who was a contemporary of St. John, and 
denied the divinity of Christ. Cerinthus distinguished between Jesus and Christ as separate 
beings. Jesus was mere man, though eminently holy. Christ or the Holy Ghost, dwelt in Jesus 
from the moment of his baptism until the Passion, when Jesus suffers alone and Christ returns 
to heaven. St. John wrote his Gospel against this sect. 
 
Simonians 
The Simonians followed the teachings of Simon Magus, a magician who claimed to be the 
Messiah, and separated from the Church after being rebuked by St. Peter for offering to 
purchase the power of giving the Holy Ghost. The Simonians eventually adopted Gnostic ideas 
and practices, and remnants of various sects remained in Syria and Asia minor throughout the 
4th century. 
 
Gnostics 
The Gnostics opposed the teachings of the Church on Creation. They maintained that the 
material composing the earth had, like God Himself, existed from all eternity; that an evil spirit 
took possession of matter and formed the world; that the material was in itself evil. The term 
"Gnostics" means "those who know", and their doctrines were a mixture of paganism and 
Christianity. The chief leaders of the Gnostics were Valentinus and Marcion of Sinope both of 
whom died in 160 AD, but the sect persisted in various forms for several centuries. 
 
Montanists and Novatians 
The Montanists were founded by Montanus, about 173 AD. His chief error was in teaching that 
the Church had not power to forgive all mortal sins and he denied the cooperation of the Holy 
Ghost in the work of Christ. Tertullian was led away by this heresy and attacked Pope Callixtus 
for condemning it. It was adopted by the Novatians, in about 250 AD, who claimed that that 
those Christians who had denied the faith under the Decian persecutions could be readmitted to 
the Church. This error became widely spread in Asia, Europe, and North Africa, but was 
opposed by St. Cyprian of Carthage. 



 
Non-Trinitarians 
Numerous sects which sprang up in the Church taught different heresies about the doctrine of 
the Blessed Trinity, and they are therefore known by the name of Anti-Trinitarian heretics. 
 
Manicheans  
The Manichean sect, founded by the Persian Mani in around 250 AD, taught that there were two 
Gods, one the author of good, the other the author of evil, and that the two Eternal Beings, Light 
and Darkness, were constantly warring with each other for supremacy. They also held that 
Jesus Christ took a human body only in appearance. St. Augustine of Hippo was influenced 
by Manicheanism in his youth, but later wrote against it. The Manichean sect survived 
throughout the 8th century in Persia, and influenced several heresies of the Middle Ages, 
including the Albigensian Heresy. 

Attacks on the Faith 

Besides the attacks made on the Church by persecution and heresies, many of the pagans tried 
to shake the faith of the Christians by writing all sorts of untrue things against Catholic teaching, 
and accused the faithful of crimes which they had never committed. Thus the Christians were 
held up as atheists, because they would not adore the false gods of the Romans; they were also 
accused of being enemies of the State, and of being disloyal to the Emperor, and of many other 
crimes so grievous that they would have died rather than commit them. The enemies of the 
Church sought by these accusations to make the Christian religion appear less holy and less 
attractive to the pagans, and hoped thus to prevent many from becoming Christians. 

But God raised up many learned and clever men, who, by their teaching, and especially by their 
writings, defended the Church against these dangerous attacks. These men were called 
"Apologists." Their writings are known as "Apologies," and are letters addressed to Emperors 
and others, in which the calumnies against the Christian religion are disproved, and which also 
contain instructions on Christian belief and the practice of virtue. Among the most learned of the 
Apologists may be named St. Justin Martyr, St. Irenaeus, Tertullian, and Origen. More about 
these defenders of the faith can be found on the Early Church Fathers page. 
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