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I. The Question, and Why It Matters 

A number of modern religious movements base their existence on the claim that the 

Church founded by Christ and His apostles did not merely suffer occasional heresies but 

wholly and universally apostatized—that within a few generations of Pentecost the true 

faith vanished from the earth, leaving no faithful recognizable Church anywhere, until it 

was restored centuries later by a new prophet or organization. This idea, the so-called 

“Great Apostasy,” is foundational for Jehovah’s Witnesses, and is shared in various forms 

by Seventh-day Adventists, the Latter-day Saints, and other restorationist groups, all of 

which trace the corruption to somewhere between the death of the apostles and the reign 

of Constantine. The argument that follows is framed chiefly against the Watchtower’s 

version, but it applies to the claim in whatever form it appears. When I refer to “the 

theory”, I am referring to this claim. 

For these movements the theory is not optional; their justification for existing depends 

on it. If the Church Christ founded never disappeared, then a group claiming to restore 

that Church has nothing to restore. The Watchtower’s central claim—that it alone is God’s 

“organization” on earth—can only be true if Christ’s original Church first ceased to be. So 

the issue is simple: if the Great Apostasy happened, historic Christianity is false; if it did 

not happen, restorationist movements (including Jehovah’s Witnesses) are false.1 

The answer depends on a distinction between personal and universal apostasy. That 

individuals, congregations, and even whole regions can fall away from the Church is not 

in dispute; Scripture says plainly that they will, and history confirms it. But that is the 

opposite of what the Great Apostasy requires. When a person apostatizes, the claim is that 

he has left the Church; when the Church is said to apostatize, the claim is that the Church 

itself has abandoned true belief. The Bible’s many warnings about apostasy are about the 

first kind—people abandoning the faith—and none of them describe the second.  

What follows sets out the case in stages: what Christ actually promised about His Church; 

the complete silence of the historical record where the apostasy should be; the internal 

contradictions of the theory; the circular reasoning that holds it together; the myth of 

Constantine’s influence; the testimony of the earliest Christians in their own words; the 

test the early Church itself used to tell apostolic teaching from novelty; and where the 

theory actually leads those who hold it. 
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II. The Promise: A Church That Cannot Be Overcome 

The restorationist case usually opens with Paul’s warning that “the day of the Lord” will 

not come unless the apostasy comes first (2 Thess. 2:3). The Greek word is apostasia—a 

falling away from the faith. From this single verse the whole edifice is built.2 

But Paul is describing events that precede the Second Coming of Christ, not the dawn of 

the Church’s own history. The Catechism reads the passage the same way: “Before Christ’s 

second coming the Church must pass through a final trial that will shake the faith of many 

believers” (CCC 675). A total eradication of the Church for any length of time was the 

furthest thing from Paul’s mind, because he knew it would flatly contradict the promises 

of Christ: 

I will build my Church, and the powers of death shall not prevail against 

it (Matt. 16:18) 

I am with you always, to the close of the age (Matt. 28:20) 

The Father … will give you another Counselor, to be with you forever (John 

14:16) 

Paul’s own confidence runs the same direction. He expects God to be glorified “in the 

Church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, for ever and ever” (Eph. 3:20–21). That is 

not the language of a man who anticipated the Church passing out of existence for 

seventeen centuries. The apostasy he warns of is a trial at the end of the age, not a 

collapse at its beginning. 

Add to this Paul’s description of the Church as “the household of God … the pillar and 

bulwark of the truth” (1 Tim. 3:15). A pillar holds a thing up; a bulwark is what an assault 

breaks against. Neither is a description of something that can become the vehicle of error. 

It is the same Paul, in the same letters, who is quoted for the apostasy and who says this; 

the theory makes Paul contradict himself. 

Set that beside Christ’s assurance that the Spirit of truth “will guide you into all the truth” 

(John 16:13). A Great Apostasy requires the pillar of truth to have become the pillar of 

falsehood, and the Spirit given to guide the Church into all truth and to remain with her 

forever to have failed at both. 

A Church that is the pillar of truth, guided into all truth by the Spirit, is not a Church that 

collapses into universal error within a generation.3 

The promise in Matthew 16:18 is central, because it is where the defenders of the theory 

must do their most strained work. Christ says the “gates of hell (or death or the grave) 

shall not prevail” against His Church. A Witness may answer that this means only that 
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hell or death or the grave will not permanently overcome the Church—leaving room for 

the gates of hell to prevail completely for seventeen or eighteen centuries, so long as the 

Church is eventually restored. But that reading does not square with the Greek. The verb 

rendered “prevail” (katischyō) is the same word used in the Greek Old Testament (the 

Septuagint) for temporary domination: in Judges 6:2 “the hand of Midian prevailed over 

Israel” for seven years, driving the people into caves; in Exodus 17:11, whenever Moses 

lowered his hand, “Amalek prevailed.” In both cases the prevailing is a temporary 

ascendancy. So when Christ promises that the gates of hell will not prevail, He is ruling 

out exactly the kind of temporary conquest the Great Apostasy requires. A Church 

overthrown for eighteen centuries is a Church against which the gates of hell did prevail—

which is the one thing Christ said would never happen.4 

Scripture does speak of apostasy—but never a complete one of the entire Church. The 

relevant passages (Matt. 24:4–12; Acts 20:29–30; 2 Thess. 2:1–12; 2 Tim. 3:1–7; 2 Pet. 

