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“Come, I will show you the judgment of the great harlot
who sits on many waters,
with whom the kings of the earth committed fornication,
and the inhabitants of the earth were made drunk
with the wine of her fornication.”

— Revelation 17:1-2, NKJV

“And on her forehead a name was written:
MYSTERY, BABYLON THE GREAT,
THE MOTHER OF HARLOTS
AND OF THE ABOMINATIONS OF THE EARTH.
I saw the woman, drunk with the blood of the saints
and with the blood of the martyrs of Jesus.”

— Revelation 17:5-6, NKJV
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AUTHOR’S HISTORICAL NOTE

This book is a work of historical fiction. It is grounded in
documented church history but tells that history through a narrative
lens — meaning that while the events, debates, and turning points
described are drawn from the historical record, many of the
characters who witness and experience them are fictional creations.

The following figures are historical: Paul of Tarsus, Peter, John,
Polycarp of Smyrna, Polycrates of Ephesus, Clement of Rome,
Ignatius of Antioch, Marcion of Sinope, Justin Martyr, Victor of
Rome, Constantine the Great, and Eusebius of Caesarea. Their
documented words, letters, and actions have been rendered as
faithfully as the narrative form allows. Where their speech has been
dramatized, the author has taken care not to contradict what history
records of their actual positions and writings.

The following characters are fictional: Aristarchus the tentmaker,
Prisca the cloth merchant's wife, Stephanus the elder, Philip,
Callistus, and all other named individuals not identifiable in the
historical record. These characters exist to give the reader eyes and
ears inside events that history records but does not narrate. They
hold no doctrinal positions of their own that should be attributed to
historical figures.

The history in these pages is real. The greatest apostasy in history
happened. The Church that refused to die survived. The names of
many who kept the faith were never written down. This book is
written for them.



PROLOGUE

The Woman and the Wilderness

Then the woman fled into the wilderness,
where she has a place prepared by God,
that they should feed her there
one thousand two hundred and sixty days.

— Revelation 12:6, NKJV

Before the first page of this story was written, the end was already
known.

The Revelation of Jesus Christ told it plainly, in the language of
prophecy, to anyone willing to read it without the filter of tradition:
a woman clothed with the sun, pursued by a great dragon, fleeing
into the wilderness. A church hounded, scattered, driven from the
centers of power and into the hidden places of the earth. Not
destroyed — never destroyed — but hidden. Preserved. Fed by God
in a place He had prepared for her, for a period of time so precise in
its length that its fulfillment could be measured to the year.

One thousand two hundred and sixty prophetic days. One thousand
two hundred and sixty literal years, by the day-for-a-year principle
the prophets themselves established. From 325 AD — when the
Emperor Constantine convened the Council of Nicaea and the great
false church assumed its throne — to 1585 AD, when the
Reformation's long aftermath would begin to fracture that throne's
absolute authority.



The history in this book covers the first act of that prophecy: the
years from 30 AD to 365 AD, in which the Church of God was born,
warned, tested, infiltrated, divided, and ultimately driven
underground by the very institution that had stolen its Savior's name.
This is not a story about the church that won. The church that won
had armies, councils, emperors, and eventually the whole machinery
of the Western world at its disposal. Its history fills libraries.

This is a story about the church that survived.

The woman in the wilderness. The little flock. The believers who,
when the choice came between the comfortable gospel and the true
one, between the crowd and the commandments, between the
approval of Rome and the approval of God — chose the harder
thing.

Their names were not written in the histories that survived. The
victors wrote those. But their names were written elsewhere.

This book is written for them — and for those who, in every
generation since, have found themselves standing in the same place,
facing the same choice.

— Michael H. Exton



CHAPTER ONE
Another Gospel

“Let no one in any way deceive you, for it [the day of
Christ’s return] will not come unless the apostasy comes
first, and the man of lawlessness is revealed, the son of

destruction.”

— 2 Thessalonians 2:3, NASB

The sun was setting over the harbor of Miletus.

Paul of Tarsus stood at the water’s edge and looked at the faces of
the men gathered around him — the elders of the congregation at
Ephesus, men he had labored among for three years, men he had
wept over, prayed with, wrestled alongside in the long war for the
truth of God. He had sent for them. He had something to say that
could not be written in a letter. Some words had to be spoken face
to face, with the eyes seeing and the ears hearing and the heart
receiving the full weight of what was coming.

He knew he would never see them again.
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The Holy Spirit had made that plain to him in city after city as he
journeyed toward Jerusalem. Chains and imprisonment waited for
him there. And beyond that — he did not know. But he knew this
much: the time for warnings was running short, and the men
standing before him on this Milesian shore were the shepherds of
one of the most important congregations in all the world. If they did
not hear this — if they did not understand this — everything he had
built could be dismantled by morning.

He began to speak.

At the edge of the gathering, a tentmaker named Aristarchus stood
with his arms folded, his sandals still dusty from the road from
Ephesus. He had never heard Paul speak quite like this before. There
was something different in the apostle’s voice tonight — not the fire
of his preaching, not the precision of his teaching — but something
lower, quieter, and far more frightening. He leaned toward the man
beside him, an elder named Stephanus, and whispered.

“What is he about to say?”

“Nothing good,” Stephanus murmured back. “When a man speaks
like that, he is saying goodbye.”

Paul’s voice reached them clearly across the still harbor air: “So
guard yourselves and God’s people. Feed and shepherd God’s
flock — His church, purchased with His own blood — over
which the Holy Spirit has appointed you as elders.” [1]

The men were silent. The harbor lapped quietly behind them.

“I know that false teachers, like savage wolves, will come in
among you after I leave, not sparing the flock.” [2] He let that
settle for a moment. “Also from among yourselves men will rise
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up, speaking perverse things, to draw away the disciples after
themselves.” [3]

Aristarchus felt a coldness move through him that had nothing to do
with the evening breeze. He looked at the faces of the elders around
him — men he had broken bread with, men he had prayed beside,
men whose children played in the same dusty streets as his own. He
tried to imagine any one of them speaking perverse things. Drawing
away disciples. Becoming a wolf.

He could not do it. And that, he realized, was exactly the problem.
Even from your own number.

Not outsiders. Not pagans. Not the authorities who had already
jailed Paul, beaten him, left him for dead more than once. The
danger Paul was warning them about would come from inside the
congregation. From men who sat at the same table, sang the same
psalms, broke the same bread. Men who would take the truth Paul
had delivered to them at the cost of his own blood and bend it —
slowly, carefully, with the best-sounding arguments in the world —
into something else entirely.

Paul had already seen it beginning.

The letter to the Galatians had been written in a white heat of
disbelief. Paul could scarcely hold the stylus steady when he
dictated it.

“l am astonished,” he had written, “that you are so quickly
deserting the One who called you to live in the grace of Christ
and are turning to a different gospel.” [4]

So quickly. The ink on his original letter to them was barely dry.
The footprints of the men who had first brought them the truth were
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still fresh in the dust of their roads. And already they were deserting.
Already they were turning. The speed of it was the thing that
staggered him — how fast a congregation could pivot away from the
truth when someone arrived with a compelling argument and a
confident manner and a gospel that was slightly easier to live with.

“But even if we, or an angel from heaven, preach any other
gospel to you than what we have preached to you, let him be
accursed.” And then, because he knew how these things worked,
because he had seen how men elevated their teachers and their
traditions above the plain word of God, he had written it again: “As
we have said before, so now I say again, if anyone preaches any
other gospel to you than what you have received, let him be
accursed.” [5]

Twice. He wrote it twice. Let no one say they had not been warned.

But it was the letter to the Corinthians that had shaken him most
deeply, because in Corinth he had seen the thing with his own eyes
— not just heard reports of it, not just received alarmed letters from
worried elders, but watched it unfold before him in a congregation
he had personally founded, personally shepherded, personally bled
for.

Someone had arrived in Corinth after him. Someone with letters of
commendation and a polished manner and impressive speech and a
Jesus who was somehow different from the Jesus Paul had preached.
A spirit that was somehow other than the Spirit Paul had imparted
to them. A gospel that was somehow newer, more sophisticated,
more in keeping with the age than the raw and uncompromising truth
Paul had delivered.

And the Corinthians — the beloved, maddening, spiritually gifted,
perpetually childish Corinthians — had received him gladly.
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There had been a woman in the Corinthian congregation, a cloth
merchant’s wife named Prisca— not the Priscilla who traveled with
Paul, but a different woman, a newer believer — who had written to
a friend in Ephesus about the new teacher. Her letter had eventually
found its way to Paul, and he had read it with a sinking heart.

“He is so much easier to listen to,” she had written. “He does not
make us feel guilty about everything. He says that the old
requirements are not so important anymore, that Christ has freed us
from all of that. The congregation likes him very much. Even some
of the elders seem relieved.”

Relieved. That was the word that had stopped Paul cold. The
congregation was relieved. The truth of God — the whole,
demanding, life-changing, world-overturning truth of God — had
been exchanged for something that made people feel relieved.

He had written to them with barely controlled anguish: “For if he
who comes preaches another Jesus whom we have not preached,
or if you receive a different spirit which you have not received,
or a different gospel which you have not accepted — you may
well put up with it!” [6]

You may well put up with it.

That phrase haunted him. Not that they had been deceived — he
could have understood that. Not that they had been threatened into
compliance — he could have fought that. But that they had simply
put up with it. Accepted it. Nodded along. Found a way to
accommodate the new teacher and his new Jesus and his new gospel
alongside the old one, as if truth were a thing that could be blended
and averaged and improved upon by each successive generation of
clever men.

Another Jesus. A different spirit. A different gospel.
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This was the enemy’s masterwork. Not a frontal assault. Not an
obvious substitution. Not a clear and visible departure that any
honest man could point to and condemn. Something far more subtle
than that. A Jesus who was almost the same. A gospel that preserved
most of the familiar language. A spirit that produced most of the
familiar feelings. Different enough to empty the faith of its power.
Similar enough that most people never noticed the exchange had
been made.

Peter had seen it too.

His second letter was written in the shadow of his own death, and
he knew it. He had chosen his words accordingly — not the words
of a man making conversation, but the words of a man who wants
the truth to survive him.

“There were also false prophets among the people,” he wrote,
“just as there will be false teachers among you. They will
secretly introduce destructive heresies, even denying the
sovereign Lord who bought them.” [7]

Secretly. That was the word Peter chose. Not boldly. Not openly.
Not with a banner and a declaration and a public break from the
truth. Secretly. The false teachers Peter was warning about would
come in quietly, would work from the inside, would introduce their
heresies so carefully and so gradually that most people would not
recognize them as heresies at all. By the time anyone noticed, the
damage would already be done.

