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PENITENTIAL DISCIPLINE IN THE FIRST 
THREE CENTURIES. 

THE Church was sent forth from the Upper Room at Jerusalem 
to preach the Forgiveness of Sins, and provided with the power 
of imparting it 1. To those who believed the message and 
repented of the sins of their past lives Baptism was an absolution 
in full Upon this point there is a remarkable ctmSmsus of 
Apostolic and other early testimony-. 

The case of post-baptismal sin was less simple, and it does not 
seem to have been dealt with at first in a comprehensive way. 
No definite policy is shadowed forth in the New Testament, 
although it contains incidental references to the subject. St. 
John teaches that sins committed by Christians who I walk in 
the light' are forgiven, upon the simple condition of being 
confeSled, or through the prayer of a brother; but there is such 
a thing as I sin unto death,' for which prayer will not avail 8. 

A gross sin which created scandal might be visited by a Divine 
chastisement, with the result that the offender was overtaken by 
sickness or death'; or he might be expelled from the Church by 

I Le. Di. 47; Jo.:u 11 fr. 
• For the beHe( oC the Apostolic age it is sulBcient to point to Acta il38, :uilICi, 

I Cor. vi 11; but It is ImpHcit in all passages where the Corglvenea oC ains la 
represented u poItellecI by the baptized, e.g. Epb. 17, i. 32; Col. i 13 C.; • Jo. 
ii It. 

I I Jo. 17ft, • 16-

, Acta • 51 10; I Cor •• 5, xi 30. 
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PENITENTIAL DISCIPLINE IN FIRST THREE CENTURIES 323. 

schismatics to the unity of the Church 1, and apparently not 
in a technical sense. Polycarp briefly refers to certain judicial 
functions exercised by presbyters I, but in alluding to a scandal 
which had arisen within the presbyterate, he is content to 
express his grief and to pray that the offender may be brought 
to • true repentance 8.' The Didadte twice speaks of confession 
of sins as a necessary preparation for public prayer and the 
Eucharist t, and there is a similar statement in Barnabas 11. The 
homily which was long thought to be a second letter of Clement 
prescribes almsgiving as a means of relieving the soul from the 
burden of sin e. 

In the Slteplterd of Hermas we have the first serious attempt 
to deal with the whole question of post-baptismal sin. The 
Shepherd is the • Angel of Repentance,' and the book might well 
have bome the secondary title .~ 1ffpll'erQJ1otar'l.' Evidently the 
subject was attracting attention in the Roman Church at the time 
when Hermas wrote, i. e. if we are to believe the Muratorian 
writer, during the episcopate of Pins (c. 140-155). Certain 
teachers in the Church had asserted that there was no place for 
a post-baptismal repentance; the one and only I'eraJlOto. was that 
which was consummated by the baptismal remission of sins. The 
Shepherd admits that this teaching is theoretically true; those 
who have received forgiveness of their sins in Baptism ought 
to • sin no more 8' j and in futllre, it is hinted, this ideal must be 

1 EpII. 10. I ; Pltihul. 3. :I, 8. I ; 5"0'"'. + 1,5. lit 90 I. 

• PAil. 6. I .. 01 _p«1fJb.poc N .fcnrAlrrx-, .rr""'-r IA~""'1f ••• ,.. nx
IrUlYriorrlf -' "..,CIf, lit} tlttlrroJlOC I" .pItI.., dUnr Ir, ""If ~&Amu ItlJU. 
a,.,rlu. 

• llIUJ. n. 
, Ditl. + 14 I" './CArpI, ltopoA~ ri~,.,..N tlOII nA. 1+ 1 .pot£opoAo

",. ... ri waparr,;,pan 6p1iw. 
• Bam. .p. 190 u. 
• 'Clem. R. :I Cor.' 16 IA"I~ -,dp .~",. tlpajwfas oytI'fftC. On the whole 

pusqe and its relation to Tobit zii 8 and Prov. z U (I Pet. iv 8) see Lightf'oot, 
IIllIot. 

, Herm. Vii. 5- 7 'I'IIfiR JIOC .an. ofIonur.,pdfta. _,. 1".,..lAa7V, • '''t''tfMt rijr 
,.17VoIar. MaruJ, + :I .~, +rIfII., 1ft ri)r I'f'"U'IJlar .rpl _ .a..., 7'CN; ,..nno_ 
.,,'" at_",. 

• MtIIIIl. + 3 4c0lltla, ",.t, .,jP", npt1 T'''''' lIclcur.iMw Ira 'Tlpa pmIr_ 06.'tITI. 
tl pt} ... I"" ST •• Ir Aa"p IIfITlfJ",.." .. 'Ad!Jo,... ~tI'" 6.,.a,rcGlJl' .pIiw ,.&;" .".,,11*'. 
A..,.. IIDI KaAWr 4-r, .., -,Gp IX'" 'at, -,dp Ta" .lA'IfIcITa ,.,,,,,, 6.papr,;;", "".IT' 
.,."...". 
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PENITENTIAL DISCIPLINE IN FIRST THREE CENTURIES 32S 

munioD of the Roman Church 1. In Asia Minor, 81 it seems, 
certain female disciples of the Valentinian teacher Mareus, on 
returning to the Church, made public confession of the errors into 
which they had been betrayed, the state of eroMlJ/oresis lasting 
in one case to the end of life 2. Eusebius attributes to Dionysius 
of Corinth a letter addressed to the Church of Amastris in 
Paphlagonia and to the Churches of Pontus, in which the Bishop 
of Corinth recommends that persons who sought to return to the 
Church after any fall, whether a moral offence or a lapse into 
heresy, should be restored to communion 8. There seems to be 
no sufficient reason for doubting the attribution of this letter to 
Dionysius, whose.Jlondt is placed by Eusebius in A.D. 173·. 