2:1–3; Jude 17–19) consistently say that many will fall away, not all, and they locate the 

trial in the “latter days,” not the second and third centuries.  

This exposes a clean logical dilemma. If a restorationist founder was right that the whole 

Church apostatized, then one of four things must follow: either  

1. Christ’s promises were misreported by the evangelists 

2.  Christ said them but did not mean them 

3. Christ meant them and failed to keep them 

4. or the founder was simply wrong.  

The first three each destroy the credibility of Christ or of Scripture—the very authorities 

the restorationist claims to follow. Only the fourth is coherent, and it is fatal to the 

restorationist’s own claim. If there was no Great Apostasy, their organization is not the 

divine institution it claims to be. They have placed the whole validity of their movement 

on a claim for which, as we will see, there is no evidence at all. 

That there was apostasy early on in the Christian Church is scripturally and historically 

clear. And it is undeniable which heresy the apostolic writers actually feared. John, who 

writes most fiercely against error, attacks Gnosticism—the denial of Christ’s true 

humanity. But he nowhere warns against the opposite, the denial of Christ’s true divinity, 

which is precisely the heresy a Watchtower reading requires.  

When Paul warns that “fierce wolves” will arise speaking twisted things (Acts 20:29–30), 

he warns the Church so that it will resist—never suggesting they will succeed in 

apostatizing it.  
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The parable of the wheat and the weeds is, if anything, the positive model: weeds are sown 

among the wheat and the two grow together until the harvest (Matt. 13:24–43). Christ 

explicitly forbids uprooting the field; He never says the wheat is destroyed. Imitation 

Christians among the real ones are what He predicts—and exactly what the Church’s 

history shows—but not an abandonment of the field itself. 

Christ Himself supplies an image that answers the claim directly, and He supplies it in 

the same terms Paul would later use. Paul warns the elders at Ephesus that wolves are 

coming; Christ had already said what a shepherd does when the wolf arrives: 

I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. 

He who is a hireling and not a shepherd, whose own the sheep are not, sees 

the wolf coming and leaves the sheep and flees; and the wolf snatches them 

and scatters them. He flees because he is a hireling and cares nothing for 

the sheep. I am the good shepherd; I know my own and my own know me 

(John 10:11–14) 

The contrast is the whole point of the passage. A hireling is defined by one thing: what he 

does when the wolf comes. He leaves, and the flock is snatched and scattered. The Great 

Apostasy asks us to believe that this is what Christ did—He saw the wolves coming, as 

Paul said they would, and then let the flock be snatched and scattered for eighteen 

centuries. That is the hireling’s description, and Christ gave it to say that this was not how 

He cares for His sheep. The Great Apostasy theory does not merely leave the promises 

unfulfilled; it casts the Good Shepherd in the very role He distinguished Himself from. 

A few verses later the promise is made explicit. His sheep hear His voice, He knows them, 

He gives them eternal life, “and no one shall snatch them out of my hand” (John 10:27–

28). The wolf snatches what the hireling abandons. Nothing snatches what the Good 

Shepherd holds. Those many thousands of second- and third-century Christian martyrs 

were not apostates, abandoned by their Shepherd! 

III. The Apostasy With No Date, No Place, and No Witnesses 

Set the theology aside and ask the historian’s question: where is the evidence? Anyone 

who claims the early Church fell into apostasy should be able to show three things: what 

Jesus originally taught, when and how the false teaching was introduced, and how it 

supplanted the true one. An event of this magnitude—the total corruption of the universal 

Church—would be the most consequential rupture in all of Christian history. Yet it has no 

date, no location, no council that decreed it, and no name attached to it. 

What one gets instead is vague historical hand-waving. Rather than naming the heretics 

who introduced the errors, the claim says only that heresy “crept in”—as if ideas created 
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themselves. Rather than naming the year, or even the century, it says the change 

happened “over time.” The reason the claim is hard to refute is that there is so little of it 

to refute: it offers almost no checkable facts. A theory that cannot be fact-checked has 

earned no presumption in its favor; it has simply declined to say anything specific enough 

to be verified. 