And then the line that ought to have stopped the entire enterprise
cold: “And many will follow their destructive ways, because of
whom the way of truth will be blasphemed.” [8]

Many. Not a handful. Not a fringe. Many.
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In a small congregation in Pontus, on the rocky shores of the Black
Sea, an elder named Cleon had read Peter’s letter aloud to the
assembled believers on a Sabbath morning. When he finished, no
one spoke for a long moment. Then a young shepherd in the back
row — barely old enough to have a beard — raised his hand.

“But how would we know?” the shepherd asked. “If someone came
teaching something false, but doing it slowly, how would any of us
know it was happening?”

Cleon looked at the letter in his hands and then back at the young
man. It was the right question. It was the only question that mattered.

“That,” he said quietly, “is why Peter wrote this letter.”

Jude had planned to write a careful letter about the salvation they all
shared. That was his intention. He sat down to compose something
measured and instructive and encouraging.

He never got to write that letter.

“Dear friends,” he wrote instead, “I found it necessary to write
to you exhorting you to contend earnestly for the faith which
was once for all delivered to the saints.” [9]

Once for all. That phrase was everything. The faith had been
delivered. It was complete. It did not need to be updated or improved
or brought into harmony with the surrounding culture. It had been
handed down from the Messiah through His apostles and it was
whole and it was sufficient — and men were already trying to
change it.

“For certain ungodly people have wormed their way in among
you, people who have twisted the grace of our God into a license
for immorality.” [10]
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Wormed their way in. Not marched. Not announced themselves. Not
arrived with a formal challenge that anyone could see and evaluate
and resist. They had wormed their way in — sideways, quietly,
through relationships and credentials and the slow patient
accumulation of trust — and by the time the congregation
understood what had happened, the men who had wormed their way
in were already seated at the table, already shaping the direction of
the fellowship, already redefining what grace meant and what it
permitted.

A widow named Miriam, who had been a believer since the earliest
days of the Jerusalem congregation and had eventually made her
way to one of the Aegean churches, would later describe it to her
daughter in a letter that survived for several generations before being
lost.

“It was not one big thing,” she wrote. “It was never one big thing. It
was a hundred small things. A word changed here. A teaching
softened there. A question that used to have a clear answer that
suddenly had two answers, and then three. I noticed it before the
men did, I think, because I was not important enough for anyone to
bother convincing me. I just sat in the back and listened. And one
Sabbath morning I realized that what I was hearing was not quite
what I had been taught. And I thought: when did that change? And
I could not say.”

And then there was John.

John was the last. The others were gone — James, killed by Herod’s
sword in Jerusalem. Peter, crucified upside down in Rome. Paul,
beheaded on the Ostian Way outside the same city, in the same year,
under the same emperor. Philip, Andrew, Matthew, Thomas — all
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gone now, each one paying the full price of the testimony they had
carried to the ends of the earth.

John alone remained.

He was old now, older than any of them had expected him to
become. The fisherman’s body that had hauled nets on the Sea of
Galilee was worn thin by decades, and he could no longer walk
without assistance. His disciples carried him to the assemblies at
Ephesus when he was well enough to come, and they set him before
the congregation, and he would speak to them. Every week the same
words, until the congregation knew them by heart and could finish
the sentences before he did.

“Little children,” he would say, “love one another.”
y

When his disciples asked him why he always said the same thing,
he told them it was the commandment of the Savior, and that if it
alone were kept, it would be enough.

A young Greek convert named Demetrios, who had come to the faith
only two years earlier, confessed to a friend after one such gathering
that he had expected something more from the last living eyewitness
of Jesus Christ.

“I thought he would tell us things nobody else knew,” Demetrios
said, scraping the last of his bread around an empty bowl. “Secrets.
Things he had never written down. But he just says the same thing
every week.”

His friend, an older believer named Sosipater who had sat under
John’s teaching for years, looked at him for a moment before
answering.

“He does tell us something nobody else knows,” Sosipater said. “He
tells us what the Messiah’s voice actually sounded like when He said
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it. Do you understand what I mean? When John says ‘love one
another’ — he heard those exact words from the mouth of Jesus
Christ. He was sitting close enough to touch Him when He said
them.”

Demetrios set down his bread.

He did not say anything else for a long time.

But John had not only love to deliver. He had warnings.

He had written three letters that circulated among the Aegean and
eastern congregations, and every one of them carried the same
urgent, almost desperate message that Paul and Peter and Jude had
been sounding for decades. The spirit of antichrist was already at
work. The false prophets had already gone out into the world. The
deceivers were already here, already among them, already testing
every congregation to see what they would tolerate.

And in his third letter, John had named a name.
Diotrephes.

“I wrote to the church,” John had written, carefully, deliberately,
for the record, “but Diotrephes, who loves to have the
preeminence among them, does not receive us.” [11]

Who loves to have the preeminence. In those words, John had drawn
the portrait of every power-hungry man who would ever stand
behind a pulpit and use the office of shepherd to feed himself rather
than the flock. Diotrephes loved authority. Loved being first. Loved
being the one at the center of things. And because he loved it, he
could not receive the Apostle John — because John’s presence
would have displaced him from the center, and that was a
displacement Diotrephes would not permit.
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He was gossiping about John. Spreading malicious nonsense.
Refusing to receive the brothers who came with John’s
endorsement. Throwing faithful members out of the congregation
when they showed any sympathy for the apostle.

One of those members, a faithful woman named Hannah who had
been in the congregation since its founding, found herself standing
outside the assembly hall one Sabbath morning with her husband
and her three children, told by a deacon at the door that they were
no longer welcome.

“By whose authority?” her husband Tobias demanded.

“By the authority of Diotrephes,” the deacon said, not quite meeting
his eyes.

“Diotrephes.” Tobias repeated the name the way a man repeats
something he cannot quite believe he has heard. “Not by the
authority of the Scriptures. Not by the authority of the apostles. By
the authority of Diotrephes.”

The deacon said nothing. He stepped back and closed the door.

Tobias stood in the street with his family around him and looked at
the closed door for a long moment. Then he looked at Hannah.

“This,” he said quietly, “is how it begins.”

The Apostle John. The last eyewitness. The man who had stood at
the foot of the stake and watched the Messiah die. The man to whom
Christ had entrusted His own mother in His final hour. The man who
had reached into the empty tomb and seen the folded burial cloths
and believed.

And Diotrephes was throwing his supporters out of the church.
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This — all of this — was already happening while the last apostle
still breathed.

A young man named Polycarp had begun sitting at John’s feet in
those final years. He came from Smyrna, the congregation that
Christ Himself had praised in the letter carried to the seven churches
of the Aegean world — the church that was poor in the world’s
estimation but rich in the things that mattered, the church that had
not denied the faith even under persecution. Polycarp was young
enough to be John’s grandson, earnest and attentive and hungry for
every word.

John loved him.

There were things John needed to pass on — things he had seen and
heard and touched with his own hands, things that existed nowhere
else in the world now that the other apostles were gone. The truth
had been delivered once for all, Jude had said. But there were men
already working to replace it, and the church was going to need
defenders who had heard it from the source, who could say with
authority: this is what was taught, this is what was believed, this is
what was handed down to us from the Savior Himself through those
who knew Him.

John looked at the young man from Smyrna and he began to speak.
He told him about another Jesus.

He told him about a different spirit.

He told him about a different gospel.

And he told him that the men who were preaching these things were

already here.
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CHAPTER ONE NOTES
Acts 20:28 — NLT
Acts 20:29 — NIV
Acts 20:30 — NKJV
Galatians 1:6 — NIV
Galatians 1:8-9 — NKJV
2 Corinthians 11:4 — NKJV
2 Peter 2:1 — NIV
2 Peter 2:2 — NKJV
Jude 1:3 — NKJV
10. Jude 1:4 — NLT
11. 3 John 1:9 — NKIJV
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CHAPTER TWO
The First Crack.

They killed Paul first.

It was the summer of 67 AD, outside the walls of Rome on the
Ostian Way, and the executioner’s sword ended thirty years of the
most extraordinary ministry the world had ever seen. No trial. No
appeal. No audience. Just a road, a kneeling man, and the swift, final
silence that Nero’s empire was so efficient at producing.

Peter followed him within the year — crucified, according to those
who were there, upside down at his own request, because he did not
consider himself worthy to die in the same position as his Savior.
The fisherman from Galilee who had once denied Christ three times
before a servant girl ended his life insisting, even in the manner of
his death, that Jesus Christ was everything and he himself was
nothing.

Two voices silenced. Two pens still. Two lifetimes of warnings no
longer being spoken into the air of the living world.

John was alone.
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He received the vision on the island of Patmos sometime around 95
AD, an old man exiled by the Emperor Domitian to a rocky island
in the Aegean Sea for the crime of preaching the gospel of Jesus
Christ. They had tried to kill him first, according to those who knew
him, by plunging him into boiling oil. He had emerged unharmed.
So they exiled him instead, apparently concluding that if the man
could survive boiling oil, a prison island was the more practical
solution.

On Patmos, the risen Christ appeared to him.
And the first thing Christ told him to do was write letters.

Seven letters to seven congregations — all of them in the Aegean
world, all of them churches that John knew personally, all of them
part of the network of believers that he had shepherded and worried
over and prayed for during the long decades since the other apostles
had gone. Ephesus. Smyrna. Pergamos. Thyatira. Sardis.
Philadelphia. Laodicea. Christ had a specific word for each of them,
and not all of those words were words of comfort.

John’s hand was trembling as he wrote.

The letter to Ephesus came first, and it stopped him cold before he
had finished the first paragraph.

He had given decades to Ephesus. He had lived there, taught there,
poured himself into that congregation with everything he had. It was
the city where Paul had warned the elders on the shore at Miletus. It
was the city where Timothy had served. It was arguably the most
important congregation in the entire Aegean world.

And Christ’s word to Ephesus was this: “I have this against you:
You have abandoned the love you had at first. Remember
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therefore from where you have fallen; repent, and do the works
you did at first. If not, I will come to you and remove your
lampstand from its place, unless you repent.” [1]

Abandoned the love you had at first.

John set down the stylus and stared at what he had written. He
thought of the Ephesian elders standing on the shore at Miletus forty
years ago, their faces wet with tears as Paul told them he would
never see them again. He thought of the fire that had burned in that
congregation in the early years — the hunger, the devotion, the
willingness to lose everything for the truth of the Messiah. He
thought of the widow Miriam’s words, which had found their way
to him: it was never one big thing. It was a hundred small things.
And now the lampstand was in danger of being removed entirely.

When the letter arrived in Ephesus and was read aloud to the
congregation by an elder named Trophimus, the silence that
followed was not the silence of men who did not understand. It was
the silence of men who understood perfectly and did not know what
to say.

A merchant named Agabus spoke first.