This letter to the Churches on the shores of the Euxine suggests 
the existence in those parts of a tendency to deal severely with 
certain offenders who sought reconciliation with the Church. 
Perhaps there were local reasons for this trend of opinion. 
Epiphanius notes the prevalence of Encratite views throughout 
a large part of Asia Minor 11, and they were probably still more 
common in the second century. When Dionysius wrote, another 
movement was in progress which may have been partly responsible 
for the tendency mentioned above. According to Eusebius Mon~ 
tanism br:oke out in 173-4'; but Epiphanius places it as early 

J Epipb. I.e. aJni-,,~ ofnr .~ 1nIpIl1'oiI lJtov WGTpOr. On his arrival at 
Rome, i1'1I -xflJ- nl nw, aWfl ".,.,."","n. The story _ to have come 
&om the lolt rirrrr,. of Hippolytua (c:£ Haruack·PreUlCheu, Gedt. I p. 633) j aee 
Salmcm, art. Mtmimt in D. Co B. 

• lren. i 13- 5 am. ~r brUITpIF", .Ir n)r I_.w,.tar 1'oiI "oil 't.,~ 
<-.I-"rU) ... IHIY. nl w.o.w 1'.""" ... ,., 'All,. • ilJWrI,.", • •• "'fM".II'w 
ftII'rrJ 1'j nl'fopf ••• 1'fjr ~ .ToiI • ..".t.r,r ... 'ftmI".,.a n.\Aoii Mow _ 
~AfMr I •• l11'pa/Id",..",. CI6n) 1'a. ,-- ](II6rtwltopllAr,ou"w" • .,.iAIII. (_1ImptIs 
;" ~ -",IfIIIf1iI), trOfoiin nl '""",wa ,.. f InS.. Wc) 1'OU ,w,ou 
• ..,.,.,.. 'Bto~ la used mate.d of the normal 't...,...s.." in Dan. iz :ao 
(Lu) and in the N.T. (lie. i 5-lIt. iii 6, Acta six 18, Ja. v 10). The early 
appearance in the Wat of ~ in a technical IeDIe is not easy to account 
for j the noun is fairly common in the Lu, but as - ~ • praiae'; in the N. T. it 
does not oc:cur, or in the sub-apostolic wrltinp, except Hena. Si",. 3. 5, where it 
la used as in the Lu. 

I £us. H. E. iv 33 .. ,., I.~ I~ ,., ~ -AJMII11'fM" a,. 1'arr .. ni ooSrnw 
~ ... TOW 't or.. r _ ol~, .f1" .,.",.".Ad_",..,.., ."..,..... .Adrtp, 
hurrplformu lIt£.oiioJfIu.~ It la significant that the letter contained, 
appventIy jult before thi&, nANl npl.,a,-nl """flar. 

• EUL cv-. cd. Schoene, p. 173 f. 
• Epipb. H ... xlvii I. The provinces named are Piaidia, Phrygia, AlIa, Pamphylia, 

Ci1icia, Galatia. • EUL CA,.,.., L C'. 
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326 THE JOURNAL OF THEOLOGICAL STUDIES 

as the nineteenth year of Antoninus Pius 1, i.e. in 157. and it is 
possible that the later date is that of its condemnation by the 
Asiatic Churches. Amastris and the towns of Pontus were not 
too far from the centre of the movement to have been in1luenced 
by its ascetic tone. 

At Rome the 'New Prophecy' had been brought to the notice 
of the Bishop as early as J 77, when Irenaeus was commissioned 
by the Viennese confessors to approach Eleutherus in the interests 
of peace I. According to Tertullian, a later Bishop of Rome, 
probably Zephyrinus, had actually recognized the Montanists 
and issued 'letters of peace' on their behalf to the Asiatic 
Churches, when he was persuaded by Praxeas to recall the letters 
and, in Tertullian's strange phrase, to 'expel the Parac1ete 3: 
It is possible that this sudden and. as Tertullian relates it, 
inexplicable change of front may not have been altogether un
connected with the question of discipline, and may mark the rise 
into power at Rome of the party who advocated a relative laxity 
in the treatment of penitents. From two quite independent 
sources we gather that the old strictness which Hermas had 
sought to' abate was sensibly relaxed by Callistus, who suc
ceeded Zephyrinus and had been his chief adviser. If we are 
to believe Hippolytus, Callistus offered absolution unconditionally 
to all who joined his party, and ruled that a bishop ought not to 
be deposed, even if he should sin a 'sin unto death '.' Tertullian 
mentions no name, but there can be little doubt that he refers 
to Callistus when he writes: 'I hear that an edict has been 
issued from which there is no appeal; the Supreme Pontiff, the 
bishop of bishops, proclaims: "I remit, after penance done, the 
sins of adultery and fornication." ... This edict was read and 
delivered in the Church: God forbid that the virgin Spouse of 
Christ should hear such an announcement I" 

I Epiph. Htur'. xlviii I. 
I Eus. H. E. v 3 n;r ,.. '.KA'I'" .'''''r r ...... 
• Tert. ruw. PnIJ&. I. 

a Hipp. philo& ix 13 .. "pOwor nl "pin 7Ih .... roe, ~r tnI"f](OI,.a .~ 
AI,u "lUr,. Inr' AWoO d+1.aItu .,.",ta.r. cS.,a, ftIIP' b4pt1 Tm awrppgor nl Artd
pgoJ XpuJTIG"c)r If T' a. dpAprJ, .""1,,, 04 AII"(ICITCU Awfi. d".",ta ., "potIa,G".. Tj 
ToO KIIAAlIJTOll crxo.\j ••• mOl '/Joorp4TU7f. bM f' 'rrla_ • .,.,f'Ot TI, R al ",., 
IGrIlTCW, pI} af'" .. TIITI.fIIfa&. 

