
Early Church Fathers — 100 to 325 A.D. 

Church Fathers were learned men who lived between 60 and 600 A.D. Most were exceptional 
scholars and writers who settled early questions of Dogma and defended the early church 
against heresy and schism. Apologists wrote in support of Church teachings and practices, and 
defended her from slander. The Church depended on Apologists and Church Fathers to 
maintain orthodoxy, especially during early years. 

Achievements of the Church Fathers include: 

 Defended Christianity Against Roman Pagan Critics 

 Fended off Early Heresies and promoted Unity 

 Clarified tradition, defined dogmas, authored creeds 

 Taught the truths of the faith by word and deed 

 Determined and promoted the Biblical canon of Scriptures 

The question of who is and isn’t a Church Father is open to interpretation. There is not an 
official designation of who is and isn't a 'Church Father', as there is for the title 'Doctor of the 
Church.' The office of 'Doctor of the Church' was not established until the 16th century and 
many of the earliest theologians of the Church do not meet the specific criteria. For example, 
the writings of saints who are declared 'Doctors of the Church' must be extant and much of the 
writing of the earliest Fathers has been lost. Also, martyrs are generally not declared Doctors of 
the Church, and many of the earliest Church Fathers died as martyrs. 

While all of those designated Doctors of the Church were first declared saints, several of the 
great Fathers of the Church were never canonized, and a few even fell into 
heresy. Origen and Tertullian, for example, are recognized as Church fathers in spite of the 
fact that they were associated with ancient heresies or errors. The reason they are still honored 
is that at the time they lived, the doctrines of Christianity were not fully worked out and sincere 
Christian scholars differed on certain points. Both men made immense contributions to Christian 
scholarship over many years and the errors in their thinking did not detract from the value of 
their orthodox writings. 

The Church fathers are often grouped into the following categories: 

Apostolic 
Fathers  
(60-150) 

Ignatius of Antioch, Polycarp of Smyrna, Justin 
Martyr Clement of Rome 

Apologists  
(150–313) 

Irenaeus of Lyons, Clement of Alexandria, Origen, 
Tertullian, Cyprian of Carthage 

Greek Fathers  
(313-420) 

Athanasius, Basil the Great, Gregory of Nazianzus, 
John Chrysostom, Cyril of Alexandria 

Latin Fathers  
(350-400) 

Hilary of Poitiers, Ambrose of Milan, Jerome, 
Augustine of Hippo 

Late Fathers 
Gregory the Great (d. 604) , Isadore of Seville (d. 
636), John of Damascus (d. 749) 

 
Information about the lives of Apostolic Fathers and Apologists who lived before 300 A.D. are 
listed on the following page.  Lives of later fathers are dealt with in the following unit.   
 



 
APOSTOLIC FATHERS 

St. Clement  
of Rome  

(d. 99) 

Disciple of Peter. Leader of Church in Rome throughout first century. Wrote oldest non-canonical 
epistle. Claimed primacy of Roman bishop. Martyr—tied to an anchor, thrown into ocean. Patron 
saint of sailors. 

St. Ignatius  
of Antioch  

(d. 108) 

Disciple of John, bishop of Antioch, wrote famous letters en route to martyrdom in Rome, spoke 
on role of bishops, sacraments, beliefs and was the first to call the Church "Catholic". 

St. Polycarp 
of Smyrna  

(d. 155) 

Disciple of John, bishop of Smyrna, helped refute heresies, associate of Ignatius of Antioch. 
Leader of Eastern church met with pope Anicetus. Teacher of St. Irenaeus. 

 
APOLOGISTS 

St. Justin  
Martyr  
(d. 165) 

Eminent Greek pagan who converted to Christianity and debated pagans. Surnamed 'the 
Philosopher', he wrote open letters defending Christians and gave the first accounts of the mass. 
Before his conversion Justin studied every system of Greek philosophy, but failed to find the 
truth in any. One day when he was walking on the seashore a man told him to study the 
doctrines of Christianity. He devoted the rest of his life to preaching and defending the faith.  
In A.D. 150 St. Justin opened a school of theology in Rome. He wrote two famous apologies, 
addressed to Roman Emperors. In one he asked that Christians not be punished unless they 
were guilty of a real crime. The other was addressed to Marcus Aurelius, who answered it by 
causing him to be martyred. He is Patron saint of apologists, philosophers, lecturers. 

St. Irenaeus  
of Lyons  
(d. 202) 

Disciple of Polycarp in Smyrna, who traveled to Gaul and became a bishop in Lyons after the 
persecutions. His writings, condemning the heresies of the day were very influential in 
development of Christian doctrine. He opposed Gnosticism, declared the Roman church had the 
right and duty to condemn heresy, and he died as a Martyr. 

Clement 
of Alexandria  

(d. 215) 

Greek scholar who converted to Christianity. Wrote apologetics and theological treatise 
promoting Christianity using his broad knowledge of Greek philosophy and mythology. 

Origen  
(d. 254) 

Origen was a student of Clement of Alexandria and a prolific writer of Christian apologetics. He 
was the son of Christian parents and when his father was martyred Origen's mother hid his 
clothes so that he could not go out to declare himself a Christian. Origen was exceedingly 
learned, and especially known for his knowledge of the Bible. He was placed at the head of the 
School of Alexandria, renowned all over the world as a great center of learning, where he gained 
a reputation as an ascetic, as well as a scholar.  His most famous works were Apology for the 
Christian Religion, directed against the calumnies of Celsus, and Hexapla,"which contained in six 
parallel columns different versions of the Old Testament. He died from the effects of 
imprisonment and torture for the Faith, under Emperor Decius, about the middle of the third 
century. Origen was never canonized due to several controversial opinions he held that  were 
eventually condemned by the Church. 

Tertullian  
(d. 240) 

Tertullian, born at Carthage in 160, was the earliest defender of the faith who wrote in Latin. First 
a lawyer, and afterwards ordained priest, he was a man of persuasive eloquence, great ability, 
and varied, deep, and solid knowledge. With talent and energy he defended Christianity against 
the attacks of pagans, Jews, and heretics. He opposed Gnosticism and discussed Trinitarian 
doctrine in his works, but became involved in the Montanist heresy, and was never canonized. 
He died about the year 220, but it is feared that he was never reconciled to the Church. 

St. Cyprian  
of Carthage  

(d. 258) 

Bishop of Carthage, student of Tertullian, St. Cyprian was the best known Latin Christian writer 
until Jerome and Augustine. He wrote two Apologies in which he proved the Divinity of Christ 
based on scripture. He opposed the Novatianist heresy, which denied the ability of the Church to 
absolve all sins, and became bishop of Carthage, his native city in 248. Ten years later was 
beheaded during the persecution of Valerian. 

 