“He says we have abandoned our first love,” Agabus said slowly, as
if testing the words to see if they could possibly mean what they
appeared to mean. “When did that happen? I come every Sabbath. I
bring my family. I give what I can. When did I abandon anything?”

Trophimus looked at him for a long moment.

“That,” he said, “may be exactly the problem.”

The letter to Sardis carried a warning that would haunt John long
after he set down the stylus.
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Christ wrote to Sardis: “I know your works, that you have a name
that you are alive, but you are dead. He who overcomes shall be
clothed in white garments, and I will not blot out his name from
the Book of Life.” [2]

I will not blot out his name.

The promise cut both ways. If Christ pledged not to blot out the
name of the one who overcame, then the one who did not overcome
— the one who drifted, who compromised, who started right and
ended wrong — could have his name removed. Being written in the
Book of Life was not a guarantee. It was a starting point. It was
where a man stood today. Where he would stand tomorrow
depended entirely on what he did with the truth he had been given.

John thought of Clement.

Paul had written of him warmly — a co-laborer, a man whose name
was in the Book of Life. John had known him. Had trusted him. But
in the years since Paul’s death, something had been shifting in
Rome, slowly and almost imperceptibly, like a ship changing course
by half a degree at a time. You would not notice it for miles. And
then one day you would look up and find yourself somewhere you
never intended to go.

The letter to Smyrna was different in tone — warmer, more
encouraging, the word of a Savior to a congregation that was
genuinely suffering. But it contained a phrase that would echo
through the centuries in ways that no one reading it for the first time
could possibly have anticipated.

Christ wrote to Smyrna: They say they are Christians — but they
are a church of Satan. [3]
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A church of Satan. The risen Christ — not a prophet, not an apostle,
not a theologian — but Jesus Christ Himself, speaking from eternity,
calling a religious assembly by that name. Not a pagan temple. Not
a Roman brothel. Not an obvious den of wickedness that anyone
could point to and condemn. A religious assembly. A gathering of
people who claimed to be worshipping the God of Abraham. People
with scrolls and prayers and ceremonies and the full outward
apparatus of devotion.

Satan’s church.

The phrase landed in the Aegean churches like a stone dropped into
still water, and the ripples moved outward in every direction. If a
religious assembly — a place where people gathered to worship —
could be called a church of Satan, then the question every honest
believer had to ask was not “is that church over there the one Christ
is warning about?” but rather “how would we know if it were us?”

In Smyrna itself, a young woman named Lydia — a dyer of cloth,
like the Lydia of Philippi whom Paul had baptized a generation
earlier — sat with a group of women after the letter was read and
tried to work through what it meant.

“I don’t understand,” said one of the women, a baker’s wife named
Rhoda. “The church of Satan — is He talking about those who are
persecuting us? Or is He warning us about something that could
happen to us?”

“Both,” said Lydia, without hesitation.
“Both? How can it be both?”

Lydia looked at her hands, still stained faintly purple from the dye.
“Because every warning Christ gives to someone else is also a
mirror. He is showing us what it looks like when a religious
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assembly becomes Satan’s tool. He is showing us so that we will
recognize it. So that we will not become it.”

Rhoda was quiet for a moment. Then: “And do you think it is
possible? That we could become that?”’

Lydia thought of Miriam’s words, which had circulated among the
Aegean women’s gatherings for years now. It was never one big
thing. A hundred small things.

“I think,” she said carefully, “that it is the only thing Christ is
warning us about in every single one of these letters.”

The letter to Philadelphia carried the same warning, stated even
more plainly.

Christ wrote: I will make those of the church of Satan who call
themselves Christians — but are not, for they are lying — to
come and bow down at your feet, and they will know that I have
loved you. [4]

Twice in seven letters, Christ used that warning. He did not use it
accidentally. He did not use it loosely. He was drawing a picture,
letter by letter, congregation by congregation, of what the enemy’s
strategy looked like when it was fully operational. Religious on the
outside. Satanic at the core. Claiming the right name while serving
the wrong master.

And then there was Laodicea.

To the last of the seven Aegean churches, Christ wrote the most
devastating words of all: “I know your works, that you are neither
cold nor hot. I could wish you were cold or hot. So then, because
you are lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot, I will vomit you out
of My mouth.” [5]
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Not the church of Satan. Not false teachers secretly worming their
way in. Just a congregation that had settled. That had made its peace
with the world. That had found a comfortable middle temperature
and stayed there, too satisfied with itself to be on fire and too
religious to be straight about how cold it had become. Christ’s
response to that congregation was not anger. It was nausea.

I will vomit you out of My mouth.

John finished the seven letters and sat for a long time in the silence
of Patmos with the Aegean Sea moving restlessly beyond the rocks.
He was the last eyewitness of Jesus Christ. He had leaned against
this man at the Last Supper. He had watched Him die. He had seen
the empty tomb. He had received the vision of the Revelation on this
very island.

And what Christ had shown him, across seven letters to seven
congregations that John loved, was that the battle Paul had warned
about on the shore at Miletus was already well underway. The
wolves had come in. The lampstand at Ephesus was flickering. The
congregations were lukewarm. Names that had once been written in
the Book of Life could be blotted out. And somewhere, in a religious
assembly that looked exactly like the true church from the outside,
Satan was already holding services.

John returned to Ephesus when Domitian’s reign ended and the exile
was lifted. He was frail now, carried by his disciples to the
assemblies, his voice barely above a whisper. But he was still
speaking. Still warning. Still passing everything he had to the young
man from Smyrna who sat at his feet and absorbed every word.

Polycarp had grown into a serious, steady, deeply principled man —
exactly the kind of man John had hoped he would become. He had
heard the warnings so many times that they were woven into the
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fabric of how he thought about everything. Another Jesus. A
different spirit. A different gospel. The church of Satan. The
lampstand removed. The Savior vomiting the lukewarm out of His
mouth. Names blotted from the Book of Life.

He knew what was at stake.

What he did not yet fully know was that the first crack had already
appeared. Not in Ephesus. Not in Smyrna. Not in any of the Aegean
congregations that John had spent his life shepherding.

In Rome.

His name was Clement.

Paul had mentioned him warmly in his letter to the Philippians,
written from a Roman prison cell years earlier.

“Help these women,” Paul had written, “who have contended at
my side in the cause of the gospel, along with Clement and the
rest of my co-workers, whose names are in the book of life.” [6]

The book of life. Paul had said that. Clement was a genuine believer.
A co-laborer with the greatest apostle who had ever lived. A man
whose name was written in eternity alongside the names of the
faithful.

But in the very book where John had received these seven letters,
Christ Himself had warned that names written in the Book of Life
could be blotted out. Being listed was not the end of the story. It was
only the beginning of it. What mattered was what a man did with the
truth he had been given. Whether he overcame. Whether he held
fast. Whether he finished where he started.
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Clement’s letter would raise that question with a force that no one
in Corinth was prepared for.

Around 96 AD — the same year that John was receiving his vision
on Patmos — Clement wrote a letter to the congregation at Corinth.
Nobody had asked him to. The Corinthians had not sent to Rome for
help. Rome had heard about the dispute through public rumor —
some of the elders had been removed from their positions and there
was disorder in the congregation — and Clement had decided,
entirely on his own initiative, that it was Rome’s place to set things
right.

That assumption alone should have stopped every reader cold. Since
when did the church at Rome have authority over the church at
Corinth? Paul had written to the Corinthians. Paul had founded that
congregation. Paul had never once suggested that any other church
had the right to govern it. But Clement did not explain his authority.
He did not argue for it. He simply exercised it — as though it were
already settled, already understood, already accepted by everyone
involved.

It was not the last time Rome would do that.

The letter itself was long, carefully written, full of Scripture, full of
appeals to humility and brotherly love. On the surface it read like
the work of a wise and genuinely concerned pastor. But underneath
the pastoral language, the iron framework of a new doctrine was
being assembled, beam by beam, with a precision that Paul would
have recognized instantly and condemned without hesitation.

Clement’s argument was this: Christ appointed the apostles. The
apostles appointed bishops and deacons. Those bishops and deacons
appointed their successors. And anyone who removed those men
from office was not simply creating disorder in a local congregation
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— they were resisting God Himself. The authority came from the
line of appointment. From the succession. From the office. Not from
Scripture. Not from the Holy Spirit speaking directly to the believer.
From the chain of human hands laid on human heads stretching back
to the apostles.

He even used the Roman army as his model. Consider the soldiers,
he wrote — how orderly, how readily, with what exact obedience
they perform what is commanded. All are not generals, nor colonels,
nor captains. But every man in his respective rank does what is
commanded by those above him. So it should be in the church. Rank.
Hierarchy. Command. Obedience flowing upward through the
structure to those at the top.

The church as a Roman army. With Rome at the top.

And then came the line that ought to have made every man in
Corinth stand up and walk out of the room.

Clement wrote that anyone who disobeys the words spoken through
him will be committing a serious sin and placing themselves in
grave danger. He was not merely offering advice. He was not
humbly suggesting a course of action. He was claiming to speak the
words of God Himself — and warning that to disobey him was to
sin against the Almighty.

And to make sure the point was not lost, he did not just send the
letter. He sent men.

Two of them. Their names were Claudius Ephebus and Valerius
Vito — freed slaves from the household of the deceased Emperor
Claudius himself, now in the service of the bishop of Rome. They
carried the letter to Corinth personally. They were there to witness
the reinstatement of the deposed elders. They were there to watch
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the congregation submit. They were there to bring back word to
Rome that the order had been carried out.

Vito was a compact, dark-eyed man who said very little and missed
nothing. He had grown up in Caesar’s house knowing that the
difference between a man who gives orders and a man who obeys
them is not always ability. It is often simply position. He stood at
the back of the assembly hall in Corinth while the letter was read
aloud and watched the faces of the congregation with the practiced
patience of a man who has spent his life in the service of power.

He had seen this before. Not in a church. In a palace. But the
dynamic was the same.

Someone far away had decided how things were going to be.
Someone had written it down. Someone had sent men to make sure
it happened. And the people in the room were going to comply —
not because they had been persuaded, but because the alternative
was to be in open defiance of an authority that was already,
somehow, everywhere around them.

Vito folded his hands and waited.

A tentmaker named Jason and his father-in-law Barnabas — an
older man who had known Paul personally and had heard him preach
in this very city — sat together that evening after the assembly and
went through the letter section by section.

“He says the elders who were removed must be restored,” Jason
said. “He says they were wrongly removed. But who decided that?”

“Yes,” said Barnabas. His voice was quiet and careful, the voice of
a man choosing every word. “And look at why he says they must be
restored. Not because Scripture commands it. Not because the Holy

Spirit has spoken to this congregation directly. But because they
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were appointed by the apostles, and the apostles appointed their
successors, and then he goes on to assert that Rome stands at the
head of that succession. He is saying that the authority of the office
itself is what must be obeyed. Not the word of God. The structure.”