• Tert. th pNdie. I • Audio etiam edic:tum esse propositum, et quidem peremptoriUID. 
pontiCex scilicet muimus, quod est epiacopus epiacoporum, edicit: "Ego ct moe-
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PENITENTIAL DISCIPLINE IN FIRST THREE CENTURIES 327 

The 'edict' of Callistus is a landmark in the history of Ante
N icene discipline. But its exact nature and import are not easy 
to determine. Both the witnesses are prejudiced, and Tertullian, 
who was now a Montanist, gives free play to the exaggerations of 
his biting pen. It is as absurd to speak of an actual edict having 
been issued by a Roman Bishop of the third century, as to sup
pose that he had assumed the title of jontifu maz;mus or even 
episcoptu episcoporum. What happened was doubtless this: sitting 
in his episcopal chair the Bishop had before the faithful declared 
his purpose to readmit to communion, after penance, persons 
who had been guilty of unchastity, whether married or not. But 
though not an • edict,' such a statement, whatever may have been 
the motive of Callistus in making it, is undoubtedly important in 
more respects than one. In the first place it pledged the Roman 
See to the support of the less rigorous party as against Encratite 
and Montanistic severity. The leniency which Hermas had 
somewhat timidly proposed to show to penitents of a particular 
class I, was now offered from the episcopal chair without reserve. 
By this act Callistus had, in the view of the stricter disciplinarians, 
taken upon himself to remit sins which were' irremissible I,' i. e. 
which must be left to the judgement of God. The lifelong peni
tence hitherto required in such cases was terminated by a 
restoration to communion, which was not even postponed to 
the last extremity 8. Further, the 'edict' asserted for the first 
time, so far as we know, the authority of the Bishop as the organ 
of the absolving voice of the Church. In principle this had been 
conceded from the days when the episcopate rose into power; 
it is implied in the refusal of the stem old Bishop of Sinope to 
absolve his son; it is allowed by Tertullian, Montanist as he 
was, in the case of lighter sins·. But while recognizing the 
c:hiae et Comic:ationis delicta paeultentia runc:tia dimitto" • • • sed hoc: in ec:c:1esia 
legitur, et in ec:c:Iesia pronuntiatur, et virgo est. abait, abait a sponsa Christi tale 
praec:onium.' 

1 Tert. .. fJfI&. 10' Sc:riptura Pastoris quae sola moechos amat.' 10 ·.rec:eptior apud 
ecclesiu epistola Barnabae iIIo apoc:rypho Pastore moechorum.' 

I IW. u. The distinc:tion is balled on Ac:ts xv 18. 

I .. Batill'ol (ttw.l. rl' Hi8IoiN, p. 9S) has stated this point c:orrec:tly: • La nou
\'elute! de Calliste c:onsistait donc:, non point en c:e qu'jJ c:royait au pardon en Dieu 
et al'ellic:ac:it4! de l'exomologese ••• mais en c:e que CaIliste relevait le p6nitent de son 
4!tat de p4!nitent daus le c:as d'adulUlre, et le restituait apm exomolop a la 
~ «cIaituIiaI.' 

• Tert. .. /fItIit:. 18 'Salva ilia paenitentiae specie post fidem quae aut levioribus 

Digitized by Google 



g2B THE JOURNAL OF THEOLOGICAL STUDIES 

Church's power in this matter, Tertullian deprecates its exercise; 
had not the Paraclete by the mouth of the • new prophets' said, 
• The Church can forgive sin, but I will not do it, lest men add 
sin to sin 1 ' ? Moreover, if any Church forgave sins, it should 
be the 'Church of the Spirit: the Montanistic Church which 
possessed • spiritual men: and not a Church which was a mere 
• company of bishops I.' Callistus perhaps laid claim to the grant 
of'the keys made to Peter, but that grant, Tertullian urges, was 
a personal one, and certainly had nothing to do with the remis
sion of 'capital' sins such as adultery I. It may be doubted 
whether Callistus himself thought of the • power of the keys' 
as belonging to him by virtue of the connexion of the Roman 
Church with St. Peter, as Tertullian suggests; his' Ego ••• 
dimitto' is probably no more than the emphatic declaration of 
a policy the opposite of that which was followed by the rigorists. 
Still less can it be inferred that Callistus used an indicative form 
of absolution, or pronounced any sentence of absolution at all. 
Yet the tone of personal authority assumed in his • edict' cer
tainly marks a new stage in the history of Penitence. However 
loudly the Montanists might protest-partly perhaps because 
they protested-the Bishops kept in their own hands, with rare 
exceptions, the exercise of the ministry of the Remission of Sins. 

From Tertullian the Montanist we will now return to Ter
tullian the Catholic. His tract De pamitmtia may be taken as 
fairly representative of Catholic opinion and practice at Carthage 
in the early years of the third century. He starts with the broad 
principle that forgiveness is offered, by way of repentance, to all 
sins both of flesh and of spirit, of will and of deed·. Repentance 

delictis unicam ab episcopo consequi poterit aut maioribus et inemissibih"bus 
a Deo .,10.' 