Consider, by contrast, what we do know with certainty. Every ecumenical council is 

documented—its debates, its canons, its participants. Every pope and bishop is named. 

Every Reformer is named. Every heretic from the first century onward is named: Marcion, 

Montanus, Valentinus, Sabellius, Arius, Pelagius, Nestorius, and the rest. The records of 

Christian antiquity are voluminous and contentious. But the single most important event 

in the restorationist timeline—the moment the entire Church abandoned Christ and 

embraced a counterfeit—has left no record at all. History is simply silent. 

A genuine, universal apostasy would have left a scar: someone, somewhere, would have 

protested. If the Church Fathers were themselves the apostates, they would have written 

against the faithful remnant who still clung to the older apostolic teaching—condemning 

them, refuting them, naming them, exactly as they did with every other heresy. Instead 

the Fathers do the opposite: they fight for continuity with the apostles and against every 

novelty. Not one of the Ante-Nicene Fathers is accused by his contemporaries of 

introducing a new religion, or of abandoning “the faith which was once for all delivered 

to the saints” (Jude 3). The faithful remnant the theory requires is nowhere to be found, 

and neither is the controversy its suppression would have caused. 

This is the “dog who didn’t bark in the night” problem. The doctrines the restorationist 

calls corruptions—a structured episcopate, the Real Presence, infant baptism, prayer in 

communion with the saints—are not minor adjustments; they are the kind of changes 

that, if they were ‘novelties’, would have torn the Church apart. An apostasy of that 

magnitude, spread across the whole Church, could not have happened quietly. Yet the 

early records preserve fierce controversy over far smaller matters—the date of Easter and 

the rebaptism of heretics, for example—while showing no trace whatever of the supposed 

great battle over the abandonment of apostolic Christianity. The absence of any 

contemporary protest is not a gap in the evidence; given how the early Church argued 

over everything, it is positive evidence that no such apostasy occurred. The far simpler 

explanation is that these doctrines provoked no outcry because they were not innovations 

at all, but the faith the Church had held from the beginning. 

Pressed on this, Witnesses typically resort to a conspiracy: the apostate Church destroyed 

all the records and erased the true Christians from history. But this proves too much. We 

possess abundant evidence for the heresies the Church actually did war against. Fourth-

century Arianism is as plainly attested as Caesar’s conquest of Gaul—not only in the 
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orthodox refutations but in large excerpts of the Arians’ own writings, down to Julian the 

Apostate’s anti-Christian polemic Against the Galileans. The voices of Arius and 

Eunomius can still be heard today. Yet when we listen for the traces of some primitive 

proto-restorationist Christianity that the Church supposedly silenced—a hidden body 

holding the distinctive doctrines of the modern movement—there is nothing but crickets. 

A regime efficient enough to erase one movement without a trace, while carefully 

preserving its enemies’ literature, is not a historical theory; it is special pleading. 

The conspiracy theory collapses on the one document the restorationists cannot do 

without: the Bible. If the Church could corrupt every other record at will, why did it not 

also doctor the Scriptures—inserting the explicit apostate teachings Jehovah’s Witnesses 

complain are not in the Bible? The usual answer is that the Holy Spirit miraculously 

preserved the biblical text even while the Church corrupted everything else. But that 

answer destroys the theory. If the Spirit could preserve the text of Scripture through a 

supposedly apostate Church, then the same Spirit—whom Christ promised would guide 

His people into all truth (John 16:13)—could surely preserve the Church herself, her 

shepherds, and her faith. And the manuscripts confirm the point: the earliest great 

codices, Sinaiticus and Vaticanus, show the ordinary variants of hand-copying but no 

campaign of doctrinal falsification. The critic who says the Church was free enough to 

corrupt the manuscripts must explain why the manuscripts are not corrupted; the critic 

who says they are infallible has conceded that the Church preserved them faithfully.5 

When the conspiracy will not hold, defenders fall back on the claim of a “remnant”: the 

true Christians survived in secret, hidden somewhere, thinking and worshipping just as 

the modern group does. But this fares no better. There is no legitimate trace of such a 

remnant—and when Jehovah’s Witnesses attempt to name one, they are forced to point 

to sects like the Montanists or the Albigensians, groups whose actual reconstructed 

doctrine was further from the modern Watchtower beliefs than mainstream Christianity. 