Jason was in shock. “Obey the church? Whatever happened to
obeying God and what is written in the Holy Scriptures?”

Barnabas set the letter down on the table and looked at his son-in-
law with the long patience of a man who has seen a great deal of the
world.

“When Paul was here,” he said, “he never once asked us to obey him
because of his office. He asked us to follow him as he followed
Christ. He told us to test everything against the Scriptures. He wrote
to the Galatians that if he himself preached a different gospel, we
should count him accursed. He put the word of God above himself.
Above his own authority. Above everything.” He tapped the letter
with one finger. “This man does the opposite. He puts the structure
above the word of God. He puts Rome above the local congregation.
And then he goes even further.”

Jason looked up. “Further?”

“He claims to speak the very words of God Himself. Anyone who
disobeys the words spoken through him will be committing a serious
sin and placing themselves in grave danger.” Barnabas said it
slowly, letting each word land. “He is not offering advice. He is not
humbly suggesting a course of action. He is saying that to disagree
with Rome is to sin against the Almighty.”

The room was silent for a moment. Outside, the night sounds of
Corinth moved through the streets — the familiar noise of a city that
had heard the gospel, received it, nearly lost it, and was apparently
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being asked, once again, to make a choice about who it actually
answered to.

“And those two men he sent,” Jason said finally.

“Vito and Ephebus.” Barnabas nodded slowly. “They are not here
as guests. They are here as witnesses. Rome wants to know that we
complied. Rome wants a report.” He paused. “Paul never sent
anyone to watch us comply. Paul trusted the Holy Spirit to work in
this congregation directly. He did not need enforcers.”

“So what do we do?”” Jason asked.

Barnabas was quiet for a long moment. Then he picked up the letter
again and looked at it.

“We comply,” he said finally. “Because restoring the elders may
well be the right thing to do. But we must not mistake doing the right
thing for the wrong reason as proof that the reason was right.”

“Should we say something? To someone?” Jason asked.

Barnabas looked at Clement’s words one last time. Words that
claimed to be the words of God Himself. Words backed by two men
from Rome standing at the back of the assembly hall, waiting.

“Who would we say it to?”” he asked quietly. “For now — no one.”

It was a silence that would last for centuries.

Clement’s letter to the Corinthians was the first time that a leader in

Rome had reached across the Aegean world to assert authority over

another congregation — uninvited, unasked, and unapologetic about

it. It introduced apostolic succession as the basis of church authority.

It threatened sin for those who disobeyed. It sent enforcers to verify

compliance. And it was written in language so full of Scripture and
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humility that most people who read it never saw what it actually
was.

The crack was small. It was barely visible. If you had not stood on
the shore at Miletus and heard Paul’s warning, if you had not read
Peter’s letter about heresies secretly introduced, if you had not sat at
the feet of the last eyewitness and heard him speak of the church of
Satan — you would never have noticed it at all.

But it was there.

And in Rome, in the years and decades that followed, men who were
far less gentle and far less conflicted than Clement would find that
crack and begin, very deliberately, to make it wider.

CHAPTER TWO NOTES

Revelation 2:4-5 — NKJV
Revelation 3:1, 5 — NKJV
Revelation 2:9 — NMB
Revelation 3:9 — NMB
Revelation 3:15-16 — NKJV
Philippians 4:3 — NIV
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CHAPTER THREE
The Last Thread

John died around 100 AD, in Ephesus, in a bed, of old age.

It was an extraordinary thing for an apostle of Jesus Christ. Every
other man who had walked with the Messiah, who had heard His
voice and touched His hands and eaten at His table, had died
violently — by sword, by cross, by stone, by fire. But John, the last
of them, simply wore out. His body, which had survived boiling oil
and decades of exile and the slow grinding weight of outliving
everyone he had ever loved, finally released him quietly in his sleep.

The congregation at Ephesus buried him with the reverence due to a
man who had been, for half a century, the living connection between
the church and its founder. They had carried him to the assemblies.
They had finished his sentences for him. They had heard him say
“love one another” ten thousand times and never grown tired of it,
because every time he said it they heard in it the echo of the voice
that had originally spoken those words.

Now that voice was silent.
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And in Smyrna, a man named Polycarp sat alone for a long time
after he heard the news.

He was the last thread.

That was how he thought of himself now, though he would never
have said it aloud — it would have sounded like pride, and pride
was the one sin he guarded against most fiercely, having watched
Diotrephes destroy a congregation with it. But the fact was simply
true and he could not escape it. Every other person alive who had
sat at John’s feet, who had heard from John’s own lips what Jesus
had actually said and done and taught — all of them were gone or
dying. Polycarp alone remained. The last thread connecting the
living church to the eyewitness generation.

If that thread broke, something irreplaceable would be lost. Not the
Scriptures — those were written down and would survive. But the
living memory. The tone of voice. The way John’s eyes would fill
when he spoke of the night of Christ’s last Passover meal with His
disciples. The specific, physical, undeniable reality of a man saying:
I was there. I saw it. I heard it. This is what it was.

No one would be able to say that anymore. After Polycarp, everyone
who spoke of Christ would be speaking from documents, from
tradition, from theology. Never again from memory.

He felt the weight of that every morning when he rose.

The congregation at Smyrna was not a large one, but it was a faithful
one — Christ Himself had said so in the letter to the seven churches,
and Polycarp had never let them forget it. They were poor by the
world’s measure. They were persecuted regularly by both the
Roman authorities and by elements of the local Jewish community
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who viewed the followers of Jesus with deep suspicion. They had
every reason to compromise, to soften their message, to make
themselves more palatable to the world around them.

Polycarp would not permit it.

He was not a large man physically, but there was something in his
presence — a stillness, a density, as though he were made of heavier
material than ordinary men — that made people pay attention when
he spoke. He had John’s directness without John’s age-softened
gentleness. He called things what they were. He named error when
he saw it. He did not look for ways to spare people’s feelings when
the truth of God was at stake.

The congregation both loved and slightly feared him, which was, he
believed, exactly the right response to a shepherd who took his
responsibilities seriously.

A leather worker named Philip, who had been in the Smyrna
congregation for fifteen years, tried to explain Polycarp to his
brother-in-law Marcus, who had just begun attending.

“He is not like other teachers,” Philip said. “Other teachers tell you
what you want to hear, or they soften things so nobody is
uncomfortable. Polycarp tells you what is true. Sometimes it is
uncomfortable. Sometimes it is very uncomfortable. But you always
leave knowing exactly where you stand.”

“Is that not what all teachers are supposed to do?” Marcus asked.

Philip thought about it for a moment. “Yes,” he said. “But most of
them have forgotten it.”

The pressure from Rome had not stopped with Clement. It had, if
anything, increased.
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Evaristus had followed Clement as bishop of Rome, then Alexander,
then Sixtus. Each one building on what the last had established.
Each one adding another layer to the claim that Rome stood at the
head of all the churches, that the authority of the apostolic
succession flowed through the bishop of Rome to every

congregation in the world, that to question Rome was to question
God.

Sixtus I — the sixth bishop of Rome — had gone further than any
of his predecessors in codifying this claim. He had introduced new
ceremonies and regulations that emphasized the unique and exalted
status of Rome above all other churches. He had insisted on
formalities and protocols that communicated, without ever quite
stating it directly, that the bishop of Rome occupied a position
categorically different from and above any other bishop in the
world.

The language was always careful. Always draped in Scripture.
Always presented as the humble service of a man who was merely
preserving what the apostles had established. But the direction was
unmistakable to anyone paying attention.

Polycarp was paying attention.

A merchant named Demas, who traded in cloth between Corinth and
the Aegean ports, stopped in Smyrna on his way north and brought
word of what was being said in the western churches about the
bishop of Rome.

“They speak of him as though he were above all other bishops,”
Demas told Philip over a meal. “As though his word settles every
dispute in every church everywhere. The congregations in the west
seem to accept it. They do not question it.”

“Do they know what Paul taught?” Philip asked.
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Demas shrugged. “Paul has been dead for forty years. Most of them
never heard him. They know what they have been told about him.”

Philip set down his bread and looked at his guest. “And who told
them?”

Demas had no answer for that. But the question stayed with him for
the rest of his journey north, and he was never quite able to shake it.

But it was not Rome’s claims to authority that troubled Polycarp
most deeply. Claims could be argued. Authority could be challenged
with Scripture. The thing that kept him awake at night was simpler
and more insidious than that.

It was the calendar.

Specifically, it was the question of what day Christians should
observe in memory of Christ’s death. And behind that question,
barely concealed, was a dispute that struck at the very foundation of
what it meant to be a follower of Jesus Christ.

The question was this: Passover or Easter?

Jesus had kept Passover. Every year of His ministry, He had
observed the Passover exactly as God had commanded in the
Scriptures — on the same night, with the same meaning, pointing to
the same redemption. Christ’s last Passover meal with His disciples
was the night before He died. The crucifixion happened at Passover.
The resurrection happened during the Days of Unleavened Bread
that followed. The entire framework of Christ’s death and
resurrection was woven into the fabric of God’s holy days —
because Christ was, as Paul had written, our Passover lamb, and the
Days of Unleavened Bread that followed pointed to the putting away
of sin that His sacrifice made possible.
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John had kept Passover. He had taught Polycarp to keep Passover.
The Aegean churches, the eastern churches, all the congregations
that traced their faith directly back to the apostolic tradition — all of
them kept Passover, on the same night, as Christ had kept it, as the
apostles had kept it, on the 14th day of the first month of God’s
sacred calendar, as God had commanded it.

Rome had stopped keeping Passover.

In its place, Rome had introduced Easter — a spring festival
celebrated on a Sunday, tied to the cycle of the sun and moon in a
way that owed more to ancient pagan tradition than to anything
written in the word of God. The name itself was telling. Easter was
not a Hebrew word. It was not a Greek word. It was not found
anywhere in the Scriptures. It was the name of a pagan spring
fertility goddess — Eostre in the northern European tradition, Ishtar
in the older Babylonian one — whose festival had been celebrated
at the spring equinox for centuries before Jesus Christ was born.

Rome had taken the most sacred memorial of Christ’s sacrifice and
replaced it with a renamed pagan holiday.

And they were asking every church in the world to do the same.

A young woman named Thea, who had come to faith only six
months earlier through the testimony of her neighbor, came to Philip
with a question that had been troubling her.

“I have a cousin in Rome,” she said, “and she wrote to me about the
celebration they hold in the spring. She calls it Easter. She says it is
the most joyful day of the year in her congregation. Why do we not
celebrate it here?”

Philip thought carefully before answering.