I Tert. tU pwJic. n ... Sed habet," inquia, cc potestatem ecclesia delicta douandi." hoe 
ego magis et agDOICO et dispono, qui ipsum paracletum in prophetis novis habeo 
dieentem, cc Potelt eeclesia donare delictum, sed nOD faciam, ne et alia delinquanL'" 

I Ibid.' Et ideo ecclesia quidem delictadonabit, sed ecclesia Spiritus per spiritaJem 
hominem, non ecclesia numerus episcoporum.' 

I Ibid. • De tua nunc sententia quaero unde hoc ius ecclesiae usurpeL si quia 
diaerit Petro Dominus ••• tibi dedi claves regni caelestis • • • ideirco praesumis et 
ad te derivasse solvendi et aUigandi potestatem, id est ad omnem ecclesiam Petri 
propinquam, qualis es evertens atque commutans maniCestam Domini intentionem 
personaliter hoc Petro eonferentem!· &co The whole passage is of great interest 
in view of later history. 

• Tert. tU pant ... • Omnibus ergo delictis sea came sea spiritu sea facto seu voluntate 
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PENITENTIAL DISCIPLINE IN FIRST THREE CENTURIES 329 

normally precedes baptism, in which sin is forgiven; after bap
tism there should be no return to sin, and no need of a seconeJ 
penitence or a second pardon 1. Nevertheless, if a Christian sins 
after baptism, the gate of forgiveness· is not absolutely closed 
against him. It is shut and barred, but a second Penitence is 
stationed at the outer door to open to those who knock, and no 
one should hesitate to avail himself of the opportunity if he needs 
it. But this second chance is the last; post-baptismal repentance 
cannot be repeated I. N or can it be used without effort and 
personal humiliation; the consciousness of guilt (c01Ucimtia) will 
not avail without submitting to the process of penitence (actus). 
This process, which was known as erom%gesis, was one of con
fession regarded as a satisfaction for the sin confessed, and 
accompanied by disciplinary acts of self-humiliation a. It carried 
on its very face an admission of guilt so complete and unsparing 
as to bring an assurance of pardon. I t was made before the 
Church, and the whole body partook in the grief of the suffering 
member and in prayer for his restoration. The Church repre
sents Christ; Christ, touched by the sorrow of the Church, inter
cedes with the Father, and the penitent receives forgiveness. 
Tertullian does not conceal the fact that reluctance was already 
manifested on the part of offenders to undergo the ordeal of a 
pUblic penitence. His answer is that there is no other way of 
restoration; the alternative is the second death '. If the drown-

CODIIDilsis qui poenam per iudicium destinavit, idem et veniam per paenitentiam 
apopondit.' 

1 Tert. tU /JtUII. 6 • Lavacrum iUud obsignatio est fidei quae fides a paenitentiae fide 
iDcipitur et commendatur. nOD ideo abluimur, ut delinquere desinamus, sed quia 
desiimus, quoniam iam corde loti sumua.· 'I • piget secundae immo iam ultimae spei 
IUbtexere mentionem, ne retractantes de residuo awtilio paenitendi spatium adhuc 
deJinquendi demonstrare videamur.' 

I 16i4. 'I ' Dens claUl& ism ignoscentiae ianna et iDtinctionia sera obstructa aliquid 
adhuc permisit patere. coUocavit in vestibulo paenitentiam secundam, quae pul
lalltibus patefac:iat, sed iam semel quia iam secundo; sed amplius nunquam quia 
prozime fruatra.' 

I 16itJ. 9' Huius igitur paenitentiae secundae et unius quanto in ano negotium est, 
tanto opel'Ollior probatio, ut non sola conscientia praeferatur sed aliquo etiam actu 
Idministretur. is actus, qui magis Graeco vocabulo exprimitur et frequentatur, 
~ est, qua delictum domino nostrum confitemur ••• quatenns satisfactio 
conCessione disponitur • • • itaque exomologesis prostemendi et humili8eandi 
hominis disciplina est.' 

• 16itJ. 10 • Jdiserum est sic ad exomologesin pervenire I' u 'si de exomologesi 
retractu, gehennam in corde considen, quam tibi exomologesis extiDguet! 
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iag mariDa' refaRs to diac to die pIaak I. wIat IwJpe id -

that he caa be saftld'1 

At Alexandria the same view ~ the 'tee..d P ,+i ... ?' pR-

v.Wcd as at Carthage. Little as CJrmrat has ia «.-...... .a 
T crtu11ian, his tJatment d this questita is aemaail:ahly simiiar 
to that which it fiDds iD the De ~ • He"" has R

cdved the forgiveness or sins oagbt to • siB DO 1DOI'e.- "IlIe 
first aod ooly repen'aooe sboaJd be that by which tbr pagD 

tums from the siDs of his pI!t life bebe ba.rCjcm Bat t:A His 
great mercy the Lord has wucbsafed GDe oppowtuoily or Rpmt
ance to those who sin after baptism. Repratrd aDd SI- • 'le 

repentaoca indicate a coaditioo which caa be ctistiagaisbed from 
anbelieC ooly in that the baptized siDDer is «"l!S(ioas ol his siL 
To be compelled to ask for pardoo again aod again after 6eqaeat 
falls is not repentance, but mere1y the srmbIaooe oritl: 

There is here nothing very new; CJement is repntD,g what 
Hennas said fifty or sixty years befon; ooly without the teut:atiR 
and apologetic IIUlIIDeI' of the Shpltn-d. The' secood peuil~' 
bad in the interval taken its place in Christian traditioa, aD 

inevitable although undesirable necessity, On that point Car
thage and Alexandria were now agreed, aod they were also at 
one in their determination to allow DO repetition or the post
baptismal eZ01llQlogesis. With Origen &esb. light breaks upoIl 

us. He approaches the whole subject from the point of view 
which was natural to him, regarding it as offering problc:ms for 

J cc.tkp... .. ' ~]ita _pleure, at ......... .&.:aias ....... fidea· 
I1 • qaid qv aJtra de istis daabas b..- alalis quasi......... n.e-... 
rooted ilMlCiD the I«miDoIov 01 LatiD CbristeDd-, cl. e.c. mer-.. _ De ... , 
• iporaD_ ~ De c.dIe pecceIII1III; ilia qaai ___ ptIIl ...m ..... 
aaiRria tabaJa Iit.. 