To claim these Gnostic splinter groups as one’s spiritual ancestors is to abandon the very 

orthodoxy one set out to defend.6 

The most telling test of the remnant claim was run by the Society itself. While Jehovah’s 

Witnesses—Proclaimers of God’s Kingdom was being prepared, the Writing Department 

assigned a researcher, Barbara Anderson, to identify the faithful Christians who had 

carried the truth through the intervening centuries. She was given the Society’s own four 

marks by which such a chain would be recognized—rejection of the Trinity, of hellfire, and 

of the immortality of the soul, together with acceptance of the ransom as Witnesses define 

it—and she spent months on the question, reading the scholarship on the Arian 

movements, the Lollards, the Waldenses, the Socinians and the Anabaptists. Her 

conclusion, which her overseer Karl Adams accepted, was that there was not one 

generation of true Christians linking to a succeeding generation. Adams undertook that 
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the claim would not be made again, and the book, when it appeared, retreated to the 

vaguest formula available: true Christianity “was never completely stamped out,” because 

“throughout the centuries there have always been truth lovers.” That is not a finding; it is 

the absence of one. When the organization’s own researcher is sent to look for the 

remnant and comes back empty-handed, the silence of the record has stopped being the 

Catholic’s argument and become the Watchtower’s own.7 

IV. Three Problems the Theory Cannot Escape 

Even granting the argument its best footing, the Great Apostasy collapses under three 

practical difficulties. 

It makes Christ a foolish builder. 

Jesus contrasts the wise man who builds on rock with the fool who builds on sand, whose 

house collapses when the storm comes (Matt. 7:24–27). If Wisdom Incarnate founded 

His Church upon a rock and promised that the gates of hell would not prevail against it 

(Matt. 16:18), and that Church nonetheless caved in within a century or two, then He kept 

neither His design nor His promise. The apostasy thesis does not merely indict the early 

Christians; it indicts the One who built the house. 

It fails Gamaliel’s test. 

In Acts 5 the rabbi Gamaliel counsels the Sanhedrin to leave the apostles alone: “if this 

plan or this undertaking is of men, it will fail; but if it is of God, you will not be able to 

overthrow them” (Acts 5:38–39). He cites Theudas and Judas the Galilean—movements 

that rose, drew a following, and came to nothing once their leaders perished. Apply that 

test honestly. The one Church that has not been overthrown since the time of Christ is the 

historic, visible Church. By the restorationist’s own logic, any first-century body holding 

their distinctive doctrines that then vanished for eighteen hundred years was, by 

definition, of men and not of God. 

It saws off the branch the critic sits on. 

Most reconstructions place the decisive corruption around Constantine and the Council 

of Nicaea (A.D. 325). But the same body of bishops these movements call “apostate” is the 

body that settled the canon of the New Testament at the regional councils of the late fourth 

century.8 The Church judged which writings were inspired precisely by whether they 

accorded with the apostolic Tradition handed down through her bishops. So the Witness 

who rejects the Church’s teaching authority is left holding a New Testament—read in 

Kingdom Halls every week—that was assembled by the very “apostates” he repudiates, 

with no independent way to establish its inspiration. You cannot discredit the fourth-

century Church and keep its Bible. 
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V. The Witnesses for the Prosecution Cannot Agree 

A charge this serious ought to come with a consistent story. It does not. The movements 

that assert a Great Apostasy disagree with one another on nearly every particular—on 

when it happened, on what the crime was, and on who was sent to fix it. That 

disagreement is itself evidence, because a real historical event leaves one set of facts, while 

a projected one leaves as many versions as there are projectors. 

Jehovah’s Witnesses fault the fourth-century Church for affirming the divinity of Christ; 

the Mormons fault it for denying the divinity of man. Seventh-day Adventists indict it for 

abandoning the Sabbath; other groups for retaining too much of the Jewish law. One 

tradition dates the fall to Constantine, another to the bishops of the second century, 

another to a slow syncretism with no fixed date at all. When the prosecution’s own 

witnesses contradict each other about the date of the crime, the nature of the crime, and 

the identity of the rescuer, the indictment collapses of its own incoherence. 

It is worth adding that the historic Protestant Reformers such as Luther, Calvin, Cranmer, 

and their peers did not teach that the Church had passed out of existence between the 

apostles and the sixteenth century, nor that Ignatius, Polycarp, Irenaeus, and Tertullian 

had taught apostasy. They affirmed the early creeds, the early councils, and the canon 

those Fathers handed down. The total-apostasy theory is a later development, chiefly of 

the nineteenth-century restorationist movements.9 

VI. The Circle: How the Theory Proves Itself 

Beneath the historical claims lies a deeper problem of reasoning, and once it is seen the 

whole structure loses its force. The Great Apostasy is not held because the evidence points 

to it; it is held because the movement needs it, and the argument that supports it turns in 

a circle. Two propositions do all the work. Call them the apostasy claim—that the early 

Church wholly fell away—and the restoration claim—that the modern movement teaches 

the true, original faith. The Watchtower holds both, and the question is how each is 

justified. 