“What does your cousin celebrate on that day?” he asked.
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“The resurrection of Christ,” Thea said.

Philip looked at her steadily. “Show me where Christ commanded
us to celebrate His resurrection. Show me where the apostles
commanded it. Show me one place in the Scriptures where God
says: remember My resurrection on this day, in this way.”

Thea was quiet.

“There is no such place,” Philip said. “And that is why none of the
apostles ever celebrated the resurrection of Christ. Not one of them.
Instead they all observed the death of Jesus each year at Passover —
because that is what He commanded them to do on the night before
He died. He took the bread and the wine and He said: do this in
remembrance of Me. That command was reinforced by Paul himself
in his letter to the Corinthians, where he passed on exactly what he
had received from the Savior. It is one of the clearest, most direct
commands in all of Scripture.”

He paused and let that land.

“Your cousin’s congregation has replaced that command with a
spring festival that was already ancient and pagan before Jesus was
ever born — and they call it a celebration of something nobody was
ever commanded to celebrate. That is not faithfulness. That is
substitution. And once you accept that human tradition can replace
God’s command, there is no limit to what can be substituted next.”

Thea did not write that letter to her cousin. She was not sure she
wanted to know the answer.

But she never missed a Passover again.

Polycarp had received letters from the western churches asking him
to adopt the Roman practice. The letters were always polite. They
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were always full of appeals to unity and brotherly love. They spoke
of the confusion caused by different churches celebrating on
different days, of the importance of presenting a unified face to the
watching world.

He read every one of them carefully. He prayed over them. He
discussed them with the elders of the Smyrna congregation.

And then he wrote back and said no.

Not rudely. Not with the contempt the position might have seemed
to warrant. But with a clarity and a firmness that left no room for
negotiation. He had learned this practice from John, he wrote. John
had learned it from the apostles. The apostles had learned it from
Jesus Christ Himself, who had kept Passover on the night He was
betrayed and told His disciples to keep it in remembrance of Him.
That was the chain of authority Polycarp answered to. Not Rome’s
calendar. Not Rome’s traditions. Not Rome’s claims about what the
apostles had intended.

The apostles had intended exactly what they had practiced. Polycarp
had seen it with his own eyes.

An elder named Callistus, who had been present when Polycarp
dictated his reply to one of these Roman letters, described the
moment to his wife that evening.

“He did not raise his voice,” Callistus said. “He never raises his
voice. He just sat there with the letter in front of him and dictated
his reply as calmly as if he were describing the weather. But every
word was like a stone being placed in a wall. Solid. Unmovable.
When he finished I thought: if every bishop in the world were like
this man, Rome would never have gotten as far as it has.”

His wife looked at him. “And how far has Rome gotten?”
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Callistus was quiet for a moment. “Farther than most people
realize,” he said finally. “And not nearly as far as they intend to go.”

The fault lines were drawn. On one side stood the Aegean and
eastern churches — Smyrna, Ephesus, Philadelphia, the
congregations of the eastern Mediterranean — all of them keeping
the faith as they had received it from the apostles, all of them
observing Passover as Christ had observed it, all of them answering
to Scripture rather than to Rome.

On the other side stood Rome, and an increasing number of western
congregations that had accepted Rome’s authority, Rome’s
calendar, Rome’s Easter, Rome’s structure.

Between them stood Polycarp of Smyrna — the last man alive who
had heard the truth from the mouth of a man who had heard it from
the mouth of Christ.

He was old now, the way John had been old, though not nearly so
ancient. His hair was white and his face was deeply lined and he
walked with the careful deliberateness of a man who has learned that
the body is not as reliable as it once was. But his mind was as sharp
as it had ever been and his eyes still carried that quality of settled
certainty that had always made people stop and listen when he
spoke.

He knew that a confrontation was coming. He had known it for
years. Rome was not going to stop expanding its claims, and the
eastern churches were not going to abandon the apostolic tradition
without a fight. Sooner or later those two forces were going to meet
head on, and when they did, one of the most important battles in the
history of God’s church was going to be fought — not with swords,
but with words and with the stubborn, unbreakable insistence on
truth that was the only weapon the true church had ever had.
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Polycarp intended to be standing when it happened.

Months after their conversation, Thea came back to Philip with
another question.

“I wrote to my cousin in Rome,” she said. “I told her what you told
me about Passover and Easter. She wrote back and said that her
bishop told her the church in Rome has always celebrated Easter,
that the apostles themselves established it.”

Philip looked at her carefully. “Do you believe that?”

Thea hesitated. “I do not know what to believe. She is my cousin.
Her bishop is an educated man. Who am I to say they are wrong?”

“You are a believer who has the Scriptures,” Philip said. “Paul told
us to test everything against the word of God. Not against the word
of Rome. Not against the word of any bishop. The word of God.”
He paused. “Ask your cousin’s bishop to show you in the Scriptures
where God commands Easter. Ask him to show you where Jesus
kept Easter. Ask him to show you where the apostles kept Easter.
And then ask him why, when he cannot find it anywhere in the
Scriptures, he still teaches it as though it were as sacred as the
commandments of God.”

Thea did not write that letter. She was not sure she wanted to know
the answer.

“Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing,
but inwardly they are ravenous wolves.” [2]

There was a man who had come to Smyrna from the west — a
teacher, well-spoken, well-dressed, carrying letters of
commendation from churches that Polycarp had never heard of. His
name was Marcion. He had a theology that was smooth and

46



sophisticated and utterly unlike anything the apostles had ever
taught — a Jesus who had nothing to do with the God of the Old
Testament, a gospel stripped of its Jewish roots, a faith that owed
more to Greek philosophy than to Hebrew Scripture.

He came to Polycarp.

Perhaps he thought that the old bishop of Smyrna could be won over.
Perhaps he thought that age had gentled him, that a man known for
saying “love one another” week after week was no longer capable
of serious resistance.

He thought wrong.

Marcion looked at Polycarp and asked him, with the smooth
confidence of a man who considers himself undefeatable in
argument: “Do you recognize me?”

Polycarp looked at him for a moment. Then he said: “I recognize
you. You are the firstborn of Satan.” [1]

Marcion left Smyrna without winning a single convert.

The leather worker Philip, who had been present, told the story to
everyone he knew for the rest of his life. Not because he thought
Polycarp had been cruel — but because he had never in his life seen
a man cut so precisely and so cleanly through the pretensions of a
sophisticated deceiver and name what he actually was.

“It was not anger,” Philip always said when he told the story. “It was
not hatred. It was just truth. He looked at the man and he named
what he saw. The way a physician names a disease. The way a judge
names a crime. Plainly. Accurately. Without any emotion except a
kind of profound sadness that such a thing existed at all.”
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The victors write the history books.

Polycarp had written letters. Many of them. To congregations across
the Aegean world, to individual believers, to church leaders who
were wavering under Rome’s pressure. Letters full of the apostolic
truth he had received directly from John, letters that argued the case
for Passover over Easter, letters that challenged the growing claims
of Roman authority with the plain word of God.

Almost none of them survived.

What survived was what Rome chose to preserve. And Rome chose
to preserve the version of Polycarp that was most useful to Rome —
the gentle old bishop, the martyr, the man who had known John, the
man whose death could be celebrated as an example of Christian
courage. The version of Polycarp who had stood in Rome’s way,
who had written the sharp letters, who had refused every
compromise and named every deceiver — that version was allowed
to quietly disappear.

The victors write the history books.

But they cannot erase everything. The fact that Polycarp existed.
The fact that he held firm. The fact that the eastern churches kept
Passover for generations after Rome had replaced it with Easter. The
fact that when the great confrontation finally came — when
Polycarp traveled to Rome to face the bishop himself over the
question of Passover versus Easter — he did not go as a suppliant.
He did not go to negotiate. He did not go to find a middle ground.

He went to tell the truth.

And the bishop of Rome, for all his claims to speak the words of
God Himself, could not make Polycarp unsay it.
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CHAPTER THREE NOTES

1. Irenaeus, Against Heresies 3.3.4 — Polycarp’s response to
Marcion, as recorded by Irenaecus. Note: Irenaeus is our primary
source for this account. As with all documents that passed through
Rome’s hands, the reader should bear in mind that the victors write
the history books.

2. “Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s
clothing, but inwardly they are ravenous wolves.” (Matthew
7:15, NKIJIV)
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CHAPTER FOUR
Before Rome Got Its Hands On It

There was one thing Polycarp had to do before he died.

He had known it for years, the way a man knows a task that cannot
be delegated, cannot be postponed indefinitely, cannot be left to
someone else. It had to be done while he was still alive. While the
memory was still clear. While the last living link to the apostolic
generation could still authenticate what was genuine and what was
not.

The writings of the apostles were circulating throughout the Aegean
and eastern churches in various forms — Paul's letters, John's letters
and gospel, the accounts of Matthew and Mark and Luke, the letter
to the Hebrews, the epistles of Peter and James and Jude, the book
of Revelation. But they were scattered. They were copied with
varying degrees of accuracy. And in Rome and in Alexandria, men
were already beginning to add to them, subtract from them, and
produce documents that claimed apostolic authority but had none.

The truth had been delivered once for all, Jude had said. But that
delivery needed to be secured. Bound together. Authenticated.
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Finalized before the great false church that was rising in Rome could
get its hands on it and reshape it in its own image.

There is compelling evidence that Polycarp himself was almost
surely the one who compiled, edited, and published the New
Testament as we know it today. For who could have been more
qualified to do so? He was the disciple and direct successor of the
Apostle John. He had personal access to the letters and writings of
the apostles. He had known men who had seen and heard Jesus
Christ in the flesh. He was the last living guardian of the authentic
apostolic tradition. He knew which documents were genuine and
which were not. He knew, better than any man alive, what the
apostles had actually written — because he had heard some of it read
aloud by the men who wrote it.

The victors write the history books. But not when God intervenes.
And in this case it is apparent that God Himself ensured that the
books of the New Testament were canonized and finalized before
Rome could get its hands on them — placing that sacred
responsibility in the hands of the one man on earth most qualified to
carry it out. Polycarp did not compile the New Testament for
posterity by accident. He did it by the hand of God.

The elder Callistus was one of the men Polycarp trusted most in the
Smyrna congregation, and it was Callistus who assisted him in the
long, painstaking work of gathering and authenticating the apostolic
writings.

He described it afterward to his wife as the most sacred and
exhausting thing he had ever done.

“He handled each document as though it were alive,” Callistus told
her. “Some of them he set aside immediately — not genuine, he said,
or corrupted beyond recovery. Others he read very carefully,
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sometimes for a long time, before he nodded. You could see him
remembering. Testing what was written against what John had told
him. Against what he had heard with his own ears.”

“How did he know?” she asked.