I a-.ALSb-.ii 13156 _'" ~+,..... _ ... .,.....In 
.,.,.- vt hi.,.., Tj -,In, - ,., ,...,.,... - .,..." ( ...... -
""...."., .. aft ..... _ .,.,."ilUw- .. ~Mpt) ....... ,. ...... 
",Naflll ~ • .-...r, ........ or ... 7ir ~ ftW ".,.,...,j , - , .. a-
... (' .... ] I».tttr hi nU .. Tj ...... ..,..&.-, ftft .~,-n, nbIAM 
lw, "m--Iwri,.., . .. ,."Ift "m.-. ...... &, ..... ,.1 Il-x-ir-~ 
hi nU""""fIUI,.m,- ... -.....s...t ,.. ........... •• ,ft 0 .,.,. 

or. -.14-' In ~ ••. u..,- .;. ,...,.,....06,..... " ..w.. .IT...... .",..",."'" If' or, ffAr/""""""..u.i.aL There are iDdicUiaas tbIl 
Clemeat bu beeD iDtlueuced iD tbia passage by H_: cl. BenD. 11 .... + J. 5 
wMnwlfMTxrot __ 6..,.., .. . ,...... ... ,.m--~ ..... ftS ........ 

... 6ft .,. "/UMrI.,."..." pS. ,.,v--'xa-
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solution by the Christian thinker. In his early 1 work II~pl EVxijr, 
the question of absolution arises in connexion with the fifth 
petition of the Lord's Prayer. 'All of us have authority to 
forgive sins committed against ourselves. But he who is inspired 
by Jesus, as the Apostles were, and who may be known by his 
fruits, forgives whatever sins God has forgiven, and retains such 
as are past remedy. The Apostles, and those who are made 
like to the Apostles, being priests after the example of the 
Great High Priest, and possessing a knowledge of the Divine 
art of healing, know as they are taught by the Spirit in what 
cases sacrifices may be offered for sins, and in what cases 
this ought not to be done. Some there are, who claiming a 
dignity beyond that of priesthood, though perhaps they are 
not experts even in priestly science, boast of being able to 
pardon even idolatry and remit acts of adultery and fornication, 
as if by their prayer for such presumptuous offenders even the 
sin unto death could be discharged I.' This refers obviously 
enough to Callistus, and it breathes the spirit of Montanism in 
so far as it limits the gift of John xx ~3 to the spiritUal members 
of the Church, and its exercise to ' remissible' sins; but it does 
not, like Tertullian's Montanism, go to the length of discouraging 
the remission of sins under any circumstances. Towards the 
end of his life Origen, now a presbyter at Caesarea I, returns to 
the subject in his commentary on Matt. xvi 18 ff. 'Since the 
members of the Episcopate use this passage as if it implied that 
they, like Peter, had received the keys, and teach that sins bound 
(i. e. condemned) by them are bound in Heaven, and sins forgiven 
by them are loosed in Heaven, it must be remarked that their 
contention is sound .if they can show that they do that which 

'Westc:ott (D. C B. iv p. 103) places it before a31, adding' date unc:ertain.' 
Batiff'ol on the other band (hrMIu, p. 1(9) assigns it to a44~ 

• Ih ONt. a8 ftrrlJ ".lfTOC .,. lE_Ear 'XO/AW dt#NOGl "a .lr 4/AGr 4".'"I,ma ••• 6 
~ .,....vert.i. Im) "oii 'I,,-oii, Wr or liftnaAoc, .. litrcl m .",.", ...,."w"1rifIl Iwci. 
pAPOI ••• dflrIlIlI' A u.. clri 11 ,t6r, .. "flGTU Td .. Una _ ~pG""'" •• oGnJ 
1'fM"t4(If1U" or litnlllToMc nl or nir lill'Ol1TdAoc. iI/UHOIpboc. 'fpti. 6rr .. .aTd ,.w /Ai-tu 
&m.pI«, 'tr",Tt"",,, M/JOrrer rij, Toii 'Ioii 'fpcurfEo., flloll'" folrcl"oii trIIftiJUlTOl 1c1lu/fCS
IA"Ol trf,H rW xtn} ~pt'" Iwlcu IiJU&f1T'IpGTOIII nlwM ... "u.. ",,"or, .m 'Y'..w_, 
.. rW 06 m "MO trOCf;;' ••• oM orl' hcur 'atITOCf ""''' 'rn"p4tfiann Td W~p"" ,.,.,.m,. dE-, Tdxo /A'1~ tkpc/klWnr ,... "fIG",q" 'tr,",,,,,,,,, dxoiill'" Wr awa,..
a1 .l&W.oAa"ptlar l1VlXaoptiv, POCX';" Tf - trOp"';" cIfcl-. iIr W rijr onr .... 
tr." m TGWO "11'~ AI/O,.m,r _ rijr trpelr IcbaT .. fI,Ma"';". 