Ask first how the restoration claim is known. How does one know that the movement’s 

distinctive doctrines are the original apostolic faith? The answer: the early Church that 

contradicts us had already apostatized, and therefore its testimony does not count against 

us. The restoration claim, in other words, is defended by appeal to the apostasy. 

Now ask how the apostasy claim is known. Where is the evidence that the whole Church 

fell away? What establishes the apostasy is this: the historic Church teaches things the 

movement knows to be false, and a true Church could not have done that, so it must have 



Was There a Great Apostasy? 

Version 1.84 11 

fallen away. The apostasy claim, in other words, is defended by appeal to the restoration 

claim. The circle closes: 

The restoration is true because the Church apostatized; and we know the 

Church apostatized because it contradicts the restoration. Each proposition 

is propped up entirely by the other. 

A vicious circle is sealed off from anything that could disturb it. This one is sealed, and 

three tests show it. 

The evidence that would settle the question is disqualified in advance. 

Ordinarily one settles “what did the early Church believe?” by reading the early Church. 

But here every source that could falsify the restoration claim—every Father, every council, 

every ancient liturgy—is reclassified as apostate precisely because it disagrees, and so its 

testimony is thrown out. This is the signature of an unfalsifiable theory: no possible 

historical finding can count against it, because any contrary finding is touted as further 

proof of the corruption.  

The “apostasy” is a placeholder, not a finding. 

Strip away the rhetoric and the apostasy has none of the marks of a real historical event—

no when, no where, no who, no how. It is postulated to exactly the size and shape needed 

to explain away the gap between what the movement teaches and what the record shows. 

A hypothesis whose only content is “whatever must have happened for our view to be 

right” explains nothing; it merely renames the conclusion. The apostasy is not evidence 

for the restoration; it is the restoration’s need, restated as history. 

The argument proves too much, and so proves nothing. 

A sound argument cannot have its premises swapped to reach an opposite conclusion. 

This one can. Any group whatever—however much it contradicts the Witnesses—can run 

the identical structure: “the true faith was lost, we alone have recovered it, and the fact 

that all other Christians disagree with us only proves how complete the loss was.” The 

form validates every mutually exclusive claimant equally well, which means it validates 

none of them. An argument that can prove any conclusion establishes no conclusion. 

Reduced to its bones, the reasoning is this: 

Premise 1. Our doctrines are true, because the historic Church apostatized—so 

its contrary witness is void. 

Premise 2. We know the historic Church apostatized, because it teaches 

doctrines contrary to ours, which a true Church could not do. 

Conclusion. Our doctrines are true because our doctrines are true. 
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The middle term—“apostasy”—is the device that lets the conclusion appear among the 

premises in a historical disguise. Remove the disguise and the syllogism reads: we are 

right because they are wrong, and they are wrong because we are right. This is the 

textbook fallacy of begging the question, compounded by a theory built so that no 

evidence could ever count against it. Its function is not to discover whether the early 

Church apostatized but to immunize the movement’s distinctive claims against the one 

body of evidence—the early Church’s own testimony—that would otherwise refute them.10 

VII. The Myth of Constantine’s Influence 

The popular story runs like this: a pagan, sun-worshipping emperor converted 

Christianity into the state religion, flooded the Church with half-converted pagans, 

invented a clerical hierarchy on the model of the mystery cults, locked the Bible away in 

dead languages, and at Nicaea “substituted a creed for the Word of God.” Almost none of 

it is true. 

Start with the factual errors, which are not minor. Constantine was not the first emperor 

to legalize Christianity—that was Galerius, in 311. He did not make it the official religion 

of Rome—that was Theodosius, some forty years after Constantine’s death. The Nicene 

Creed was not the first Christian creed; the Apostles’ Creed, Tertullian’s Old Roman 

Creed, and Eusebius’s Creed of Palestine are all older.11 The Scriptures were “locked away” 

in Greek for the simple reason that the apostles and evangelists wrote in Greek; they 

would later be opened to the common reader by Jerome’s Latin Vulgate—Jerome being a 

staunch defender of Nicaea who would sooner have died than see its rulings overturned. 

The hierarchy of bishops, presbyters, and deacons did not arise under Constantine either; 

it is plainly in place by the time of Ignatius of Antioch, a disciple of the apostles, around 

A.D. 107.12 

Notice, too, that restorationists cannot agree on what Constantine’s crime even was. The 

Jehovah’s Witnesses fault Nicaea for inventing the divinity of Christ; the Mormons fault 

it for denying the divinity of man. One tradition blames Constantine for discarding too 

much of the Old Testament law, another for keeping too much of it.  