Callistus thought about it for a moment. “The way you know the
difference between a real coin and a counterfeit. Not always from a
single feature. From the whole weight of it. The feel of it in the hand.
He had been handling the real thing his whole life. The false ones
were obvious to him in a way they could never be to anyone who
had not sat where he sat.”

He paused.

“And when he was finished,” Callistus said quietly, “he sat for a
very long time without speaking. Then he said: it is done. And I
understood that he meant not just the task, but something larger. A
chapter. An era. The last thing that could only be done by the last
man who could do it.”

He was eighty-five years old when he made the journey to Rome.

The congregation at Smyrna had argued against it — not because
they doubted his purpose, but because they doubted his body. The
road was long and the sea crossing uncertain for a man of his age,
and the bishop of Rome had shown no indication of being open to
persuasion. Philip and Callistus and the other elders had laid out
every reasonable objection they could think of.

Polycarp heard them out with patience and then told them he was
going.
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“Polycarp,” Philip said finally, in the tone of a man who knows he
has already lost the argument, “what do you expect to accomplish
that letters have not accomplished?”

“I expect,” Polycarp said, “to look him in the eyes when I tell him.
So that he cannot pretend he did not understand.”

There was no answer to that. Philip helped him pack.

The bishop of Rome was a Syrian named Anicetus, and he received
Polycarp with every outward form of respect. He knew who
Polycarp was. Everyone in the Christian world knew who Polycarp
was — the last disciple of the last apostle, the living thread
connecting the present church to the men who had walked with
Christ. Whatever Anicetus thought privately about the bishop of
Smyrna’s stubborn refusal to adopt Rome’s calendar, he was not
foolish enough to be openly dismissive of him.

The two men sat together. The conversation was, by all accounts,
respectful and even warm in places. They agreed on many things.
They shared the same faith in the risen Christ, the same commitment
to His people, the same contempt for the growing tide of heresies
that were threatening the churches from every direction.

And then they came to the calendar.

Polycarp stated his position plainly, as he always stated everything.
Christians were to keep the Passover — not Easter. The Passover on
the night Christ was betrayed. The Passover that Christ Himself had
kept with His disciples as His last act before His arrest. The Passover
that John had kept. That the apostles had kept. That every
congregation in the Aegean world still kept, in obedience to the
direct command of Jesus Christ.

Anicetus listened. Then he gave his answer.
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The previous four bishops of Rome — Pius, Hyginus, Telesphorus,
and Sixtus — had all kept Easter. This was the tradition of Rome.
This was what the western churches observed. It had been so for as
long as any of them could remember, and Anicetus saw no reason to
depart from it.

Polycarp looked at him steadily.

“I received the Passover,” he said, “from the Apostle John. John
received it from Jesus Christ Himself, on the night before He died.
That is the chain of authority I follow. Not the tradition of Rome.
The command of the Savior.”

This dispute — Passover versus Easter, the apostolic tradition of the
eastern churches against the growing authority of Rome — would
become known in history as the Quartodeciman Controversy. The
word comes from the Latin quartodecima, meaning fourteenth. The
eastern churches, following the direct command of Christ and the
practice of the apostles, kept the Passover on the 14th day of the first
month of God’s sacred calendar — the same night on which Christ
had kept His last Passover meal with His disciples, the same night
on which He was betrayed, the same night on which He instituted
the memorial of His broken body and shed blood. The fourteenth.
Always the fourteenth. Not a Sunday chosen by Rome for its own
reasons. Not a spring festival inherited from paganism and dressed
in Christian language. The fourteenth day of the first month —
because that was the day God had appointed, and no bishop in Rome
had the authority to change what God had commanded.

Anicetus did not dispute it. He simply said he would continue as he
had.

A young Roman believer named Lucius, who served in Anicetus’s
household and was present during part of the discussions, described
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what he saw to a friend in a letter that found its way to the eastern
churches.

“They were both utterly sincere,” Lucius wrote. “That was the most
striking thing. Neither man was lying. Neither man was performing.
Polycarp genuinely believed that what he had received from the
apostle John was the direct command of Christ Himself, and he was
right to believe it — because it was. Anicetus genuinely believed
that the tradition of Rome was authoritative, and nothing Polycarp
said could shake that belief because the belief was not based on
evidence. It was based on the assumption that Rome’s tradition was
self-evidently correct. You cannot argue a man out of a position he
did not reason himself into.”

Polycarp made the journey back to Smyrna knowing that he had
failed in the only practical sense that mattered. Rome was not going
to return to the Passover. The western churches were not going to
abandon Easter. The Passover versus Easter divide that had been
widening for a century was going to keep widening, and there was
nothing he or any man could do to stop it now. The only thing left
to do was hold firm. Keep the faith. Maintain the truth in the eastern
churches for as long as God allowed.

He arrived back in Smyrna thinner than when he had left, and more
tired than he had ever been in his life. But when Philip and Callistus
and the others came to meet him, he looked at them with those
settled, certain eyes and told them what had happened and what it
meant.

“Anicetus is not an evil man,” he said. “He is a man who has
inherited a tradition and cannot see past it. That is not the same thing
as evil. But the effect is the same.”

He paused for a moment.
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“Hold fast,” he said. “What you have received, hold fast.”

The following year, the world came for him.

It was the Sabbath day when they arrested him — God’s appointed
day of worship, the seventh-day Sabbath that the Smyrna church had
kept faithfully from its founding, as Christ and the apostles had kept
it, as God had commanded it from the very beginning of creation.
The soldiers came to the house where Polycarp was staying and he
received them without resistance.

He asked only that he be allowed to pray before they took him. The
soldiers, surprised by his composure, agreed. He prayed for one hour
— for the congregations of God across the world, for the leaders and
the members, for the faithful and the wavering, for everyone he had
known and taught and shepherded across more than half a century
of ministry. Those who heard him said afterward that the soldiers
who had come to arrest him were moved to regret that they had been
sent to take such a man.

They brought him to the stadium.

The proconsul gave him the chance to save himself. It would cost so
little. Just a pinch of incense on the altar of the emperor. Just the
words: Caesar is Lord. Just a public repudiation of the Christ he had
served for eighty-six years.

Polycarp looked at him.

“Eighty-six years I have served Him,” he said, “and He has never
wronged me. How then can I blaspheme my King and my
Savior? Bring forth what you will.” [1]

They brought forth fire.
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“Do not fear any of those things which you are about to suffer.
Be faithful until death, and I will give you the crown of life.” [3]

They bound him to the stake and lit the wood around him. And then
the congregation of Smyrna — Philip and Callistus and Thea and
the leather worker Marcus and all the rest of them, standing at the
edge of the stadium with their hands over their mouths — saw
something they would describe for the rest of their lives and that
their children and grandchildren would pass down for generations.

The fire did not touch him.

It rose around him like a wall. It curved away from his body. Those
closest to the stake reported afterward that the smell was not of
burning flesh but of something else entirely — bread baking, or
incense, or spices warming in the sun. Polycarp stood in the middle
of the flames untouched, his lips moving in what appeared to be
prayer, his face as calm as it had always been.

The executioner stepped forward with a dagger.

When the blade struck, so much blood poured out that it quenched
the fire itself.

Philip could not speak for three days afterward.

He had been a believer for seventeen years. He had heard Polycarp
preach hundreds of times. He had sat in the same room with the man
who had sat at the feet of the last apostle. He had heard from
Polycarp’s own lips the teachings that had come down from the
apostle John who had received them from Jesus Christ Himself. And
now it was over. The last thread had been cut.

On the fourth day he came to Callistus’s house and sat down at the
table without saying anything for a long time.
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“What do we do now?” he finally asked.

Callistus had been waiting for the question. He had been asking it
himself for three days.

“We do what he told us to do,” Callistus said. “We hold fast.”
“Without him?”

“We never had him forever,” Callistus said. “We had him long
enough. John had him long enough to pass everything on. Polycarp
had us long enough to pass everything on. The chain does not break
when one link is gone. The chain breaks when those who received
it refuse to hold it.”

Philip looked at the table for a long moment. Then he looked up.
“Then we hold it,” he said.
“Then we hold it,” Callistus agreed.

“Hold fast what you have, that no one may take your crown.”

[4]

The letter that went out from the congregation at Smyrna to the
churches of the Aegean world described what had happened in the
most careful and reverent language they could find. They wrote of
Polycarp’s arrest on the Sabbath. They wrote of his prayer. They
wrote of his words to the proconsul. They wrote of the fire and what
they had seen.

And they wrote: “The Church of God which sojourns in Smyrna,

to the Church of God which sojourns in every place — mercy

and peace and love from God the Father and our Lord Jesus

Christ be multiplied. We write to you, brethren, an account of

what happened to those who suffered martyrdom, and
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especially the blessed Polycarp, who put an end to the
persecution by sealing it with his own martyrdom.” [2]

Across the Aegean world, in the congregations of Ephesus and
Philadelphia and Sardis and Pergamos and Thyatira, in the eastern
churches along the shores of the Black Sea and the rivers of the
interior, in the small and scattered fellowships of believers who still
kept the Passover and the seventh-day Sabbath and the holy days of
God as they had received them from the apostles — the letter was
read aloud and the people wept.

They wept for Polycarp. They wept for what his death meant. They
wept for the era that had ended and the harder era that was now
beginning.

But they did not let go.

In Ephesus, a man named Polycrates was watching all of this with
the careful, attentive eyes of a man who understands that he is about
to inherit a war he did not start.

And there had been a final meeting — not long before the end —
when Polycarp had looked at him steadily and said what he needed
to say.

“The pressure will come,” Polycarp told him. “Rome does not rest.
It will push until every congregation in the Aegean world has bent
the knee to its calendar and its traditions. You must not bend.”

Polycrates had listened without interrupting.

“Stand firm to the truth,” Polycarp said. “Not your truth. Not
Rome’s truth. The truth that was delivered to us — through John,
through the apostles, through Christ Himself. Teach it faithfully.
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Feed the sheep. That is all that will be asked of you. But it will cost
everything.”

He had known Polycarp. He had sat with him, heard him speak, felt
the weight of his authority and the warmth of his love for the
congregations he shepherded. He had understood, even then, that
Polycarp was something unrepeatable — a man shaped by forces
that no longer existed, trained by a teacher who could never be
replaced, carrying a kind of knowledge that would die with him.

Now Polycarp was dead. The bishop of Rome had not changed his
position by a single degree. The western churches were keeping
Easter and growing larger and more powerful with every passing
year. And the eastern churches — the Aegean churches, the
congregations that still held the apostolic tradition — were smaller
and more isolated than they had ever been.

The confrontation Polycarp had always known was coming had not
been resolved in Rome. It had merely been postponed.

Polycrates understood that when it finally came, he would be the
one who had to stand in it.