• et Eua. H. E. vi 36. 
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Peter did aDd tor which he JeCeived the T. u Pltnu. and if they 
are such as Christ baiIds His Omrc:h upoo-then this promise 
may reuoaably be applied to them. But if a man is bound with 
the chain of his siDs, it is idle for him to bind 01' to loose others. 
If any ODe who is not Peter aod has not P~s qualificatioas 
tbi.oks 1ike Peter to biod OD earth aod loose OD earth, after sum 
a man,," that what he biods 01' looses is bound or loosed iD 
Heaven, that man is' pa8"ed up.' not bowing the mind of the 
Scriptures. and in his pride he has fallea as the Devil fell!.' 
This is plain spealring fOl' ODe who was in the communion rJ 
the Church, and it shows that even to the last Origen was cfia. 
satisfied with the claim of the Episcopate to remit sins without 
regard to the persoaal cbaracter of the absolver. He would have 
heeD conteDt that the Bishops should retain the POwer', provided 
that it was exercised only by those of proved sanctity-a touch rJ 
Montanism still surviving in the veteran scholar. On the benefits 
of confession he speaks with more conviction. He holds that 
there are sinful thoughts which can never be wholly eradicated 
while they are hidden in the breast, 01' until they have beat 
revealed to those who can heal these WOUDds of the soul. Secret 
siDs are 1ike undigested food; confession relieves the soul as the 
body is eased by vomiting. Christ is the Head PbysiciaD, bat 
He has committed the practice of the healing art to the Apostles 
and those who succeed them in the ministry of the Church. 
Care must be taken, however, to choose a physician who is skilful 
and sympathetic, and when he has been found the penitent must 
be prepared to follow his advice without reserve·. The old rule 
of • one and only one penitence after Baptism' applies to the 
graver sins: sins which are not • unto death' may always be 

• Orig. c.-. ... lid, t. xii 14 ... N aI "" .., ~ .................. 
~ ~ /ttrrf.'" Dl",.,,-Lfon. "" .• ..I ....... DIt',.,)_IrAII"Ie ~,. 
...... "",.,..,., W ,... .-.,., ~, .Ur--' " N n' ...... ,.,.. 
(~..,......,.IN}- .. ..,...u ..... "'t'A,~ In .,..,u,.-..r 
Ix-- ",.,.' a .t,.,n. ,.... ~ .u,.,. a ", Dlt',." - ............... Iw' 
dnii ........... +~,_ftl __ ~ .... .......,.·" .. Ia 
....... ~ ~ nii ~ Ier,.a.- A ... .IN ...". • .,.. 
""".,., ami ..,..,., ,.", _ ... ,.. _ AM ..... 11 tu ,.. ... Oh,. _ lit 
Ix- N ."",,.,,. ......... "".., DIt',.,.re,... ....... lid -Ar, .. ".1.., aInr hi""'" 
... ~ ".l ... ". .......... _ ,.."...,.,....,_ ... ,.. "' W4Me 
.,.QJIII. 

• et N-. it; P .. uxYii I. I IIIIq. i .. Lae. niL 
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repaired by confession 1. Yet formal confession is not the only 
remedy which the Gospel offers to the penitent. When people 
complained that while the Israelite could offer his trespass 
offering as often as he would, the Christian was allowed but one 
e6I111U1/og'esis, they should remember that those for whom Christ 
died might well expect to live under a severer rule than that 
which prevailed before the Incarnation. Yet, as a matter of fact, 
the Church could count up no fewer than seven channels through 
which forgiveness might be obtained. Qrigen places in this 
category (I) baptism; (~) martyrdom; Cs) almsgiving (Luke 
xi -41); (4) readiness to forgive (Matt. vi 14); (5) converting 
sinners Qas. v 20); (6) fervent love (Luke vii 47, 1 Pet. iv 8); 
(7) penitence (Ps. xxxii 5, J as. v 16~ The last means is the 
hardest to use; the sinner who repents washes his bed with his 
tears, and he does not blush to tell his sins to God's priest and 
ask for a remedy·. Such a private interview might or might 
not result in a public eXfJmOlogesis; if it did, the confession was 
repeated by the offender before the Church, and he must not 
shrink from the consequences I. It was no light matter to make 
a public confession in the age of growing worldliness which pre
ceded the outbreak of the Decian persecution·, and at Caesarea 
and elsewhere in the East it was now usual to consult the Bishop 
in. private beforehand. 

With the persecuting edict of ~50 a new chapter in the history 
of Penitence begins. At Carthage and· perhaps everywhere 
throughout the Empire the edict of Decius found the Church 
unprepared 5. In the panic ·that followed, Christians rushed to 
the heathen altars to sacrifice, or to the officials to purchase 

I HOM. in Lw. xv 2 • in pvion'bus enlm criminibus semel tantum paenitentise 
c:onc:editur locus; Ista vero communis quae frequenter iocurrlmus, semper paeni
teDtiam rec:ipiuDt et sine intermissione redimuatur.' 

• IbiJ. ii .. : tbe passage ends: • est adbuc et septima, lic:et dura et Iaboriosa, 
per paenitentiam remissio pecc:atorum, cum lant pec:c:ator in 1ac:rimis stratum 
saum, et f1unt ei Iac:rimae suae pules die ac noc:te, et cum nOD erubesc:it ssc:erdoti 
Domini indlc:are pec:c:atum suum et quaerere medic:inam.' 

