Church History I: The Early Papacy (c. 64 – 452 AD)
“And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it.  I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.” (Matt. 16:18-19 NRSV)

Milestones on the Development of the Papacy

c. 64 – Peter and Paul were mostly likely martyred at Rome in this year during a short burst of persecution against Christians under the Emperor Nero following a devastating fire in the capital.  According to tradition, Peter had also been bishop of Antioch before coming to Rome and after leaving Jerusalem. 
c. 96 – Clement of Rome intervened in a dispute in a surviving letter to the church at Corinth, which we know as I Clement.  Some Corinthian presbyters had been deposed and Clement reminded the congregation that the apostles “appointed bishops and deacons in every place” and it was these appointees who gave directions as to how the ministry was to continue.

c. 190 – Pope Victor I ordered synods to be held throughout Christendom to bring the date for the observance of Easter into line with Roman custom.  He was not successful.  The title pope, derived from the Latin and Greek words for father, was used for the occupants of several of the major episcopal sees throughout the empire in this period, such as Alexandria and Antioch as well as Rome.
254 – 57 – In his controversy with Cyprian of Carthage over the validity of baptism by heretics, Pope Stephen I became the first pope on record to invoke Matt. 16:18 as a basis of his authority.

381 – A Canon of the Council of Constantinople declared that the Bishop of Constantinople (called New Rome) should rank second after the Bishop of Rome.  Though it granted primacy to the See of Rome, this canon displeased Pope Damasus because it implied that the authority of the Roman bishop was dependent upon the secular authority of his city.
382 – At a council at Rome, Pope Damasus issued a detailed statement of papal authority prominently featuring arguments based on Matt. 16:18.  He proclaimed that the authority of the Council of Nicaea rested on its approval by his predecessor, Pope Sylvester I, thus placing papal authority above that of an ecumenical council.  He also began to pair juridical authority, based on Matt. 16:19, with the apostolic authority imparted by the preceding verse.  He and other popes from this period began to legislate through letters in a way analogous to imperial rescripts.
451 – Pope Leo I issued his Tome, a theological work that provided much of the basis for the definition of the Council of Chalcedon which acknowledged Christ as one person in two complete natures without confusion, without change, without division, without separation.  He issued it on the authority of St. Peter; the bishops assembled at Chalcedon approved it for its orthodoxy.

452 – Leo went out with members of the Roman aristocracy to meet Attila the Hun and prevent him from sacking Rome.  The western Emperor Valentinian III was notably absent from this embassy.  Bishops in the west in general, and the pope in particular, began to take on many of the secular responsibilities of the Roman government as the centralized structure broke down.  The Pope, unlike the Patriarch of Constantinople, could for the most part, in the fifth century and following, develop the powers of his office without the interference of an emperor.
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Ammianus was the last great Roman historian.  He went on campaign with the Emperor Julian and, though he was himself a pagan, disapproved of Julian’s restrictions on Christians teaching the classics.  He presents a relatively balanced account of a disastrous moment in church history.  In 366 Damasus was elected pope by the majority of the clergy and people of Rome but a minority elected a rival named Ursinus.  Each man had devoted followers who resorted to violence until the Emperor Valentinian I intervened on behalf of Damasus and banished Ursinus to Germany.
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