He began to prepare.
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CHAPTER FOUR NOTES

1. Martyrdom of Polycarp, Chapter 9 — Polycarp’s response to the
proconsul. Note: This account passed through Rome’s hands before
reaching us. The victors write the history books. But not when God
intervenes — and the core of Polycarp’s witness is corroborated by
multiple independent sources.

2. Martyrdom of Polycarp, Opening Address — The circular letter
from the church at Smyrna to the churches of Pontus and beyond.

3. “Do not fear any of those things which you are about to suffer.
Be faithful until death, and I will give you the crown of life.”
(Revelation 2:10, NKJV)

4. “Hold fast what you have, that no one may take your crown.”
(Revelation 3:11, NKJV)
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CHAPTER FIVE

The Battle Polycrates Knew
Was Coming

Polycrates had been preparing for this for years.

He had watched the pattern develop with the careful attention of a
man who knows that what he is watching will eventually arrive at
his own door. He had seen how Rome operated — the slow
accumulation of claimed authority, the steady pressure on the
eastern churches to conform, the letters that grew less diplomatic
and more demanding with each passing decade. He had seen how
Anicetus had handled Polycarp — with respect on the surface, with
immovability underneath. And he had seen how the bishop of Rome
after Anicetus, and the bishop after him, had continued in the same
direction, each one a little more certain than the last that Rome’s
tradition was not merely a preference but a command.

Now the bishop of Rome was a man named Victor.
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And Victor was not Anicetus.

Anicetus had been a man of genuine respect, whatever his errors. He
had received Polycarp with honor. He had listened. Anicetus had
believed himself to be right. But he had not yet made the leap from
believing himself to be right to believing himself to be the arbiter of
what everyone else was permitted to believe.

Victor had made that leap.

He had made it with both feet, with complete confidence, and with
no apparent awareness of how extraordinary a thing it was he was
claiming.

The letter arrived in Ephesus in the early months of what would
prove to be a decisive year.

It was not a request. It was not an invitation to dialogue. It was a
demand. Victor, bishop of Rome, was writing to inform the bishops
of Asia — the Aegean churches, the congregations of Ephesus and
Philadelphia and Sardis and Pergamos and Thyatira and the
scattered fellowships beyond — that the time for discussion was
over. The observance of Easter on a Sunday was henceforth to be
the universal practice of the Christian world. Those who continued
to keep the Passover on the fourteenth day of the first month were
to be regarded as outside the fellowship of the Church.

He was, in other words, threatening to excommunicate them.
Polycrates read the letter twice.
Then he set it down on the table and sat quietly for a long time.

The elder Stephanus, who had brought the letter and was watching

his bishop’s face, said nothing. He had learned over the years that
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Polycrates’ silences were not emptiness. They were the sound of a
man thinking with great precision about something that mattered
enormously.

Finally Polycrates looked up.

“Convene the bishops,” he said. “All of them. Every congregation
in the Aegean world that still holds the apostolic tradition. I want
them here.”

“All of them?” Stephanus said.

“All of them,” Polycrates said. “Victor wants to speak for the whole
Church. Let him discover that the whole Church is not as small as
he imagines.”

They came from across the Aegean world.

They came from the congregations that Polycarp had shepherded
and the congregations that the apostle John had founded and the
congregations that traced their faith in unbroken succession back to
the men who had walked with Jesus Christ in the flesh. They were
not wealthy men. They were not powerful men in the eyes of the
world. They were small-church bishops from small cities in a part
of the Roman Empire that Rome increasingly regarded as a province
to be brought into line rather than a community of believers to be
respected.

But they came. And when they had all assembled, and Polycrates
had read Victor’s letter aloud so that every man in the room could
hear exactly what was being demanded of them, the response was
unanimous.

They would not bend.
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Polycrates wrote the reply himself.

It was one of the most remarkable letters in the history of the early
Church — not because of its anger, for it was not written in anger,
but because of its absolute, granite-like certainty. Polycrates was a
man who had been in the service of his Savior for sixty-five years.
He had read every word of Scripture. He had met believers from
every part of the known world. He had seven relatives who had
served as bishops of the church in Ephesus before him, and he was
the eighth. And he had received the apostolic tradition directly —
through men who had received it from John himself, who had
received it from Jesus Christ.

He did not write as a man who was afraid.

He wrote as a man who knew exactly where he stood and exactly
why.

“We observe the exact day,” Polycrates wrote, “neither adding nor
taking away.” [1]

And then he named them — the great lights of the Aegean world
who had kept the Passover on the fourteenth, every one of them,
without deviation, without compromise, without apology. He named
Philip, one of the twelve apostles, who had died at Hierapolis. He
named the apostle John himself — the one who had reclined on the
Savior’s breast at Christ’s last Passover meal with His disciples, the
one whose tomb was in Ephesus, the one from whom the entire chain
of authority in the eastern churches descended. He named Polycarp,
bishop and martyr of Smyrna. He named the others — Thraseas,
Sagaris, Papirius, Melito — faithful bishops and martyrs, every one
of them, who had held the fourteenth without flinching.
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“All these,” Polycrates wrote, “observed the fourteenth day of the
Passover according to the Gospel, deviating in no respect, but
following the rule of faith.” [2]

And then he came to the point.

“I, therefore, brethren, who have lived sixty-five years in the Savior,
and have met with the brethren throughout the world, and have gone
through every Holy Scripture, am not affrighted by terrifying words.
For those greater than I have said, “We ought to obey God rather
than men.”” [3]

He signed it. He sent it.

And then he waited for Rome’s answer.

The answer, when it came, was precisely what Polycrates had
expected and what the bishops assembled with him also expected.

Victor attempted to excommunicate them all.

Not one congregation. Not one bishop. All of them. The entirety of
the Aegean churches — the congregations of Ephesus and
Philadelphia and Sardis and Pergamos and Thyatira and every
fellowship beyond — declared outside the communion of the
Christian world by a single bishop in Rome who had decided,
apparently, that he had the authority to do such a thing.

It was an astonishing moment. Not because it was unexpected —
Polycrates had seen it coming for years — but because of what it
revealed about what Rome had become and what Rome believed
itself to be.

Let us be absolutely clear about something that Victor apparently

was not clear about at all.
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He had NO such authority.
Not a shred of it. Not the faintest shadow of a legitimate claim to it.

Where did Victor imagine this power came from? From Peter? Peter
had never claimed authority over the other apostles. Peter had never
claimed authority over the churches of Asia. Peter had never
appointed a successor in Rome or anywhere else with power to bind
and loose the consciences of believers on the other side of the known
world. The apostles had been sent out as equals under Christ. No
council had ever granted Rome the power to excommunicate other
congregations. No Scripture supported it. No apostolic tradition
established it. The authority Victor was claiming had been invented
— slowly, quietly, incrementally — by the bishops of Rome
themselves, each one building on the claims of his predecessor until
what had begun as the influence of a large congregation in the
imperial capital had metastasized into a declaration of absolute
spiritual dominion over the entire Christian world.

It was not authority. It was presumption. And the sheer brazenness
of it takes the breath away even now.

For consider the reality of the situation. The Aegean churches had a
direct, unbroken, documented chain of authority running from Jesus
Christ Himself through the apostle John through Polycarp through
Polycrates. The very men Polycrates had named in his letter —
Philip, John, Polycarp — had kept the Passover on the fourteenth.
Not because it was a local custom they had inherited carelessly.
Because it was the command of Jesus Christ, kept by Jesus Christ,
instituted by Jesus Christ on the night before His death. The chain
of custody for that truth was impeccable. It was beyond dispute.

And now a bishop in Rome — a bishop whose predecessors had not

kept the Passover, whose tradition had drifted from the apostolic

practice within living memory of the apostles themselves, whose
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authority rested on claims that no one in the apostolic generation had
ever made — was declaring these men outside the fellowship of the
Church?

If anything, it should have been the other way around.

If anyone had grounds to excommunicate someone, it was
Polycrates and not Victor.

It was the keeper of the apostolic tradition looking at the man who
had abandoned it and saying: you have left the faith once delivered
to the saints. You have exchanged the command of Christ for the
custom of Rome. You are the one who has apostatized, placing
yourself outside the fellowship of the God’s true Church. Your
church here in Rome is no longer a part of the real Church of God,
but a counterfeit church — a Church of Satan. And I, and the rest of
the true churches of God in the Aegean world, will not listen to a
word you say, as it is now obvious that you are not a servant of Jesus
Christ but a servant of Satan the Devil.

Polycrates did not say this. He was a more measured man than that.
But the logic was inescapable, and everyone in the Aegean world
understood it perfectly.

What Victor had done was not merely arrogant. It was not merely
obnoxious. It was, when examined in the clear light of what the
apostles had actually taught and what authority they had actually
conferred, simply ridiculous. A bishop who had departed from the
apostolic practice and the Word of God was attempting to
excommunicate the men who had maintained it. The man in the
wrong was declaring the men in the right to be heretics. The fake
Christian condemning authentic Christians.

The apostle John had encountered this spirit before. In his third
letter, he had written about a man named Diotrephes — a man who
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loved to have the preeminence, who spoke maliciously against the
apostles, and who threw out of his own congregation anyone who
dared to agree with the apostle John!

“I wrote to the church, but Diotrephes, who loves to have the
preeminence among them, does not receive us. Therefore, if I come,
I will call to mind his deeds which he does, prating against us with
malicious words. And not content with that, he himself does not
receive the brethren, and forbids those who wish to, putting them
out of the church.” [4]

Victor was Diotrephes. On a much larger stage, with much greater
consequences, with the full institutional weight of the Roman church
behind him — but Diotrephes nonetheless. The man who loved the
preeminence. The man who decided that his word was final. The
man who threw out those who disagreed.

The difference was that in John’s day, Diotrephes was a local
problem in a single congregation. In Victor’s day, the same spirit
had ascended to the bishopric of Rome. And Rome had power.

Not everyone in the Christian world agreed with what Victor had
done.

Irenaeus, bishop of Lyon — a man who had himself sat under
Polycarp’s teaching as a young man, who had heard from Polycarp’s
own lips the things that Polycarp had received from the apostle John
— wrote to Victor in terms that were respectful but unmistakably
clear.

This was wrong he told him.

Victor eventually stepped back from the brink. The
excommunication was not enforced. The eastern churches were not
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formally severed from the western. Irenaeus’s intervention had
preserved, for the moment, a surface unity.

But surface unity was all it was.

The position of the Aegean churches had not changed. The position
of Rome had not changed. The claim that Rome had the authority to
demand conformity from the whole Christian world had not been
withdrawn — it had only been temporarily restrained. The precedent
Victor had attempted to set would not be forgotten. It would be
remembered. It would be built upon. And in generations to come,
bishops of Rome would claim exactly this authority — and enforce
it — under pain of death.