What actually happened at Nicaea is no mystery, and it is the reverse of the legend. The 

fullest modern account—A. H. M. Jones’s Constantine and the Conversion of Europe—

describes an emperor who neither understood the question nor much cared how it was 

answered. Before the council, Constantine wrote to Alexander and Arius jointly, 

pronouncing the cause of their quarrel “extremely trifling”: a question that ought never 

to have been asked, and once asked ought never to have been answered, and the two men 

should agree to differ. This was not a man scheming to impose a new theology; it was a 

man begging the theologians to stop. What Constantine wanted from Nicaea was an 
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inclusive formula that everyone could sign. What the bishops produced was the opposite—

an exclusive creed, rewritten clause by clause until no Arian could affirm it, with 

anathemas appended to close the loopholes. Even the term homoousios, which the 

emperor himself put forward, came to him from his ecclesiastical adviser, the Spanish 

bishop Hosius; and the doctrine it expressed was no novelty, having been accepted 

teaching in the West for a century or more—implied in Tertullian, and insisted on by a 

pope of Rome sixty years before the council met. Jones’s verdict is that the anti-Arian 

bishops exploited the emperor’s authority to carry a creed Arius could not sign—influence 

running in precisely the opposite direction from the one the Great Apostasy claim puts 

forth.13 

Consider, too, who was sitting on those benches. The bulk of the council, Jones observes, 

were simple pastors who would resent any tampering with the faith they had learned—

and many were confessors, men who had endured imprisonment, torture, and penal 

servitude in the Great Persecution rather than surrender that faith. The persecution had 

ended barely a dozen years before. Men who had defied one emperor’s torturers were not 

about to adopt a new religion because another emperor preferred harmony. And 

Constantine’s own later conduct settles what his influence was for: when peace seemed to 

require the opposite policy, he received Arius back, ordered the bishop of Constantinople 

to admit him to communion, and exiled Athanasius, the creed’s most determined 

defender, to Trier. His constant was unity, never doctrine.14 

The deeper irony is that the records describe the opposite of the conspiracy. Paganism 

really did make an assault on the fourth-century Church—but it was open warfare, not 

slow infiltration, and the Church met it with open resistance. It was the orthodox 

Athanasius who defied imperial pressure when he judged the emperor wrong, while the 

courtiers cozy with the throne were the Arians. The creed that the common laity defended 

at Nicaea was the great roadblock against the paganization of Christianity, not the 

instrument of it. If any “official religion imposed from above” by imperial power marked 

that century, it was Arianism—the heresy favored by emperors like Constantius and 

ultimately abandoned by Julian, who shed even its thin Christian veneer and returned to 

Apollo. As G. K. Chesterton observed, the conspiracy theory is true in nearly every detail 

except that it has been attributed to entirely the wrong party: what the emperors tried to 

impose was the heresy; what the people held was the faith.15 

One further point dismantles the premise beneath the whole story. The claim imagines a 

pure, hidden, underground Church before Constantine that lost its innocence once 

Christianity was legalized. But the pre-Constantinian Church was not underground at all. 

By the mid-to-late third century the catacombs were long behind it; Christians owned 

property and built churches on it; the anti-Christian laws were routinely ignored; and the 

Church was a well-known, propertied, influential segment of Roman society—visible, not 
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hidden. That same “pure” early Church already carried its share of doctrinal error and 

moral laxity, as the mass apostasies under the Diocletian persecution of 303–311 would 

soon expose, when whole districts lapsed under threat. There was no lost age of 

underground innocence for Constantine to corrupt; the picture the theory depends on is 

a fiction.16 

VIII. The Pre-Nicene Church in Its Own Words 

The most direct refutation is simply to read the Christians who lived before Constantine. 

If the distinctive shape of the historic Church—apostolic succession, a single presiding 

bishop, the Real Presence in the Eucharist—were a fourth-century invention, these 

writers should know nothing of it. Instead they are saturated with it, within living memory 

of the apostles themselves. Trace the line. 

Clement of Rome (writing c. A.D. 95)17 

The apostles received the Gospel for us from the Lord Jesus Christ … 

Through countryside and city they preached; and they appointed their 

earliest converts … to be bishops and deacons of future believers … and 

afterwards added the further provision that, if they should die, other 

approved men should succeed to their ministry. 

Ignatius of Antioch (c. A.D. 107)18 

Take care to do all things in harmony with God, with the bishop presiding 

in the place of God and with the presbyters in the place of the council of the 

apostles … Wherever the bishop appears, let the people be there; just as 

wherever Jesus Christ is, there is the Catholic Church. … They abstain from 

the Eucharist and from prayer, because they do not confess that the 

Eucharist is the flesh of our Savior Jesus Christ, flesh which suffered for 

our sins. 