.. HOM.;" P.. lI:lI:lI:vii 2 • ut ita demum si quid c:onsilii dederit [ssc:erdos] facias, et 
aquaris si intellexerit et praevlderit talem esse Ianguorem tuum qui in conventu 
totius ec:c:1esiae exponi debeat et curari, ex quo fortuaia et c:eterlaedific:ari potenmt 
et tu ipse facile anarf.' 

• 16itl. t. 
• Cypr. ,.,... 5 Iq.; et BeuoD, C»rMn, p. .. I ft 
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certificates which guaranteed immunity at the cost of truth. 
Either act was obviously equivalent to an abandonment of the 
faith, excluding the offender ipso facto from communion in the 
Eucharist. When the reaction came and a crowd of the ' lapsed ' 
sought reconciliation with the Church, a grave question of discipline 
at once arose. It was complicated bytbe action of the confessors, 
who used the privilege of intercession which had long been ac
corded to them 1. Producing the !i1H11; pads obtained from the 
confessors, many of the lapsed presented themselves at the 
Eucharist, and some of the Carthaginian presbyters admitted them 
to communion without exacting penance I. Against this abuse 
Cyprian protested, insisting that immediate restoration to com
munion should be granted only to persons in danger of death, all 
other cases being deferred until the persecution was over and the 
Bishops could meet to deal with them one by one I. Such a 
Council met at Cartbage as soon as peace was restored to the 
Church (April, ~5I)', and decided upon a policy which was 
a via media between licence and severity. While the door of 
hope was not shut against any of the lapsed, it was resolved to 
make a broad distinction between the sacrifieati and the li!Jellati&i~ 
the former were to be subjected to a life-long penance,and admitted 
to communion only on the approach of death, while the latter 
were allowed to make reparation by the usual process of UotlUJ

IoK'sis~. 
At Rome events took a less favourable course. The conflict 

between a positive and a concessive policy, which reveals itself in 
the Slzeplura and again in the invective of Hippolytus against 
Callistus, reached a climax in the schism of N ovatian. But 
lamentable as it was that Roman Christianity should be broken 
up, especially at such a time, into two hostile camps, the secession 
of the N ovatianists served the purpose of setting the Church 
of Rome free to adopt the moderate counsels which had already 
prevailed at Carthage 8. Henceforth the party of extreme 
rigour, which left no hope T for the lapsed and practically 

I See Tert. dI",1Irl. 1 ; dI p.H. u. I Cypr • .pp. IS. 1 ; 3+ I. 
a Cypr • .pp. 18. I ; I!)- I. ' BenIlOD, p. us. 
• Cypr. 1/1. 55 ; er. Benson, p. 156 fr. • BeD.IoD, p. 163 £ 
, Eus. H. E. vi .U M l6I"i.,.' oGar,r aWoU t",,",pUt., 1AIriaor, 161~ cl .an. ft .Ir 

'rr,,,.,.~ ."""tar n1 IItJIapU 1t0IloA6-yqt1,,, I"IT'I).o""_ """161 ...... penonm" .. 
Euaebius truly says. Cf. IIIl NtIfHIIUInN", I • obortua est ••• Novatlanua qui DOD tantum 

/~ 
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abolished penitence, was openly at issue with the Catholic 
Church 1. 

At Alexandria, where, through local circumstances, the perse
cution broke out a year before the publication of the edict of 
Decius l , the policy of Rome and Carthage found warm and able 
support from the great Bishop Dionysius. His just and kindly 
nature shrank from the inhumanity of N ovatianism; the teaching 
ofN ovatian was nothing short of a calumny on the mercy of Christ I. 
Various letters by Dionysius 1J'fp11'Ef'cwolClS',enumerated by Eusebius 
and J erome', conveyed to the Churches his judgements upon the 
subject. A fragment of one of these, printed by Pitra, pronounces 
in favour of giving absolution to the lapsed who sought it in 
extremis, and of allowing to persons so forgiven, in case of recovery, 
the full benefit of their sick-bed penitence'. In the diocese of 
Alexandria the clergy were enjoined to give effect to this policy, 
at least so far as regards the admission of dying penitents to the 
communion of the Eucharist '. The canons issued by Dionysius' 
successor Peter', four years after the commencement of the last 
persecution, faU outside our period, but may be mentioned here 
as embodying the practical results of the experience gained by 
the Church during the troubles which followed the Decian edict. 

Something may be added in reference to the rite of eX01lllJlogesis 
as practised during the period. 

I believe the process to have generally begun with a public 

•• iacentem w1neratum praeteriret sed ••• potius occideret adimendo spem salutis, 
denegando misericordiam Patris, respuendo paenitentilm fratria. t 

I The canons of E1vira show a atrong reaction in favour of the puritan view, 
but the llllAlua, ,., ___ 1Id,- of the Deciaa settlement la reasserted by the 
thirteenth canon of Nicaea. On ante·Nicene fluctuations of practice in thi&matter, 
see Bright, Ca....., P. 53 r., and Dale, SytII)Il of ElfliN, p. 100 If. 

• Dionys. A1ex. tip. EUL H. E. vi .1. 
a Eu. H. E. vii 8 N~uail,,~" .,ap .~ dl"~""', .• ftp JCII'IfI'I'6nno" 

ripe. t".. '!tta- Xpurra" ch ~ ~. 
, Eua. H. E. vi ~; Hier. ,. film ill".. 69-
• Pitra, Spi&. SoImIt. i p. 15 r. ToW .par Tj 'tu. .,."o,u"ow Toil /Jl0ll, .f 11...,.. _ 

__ ... , ~_ .",x.w •.. ,., nWovr 'Al1IIlpow _,..Ipw." "';;t '.owPf.oVt 'al'l 

~,."".. .f ,"",,01 ,.".,.a ToilTo ... ,,11'01 ... 1'91 /JltI, "',,0.1" ,N" .1Iar nl '-xIlC.," 
Taa; .,.."nan n. ddAowIOr J'O& fcIlrfTll&. 