Justin Martyr (c. A.D. 155)19 

For not as common bread nor common drink do we receive these; but … 

the food which has been made into the Eucharist by the prayer of his word 

… is both the flesh and blood of that incarnated Jesus. 

Irenaeus of Lyons (c. A.D. 180)20 

It is necessary to obey those who are presbyters in the Church, those who 

… have succession from the apostles … But the rest, who have no part in 

the primitive succession and assemble wheresoever they will, must be held 

in suspicion. 
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This is not a slow drift toward “Catholic” distinctives across the centuries; it is the faith 

stated plainly at the start. Both Polycarp and Ignatius were, by early tradition, direct 

disciples of the apostle John, and both already hold doctrines a restorationist must treat 

as corruptions. If Christ taught what modern restorationists believe He taught, the 

deviation visible in less than a single generation would be staggering—and it would mean 

the apostles did a catastrophic job of handing on what they had received. The far simpler 

explanation is that the apostles handed on exactly what we find in their students. 

The Fathers themselves were intensely protective of that deposit. Reading them, one finds 

not a gradual descent into pagan compromise but a vigilant, even scrupulous, 

determination to keep the apostolic teaching untainted. At the slightest novelty they 

protested loudly. The early-Church historian sees not a quiet apostasy but a running battle 

between the Church and the heresies that attacked her—a battle the Church kept winning.  

IX. The Early Church’s Own Test: Tradition and the 
Refutation of Novelty 

There is a further problem for the “creeping heresy” theory, and it comes from the early 

Christians themselves. They were not naïve about the danger of false teaching slipping in; 

they were preoccupied with it, and they had a settled method for detecting it. That method 

makes the quiet, unnoticed corruption the theory requires very nearly impossible. 

Christian theology was, from the start, explicitly conservative—not in any political sense, 

but in the literal one: it sought to conserve what had been handed down. Paul warns that 

“the time is coming when people will not endure sound teaching, but having itching ears 

they will accumulate for themselves teachers to suit their own likings” (2 Tim. 4:3). John 

is blunter still: “Anyone who goes ahead and does not abide in the doctrine of Christ does 

not have God” (2 John 9). The instinct these texts express is to distrust the new and trust 

the old—to treat an itinerant teacher arriving with a novelty as suspect precisely because 

it is a novelty, however appealing. A movement that asks Christians to abandon what the 

Church has always held, in favor of something recovered in the nineteenth century, is 

asking them to do the one thing the apostles told them never to do.21 

From this principle the early Church derived a practical test: you could refute a heresy 

simply by showing where it began. If a teaching could not be traced in an unbroken line 

back to the apostles—if it had a datable origin in some named teacher—that was sufficient 

to prove it false. Jerome states the rule plainly (writing c. A.D. 379): a Christian should 

remain “in that Church which was founded by the apostles and continues to this day,” and 

any group taking its name from some later founder “took its rise after the foundation of 

the Church” and is therefore not the Church of Christ but, in his sharp phrase, “the 

synagogue of Antichrist.” Tellingly, Jerome adds that it is no defense for such groups to 
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quote Scripture for their claims, “since the devil himself quoted Scripture”—the essence 

of Scripture being not the bare letter but the meaning the Church has always given it.22 

We ought to remain in that Church which was founded by the apostles and 

continues to this day. If ever you hear of any that are called Christians 

taking their name not from the Lord Jesus Christ, but from some other, for 

instance, Marcionites, Valentinians, men of the mountain or the plain, you 

may be sure that you have there not the Church of Christ, but the 

synagogue of Antichrist. For the fact that they took their rise after the 

foundation of the Church is proof that they are those whose coming the 

apostle foretold. And let them not flatter themselves if they think they have 

Scripture authority for their assertions, since the devil himself quoted 

Scripture, and the essence of the Scriptures is not the letter, but the 

meaning. Otherwise, if we follow the letter, we too can concoct a new 

dogma and assert that such persons as wear shoes and have two coats 

must not be received into the Church. 

This is what Scripture calls tradition—from the Latin tradere and the Greek paradosis, 

both meaning something “handed on.” It is a mistake to ask whether tradition as such is 

good or bad; that is like asking whether teachings are good or bad. The right question is 

what is being handed on, and where it came from. So Jesus can condemn “the tradition 

of men” that nullifies God’s commandment (Mark 7:8), while Paul can command the 

Thessalonians to “stand firm and hold to the traditions which you were taught by us, 

either by word of mouth or by letter” (2 Thess. 2:15). The difference is the source: a 

tradition from the apostles binds; a tradition of merely human origin does not. No 

Christian can coherently be against tradition as such—for Scripture itself, as Paul says, is 

apostolic teaching handed on “by letter.” The only real question is whether a given 

teaching is of apostolic or of post-apostolic origin. And by that measure a doctrine first 

articulated in the nineteenth century is, by definition, a tradition of men, not the apostolic 

deposit.23 

The timeline is fatal to the theory. By the time we reach the year 200, the characteristically 