• Ea. H. E. vi .. II'TIIA. ~ n' l,.oii 1.30,""", T~' dtraAAaTTOpWow Toil ~lov, ., 
l4oa..ro,'" pA1utlft.f", wpW'poP IMra!crUT" nxOl ... , dfhfJfa&, r,' ,,1A .. a.. dnA· 
AQ,.,....". .. , •• 1'.A. 

, Routh, rrII. _. iv pp. 23-.50 

Digitized by Google 



336 THE JOURNAL OF THEOLOGICAL STUDIES 

confession of the fault. When and how such confessions were 
made it is not easy to make out; that they were made, and 
before the congregation, seems to be repeatedly implied 1. Even 
more humiliating than the confession by word of mouth was 
the public discipline which accompanied and followed it; the 
prostrations, the mean attire, the neglect of the common decencies 
of life I. It needed a pen like Tertullian's to describe the horrors 
of the situation, and a will of iron or a strange insensibility to 
undergo them. Nor was the ordeal usually a brief one. Cyprian 
and the African Bishops at the Council of ~5I, while not debarring 
the lapsed from the hope of forgiveness, were careful to require a 
protracted penitence8• The canons of Bishop Peter assign various 
periods according to the nature of the offence. During the early 
years of the fourth century the graduated scale of 'stations· 
came into use which the Council of N icaea recognized and en
forced '. 

In ordinary cases it was reserved to the Bishop to readmit 
penitents when their exomologesis was complete. To forgive 
sins is specified as an episcopal power in the earliest Church 
Orders a j but the prayer used at the consecration of the Bishop 

111. Batifl'ol (tt"riu, p. '1)9) would eliminate from the ancient ~ 
a public confession of sins: • C'cst un ayeu de la faute ou des fautos eomun.es, ou.i, 
mais un aveu qui n'implique qu'une attitude et point la c:onfession pnblique de 
!autes dl!tennint!es.' No doubt utnJUJIognU almost from the first includes the 
idea of satisfaction, and covers the whole humiliating process of public penitence. 
But it will need more evidence than M. Batitrol has produced to show that 110 

verbal confession was made before the congregation in the second and third centuries. 
I Cr. Tert. th pan.. 9 ' eltomologesis ••• mandat sacc:o et dnm mcubare, corpus 

sordibUl obscurare ••• ingemiscere, lac:rimari et mugire dies noc:tesque ad 
dominum deum tuum, presbyteris advolvl et carls dei adgenlculari ••• cum igitlU" 
proyolvit hominem, magis relevat; cum squalidum fadt, magis mundatam reddlL" 
Or the terrible picture in th I*rlit:. 13 'paenitentiam moechi ad exorandam fraterni
tatem in ecclesiam inducens conciliciatum et concineratum, cum dedec:ore et horrore 
compositum, prosleml. in medium ante viduas, ante presbyteros, omnium Iacrimu 
Invadentem, omnium vestigia lambentem, omnium genua detinentem.' 

I Cypr ... 55. 6 • ut nee in totum spes communicationis et pac:ia"psis denepretur 
••• nee tamen rursUl censura evangelica IOIYeretur, ut ad communicationem temere 
prosilirent, sed toheretar diu paenitentia.· 

, Cone. Nlcaen. can. 11 ,.pIa ''''' ,,, ..,..phocr ".-." III tntIrol, ..., ,nil '"I 
InrOftlJoWra., Uo li ''''' X.r frpotl~plis _,,~ ,.., ~. frpotlftl)(liw. Tbia 
system appears also in the Iaat of the canons attributed to GrelOl)' Thaumaturgus 
(Mipe,P. G. x 100t8; ct Harnack, Gadt. i P. 429 f.), and in the sixth canon of 
Anc:yra. 

• Ache1ia, .. C-.. Hippo~ti, p • .p : the conllecr&tor prays, 'Grant him also, 
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was also, according to the Hippolytean canons, to be said at the 
ordination of the Presbyter!, who was thus invested with authority 
to absolve, even if he did not exercise it in the Bishop's presence. 
The Bishop gave absolution by laying his hand on the head of 
the penitent, but the curus joined in the act of imposition ., and 
in cases of necessity it might be ministered by a single Presbyter 
or by a Deacon If a Presbyter could not be found 8. 

H. B. SWETE~ 

o Lord, the epilc:opal office, and a merciful spirit to forgive sillll.' Hauler, 
~ ./mgmmta, P. 27 r. • similiter episcopus [t episcopi est] dimittere in 
remissione •• per te salvator dicit his qui pec:caverunt, "Remittuntur tibi peccata 
tua· • ; ib. _ .. '" rIIliqNitu, P. 105 • da. • • solvere etiam omnem colligationem 
lIeCUDdum potestatem quam dedisti apostolis.' Similar forms occur in the c-lihI
tioH8 (ii II I., .1, viii 8), and in the T •• """",,,, Domini (Rahmani, P.3I). 

I Achelis, p. 61 ; er. Hauler, p. 108. 
I Cypr • .pp. 15. I, 16. 2, 17. 2, 18. 1, I!)- 2 ; cL Benson, C~ p •• 20. 

• Cypr • .p. 18. I. 

VOL. IV. z 

Digitized by Google 