“Catholic” doctrines are not being argued for as innovations; they are already taken for 

granted as the universal faith of Christians. For the restorationist account to be true, a 

heresy would have had to displace the authentic apostolic teaching across the entire 

Church, and do so within a generation or two, and do so unnoticed by the very men—

Polycarp, Irenaeus, and their circle—whose whole project was to detect and denounce 

exactly that kind of novelty. The heresy the claim needs did not creep in; it would have 

had to sprint in, in plain sight, past the Church’s sentries, without leaving a footprint. 

That is not a historical hypothesis; it is a miracle invoked to keep a theory alive. 
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A generation later Vincent of Lérins distilled the same instinct into a famous rule: hold to 

“what has been believed everywhere, always, and by all.” His three tests—universality, 

antiquity, and consent—were precisely tools for telling apostolic truth from later 

innovation: prefer the faith the whole Church professes to the opinion of a part, the 

ancient to the novel, the consensus of the Fathers to the thinking of a few. His point is: 

where a genuine consensus of the early Church exists, to depart from it is to depart from 

historic Christianity—which is the surest sign that one has wandered into heresy. By that 

test, it is not the historic Church but the movement that calls it apostate which stands 

condemned.24 

X. Where the Theory Actually Leads 

Two final ironies are worth mentioning. The first: The Great Apostasy narrative insists on 

an early, “original” body of true believers—proto-restorationists—brutally suppressed by 

later orthodoxy. Only one modern movement can point to anything resembling such a 

suppressed group: Jehovah’s Witnesses, whose theology recovers, independently, the 

substance of fourth-century Arianism. They are today’s Arians in everything but lineage—

affirming Arius’s strange blend of near-divine honors paid to a Christ they deny is truly 

God. Their nineteenth-century founders reasoned their way into the same man-made 

conclusion by the same Bible-alone method as Arius, apparently unaware that the Church 

had already weighed and rejected it sixteen centuries earlier. 

The second irony sits closer to home—in the Society’s own files, documented by Don 

Cameron, a former Witness elder, from the Governing Body’s correspondence. In 

Watchtower practice, “apostasy” does not mean abandoning the faith of the apostles; it 

means abandoning what has been provided “through the ‘slave class’”—the Governing 

Body’s own teachings. The Body’s letter of September 1, 1980 directed judicial action 

against any Witness who “continues to believe the apostate ideas” after such provision—

and the teaching in question could itself be false by the Body’s own later admission. A 

Witness who abandoned the “generation of 1914” chronology before the Governing Body 

abandoned it in 1995 was disfellowshipped as an apostate for being right too early. 

Cameron states the operating rule exactly: a teaching abandoned by a Witness is 

“apostasy”; the same teaching abandoned by the Governing Body is “new light from God.” 

An organization founded on the charge that the whole Church once fell away has ended 

by defining apostasy as disagreement with itself. That is what the Great Apostasy 

narrative was for from the beginning—not a finding about the second century, but a fence 

around the authority of the men who assert it.25 

That is the real shape of the evidence. The thing the restorationist calls “the apostasy” 

turns out, on inspection, to be the Church resisting apostasy—Athanasius against the 

Arian emperors, the Nicene laity against an imperially favored heresy, the Fathers against 
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every novelty that tried to plant itself in the apostolic age. There were “great fallings 

away,” real and destructive ones, but the Church survived each and thrived after it. The 

faith the Fathers defended is the same faith their predecessors received and their 

successors handed on: the same yesterday, today, and forever (Heb. 13:8). 

XI. Conclusion 

The Great Apostasy is not a finding of history; it is a requirement of theology—a premise 

restorationist movements—including Jehovah’s Witnesses—must assert in order to 

justify their own founding, supported afterward by whatever reading of the evidence will 

serve. But Christ promised that the gates of hell would not prevail against His Church and 

that He would remain with her to the close of the age. The pre-Nicene Fathers, the 

unbroken succession of bishops, the early councils, and the very Bible Jehovah’s 

Witnesses still read all testify that He kept that promise. There was no date, no place, no 

council, no name, and no faithful remnant in hiding—because there was no Great 

Apostasy. There was only the Church Christ founded, attacked in every century and 

overcoming in every century, handing on the faith once delivered to the saints. 

That divine mission, entrusted by Christ to the apostles, will last until the end of the 

world … And for this reason the apostles, appointed as rulers in this society, took care 

to appoint successors (Second Vatican Council, Lumen Gentium 20). 
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* * * 

Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit, 

as it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be, 

world without end. Amen. 
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