Polycrates understood this.

He had won the immediate battle. Victor had backed down. The
Aegean churches still kept the Passover. The apostolic tradition still
survived in the congregations that had received it from John through
Polycarp through the faithful men who had refused to let go.

But Polycrates was an old man now, and he had spent sixty-five
years reading Scripture and watching the world. He knew how these
things went. He had seen it in the history of God’s people going back
to Moses. He had seen it in the letters of the apostle Paul and the
warnings of the apostle John. The pattern was always the same. The
truth does not die in a single dramatic defeat. It erodes. It is
surrounded. It is slowly starved of influence and resources and the
next generation of leaders, until one day those who held it look
around and find themselves so small, so isolated, so far from the
centers of power, that the world no longer even notices them enough
to persecute them.

The Aegean churches were not dead. But they were smaller than
they had been in the days of Polycarp. And they were smaller in the
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days of Polycarp than they had been in the days of John. And Rome
was larger, and louder, and more confident, with every passing
decade.

Polycrates kept the Passover. He kept the seventh-day Sabbath. He
kept the holy days of God as he had received them from the men
who had received them from the apostles who had received them
from Jesus Christ Himself. He fed the sheep that were in his care.
He held fast to what he had been given.

But he was not naive.

He had read the letter of Jude. He had read the warnings of Paul. He
had stood in the same room with men who had stood in the same
room with the last apostle, and he knew what those men had said
about where all of this was heading.

The truth would survive. Christ had promised it would survive. The
gates of the grave would not prevail against His Church. But the era
of the Aegean churches — the era of direct, unbroken, documented
succession from the apostles themselves — was drawing toward its
close. The last generation that could trace its authority straight back
to the men who had walked with Jesus was aging. And when that
generation was gone, something irreplaceable would be gone with
1t.

The handwriting was on the wall.

CHAPTER FIVE NOTES

1. Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History, Book 5, Chapter 24 —
Polycrates’ letter to Victor, as preserved by Eusebius.
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2. Ibid. — Polycrates naming Philip, John, Polycarp, and the other
great lights of Asia who kept the Passover on the fourteenth.

3. Ibid. — Polycrates citing Acts 5:29 in defense of apostolic
tradition over Roman authority.

4. 3 John 1:9-10 — “I wrote to the church, but Diotrephes, who
loves to have the preeminence among them, does not receive us.
Therefore, if I come, I will call to mind his deeds which he does,
prating against us with malicious words. And not content with that,
he himself does not receive the brethren, and forbids those who wish
to, putting them out of the church.”
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CHAPTER SIX
While Rome Grew Strong

The silence of the true Church is one of the most sobering facts in
all of Christian history.

Not silence in the sense that the faithful had stopped believing,
stopped gathering, stopped keeping the Passover and the seventh-
day Sabbath and the holy days of God. They had not. Somewhere in
the Aegean world, in the scattered fellowships that had survived the
era of Polycarp and Polycrates, in the small and increasingly
invisible congregations that refused to bend to Rome’s demands,
men and women were still holding fast to what they had received.
The chain had not broken. Christ had promised it would not break.
But the voices that had once spoken clearly and boldly into the
Christian world — the voice of Polycarp, the voice of Polycrates,
the voice of men who could say with certainty that they had received
the truth from the men who had received it from the apostles
themselves — those voices were fading.
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And Rome was getting louder.

The contrast between the two in the century that followed the
confrontation between Polycrates and Victor could not have been
more stark. On one side — the true Church, small, scattered, pushed
further and further to the margins of the Christian world, its leaders
known to history only in fragments and shadows. On the other side
— Rome, growing wealthier, more organized, more politically
connected, and more theologically corrupt with every passing
decade.

This is the century in which the handwriting on the wall became a
sentence.

In Ephesus, a man named Apollonius carried the torch after
Polycrates.

He is little more than a name to us now. History has preserved
almost nothing of what he taught or how he led or what battles he
fought to keep the apostolic tradition alive in the Aegean churches.
He died around 210 AD, and with him another link in the chain was
gone. His successor in Smyrna, a man named Camerius, followed
him into obscurity around 220 AD. Then Nepos of Arsinoe, who
carried the light in Egypt until approximately 254 AD. Then Lucian
of Antioch, who held fast in Syria until his martyrdom in 312 AD.

These are the names that survive. There were others — there must
have been others — but their names are lost. They lived in a world
that was rapidly being reshaped by their enemies, and their enemies
controlled the historical record. The victors write the history books.
The faithful few who refused to follow Rome into apostasy were,
from Rome’s perspective, not worth remembering.

But God remembered them.
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And while these faithful men shepherded their shrinking flocks in
obscurity, something else entirely was happening in Rome.

The bishop of Rome during the early decades of this period was a
man named Zephyrinus.

He was, by almost any historical assessment, a disaster. His own
contemporary — Hippolytus, an educated Roman presbyter who
opposed him — described him in terms that are almost unprintable
in polite company. Zephyrinus was accused of being ignorant of
Scripture, easily manipulated, greedy, and entirely under the
influence of his deacon Callistus — a man with a criminal past who
had been condemned to the mines for fraud and who would
eventually succeed Zephyrinus as bishop of Rome.

What is historically significant about Zephyrinus and Callistus is not
their personal corruption, though that is remarkable enough. What
is significant is what they did to the doctrine of God.

It was during this period — the early third century, in the church of
Rome — that the groundwork was laid for what would eventually
become the doctrine of the Trinity. The process was not sudden. It
was the slow, grinding result of decades of theological argument,
political maneuvering, and the gradual absorption of Greek
philosophical concepts into what called itself Christian theology.
The God of the Bible — the God whom Jesus Christ had called His
Father, the God to whom Jesus had prayed, the God who had spoken
from heaven at Christ’s baptism and said “This is My beloved Son”
— was being transformed, by degrees, into something the apostles
would never have recognized.

Zephyrinus did not invent the Trinity. But under his watch, Rome
moved decisively in that direction — condemning those who
insisted on the clear biblical distinction between God the Father and

Jesus Christ the Son, and embracing a theology that would
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eventually declare them to be the same being in three persons. It was
a doctrine with no foundation in Scripture and deep roots in the
Greek philosophy that had been infiltrating the false church since
Simon Magus walked into Rome in the first century.

The faith once delivered to the saints was being rewritten. And the
man doing it was the bishop of Rome.

“For the time will come when they will not endure sound
doctrine, but according to their own desires, because they have
itching ears, they will heap up for themselves teachers; and they
will turn their ears away from the truth, and be turned aside to
fables.” [4]

Callistus succeeded Zephyrinus in 217 AD and proved, if anything,
to be worse.

He had been enslaved, imprisoned, and condemned to forced labor
before somehow clawing his way to the highest position in the
Roman church. Once there, he made himself famous — or infamous,
depending on one’s perspective — for his policy of readmitting to
fellowship those who had committed the most serious sins,
including murder and adultery, without requiring genuine
repentance of the kind the apostle Paul had demanded. He relaxed
the standards of church discipline that the apostolic church had
maintained. He opened the doors of his fellowship to virtually
anyone who would walk through them, regardless of their conduct
or their genuine conversion.

This was not mercy. It was the destruction of what the Church was
supposed to be.

The apostle Paul had written plainly that a little leaven leavens the
whole lump — that tolerating open sin in the congregation corrupts
the entire body. [1] Christ Himself had warned the churches of Asia
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about exactly this — about allowing those who held the doctrine of
Balaam, who taught the people to commit spiritual fornication with
the world, to remain in their midst. [2] The whole history of God’s
people was a record of what happened when the line between the
holy and the profane was erased — apostasy, corruption, and
ultimately judgment.

Callistus erased the line. And Rome celebrated him for it.

He is venerated as a saint and martyr to this day.

“Now the Spirit expressly says that in latter times some will
depart from the faith, giving heed to deceiving spirits and
doctrines of demons.” [5]

Meanwhile, the false doctrines that had been entering the Roman
church for a century were multiplying and solidifying.

Infant baptism — a practice utterly foreign to the New Testament,
where baptism is always preceded by repentance and faith, both of
which require a mature mind capable of genuine understanding —
was becoming entrenched in Rome and the western churches. The
apostolic church had baptized adults who had repented and believed.
The false church baptized babies who could do neither, and then
declared them Christians. It was a counterfeit of the real thing,
producing generation after generation of people who believed
themselves saved because water had been sprinkled on them in
infancy, with no genuine repentance, no real conversion, no actual
surrender to Jesus Christ.

Sunday worship — the deliberate substitution of the first day of the
week for the seventh-day Sabbath that God had commanded from
creation, that Christ had kept, that the apostles had kept, that the
eastern churches were still keeping — was becoming the universal
practice of the Roman church and the churches under its influence.
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It had nothing to do with the resurrection of Christ, whatever the
false church claimed. The seventh-day Sabbath had been kept by
God’s people for thousands of years before the resurrection, and the
resurrection changed nothing about God’s command to keep it holy.
Sunday worship was borrowed from the pagan world — the day of
the sun god, observed throughout the Roman Empire long before a
single Christian congregation existed. Rome took the pagan day of
worship and dressed it in Christian language, and the churches that
looked to Rome followed along.

Easter — the pagan spring festival that Polycarp had traveled to
Rome to oppose, that Polycrates had assembled the Aegean bishops
to resist, that every faithful member of God’s true Church had
refused to observe — was now the central celebration of the Roman
church year. It had displaced the Passover that Christ had instituted
on the night before His death. It had displaced the memorial of His
broken body and shed blood. In its place stood a festival with roots
in the worship of the Babylonian goddess Ishtar — decorated with
the symbols of fertility and the coming of spring — renamed and
reclaimed by a church that had decided, apparently, that what God
had commanded was less important than what Rome had invented.

And the holy days of God — the Passover, the Days of Unleavened
Bread, Pentecost, the Feast of Trumpets, the Day of Atonement, the
Feast of Tabernacles, the Last Great Day — the annual Sabbaths that
God had ordained in Leviticus 23, that Christ had kept, that the
apostles had kept, that the eastern churches were still keeping in
obedience to the direct command of Jesus Christ — were being
replaced, one by one, with Christmas, Easter, and the ever-
expanding calendar of Rome’s invented festivals.

This was not reform. This was apostasy. And it was happening with
breathtaking speed.
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The bishops of Rome came and went in these decades with
sometimes alarming frequency — Urban I, Pontian, Anterus,
Fabian, Cornelius, Lucius I, Stephen I — each one building on the
theological and institutional foundation of his predecessor, each one
pushing Rome’s claim to authority a little further, each one a little
more certain that the bishop of Rome was not merely the leader of a
local congregation but the ruler of the universal Church.

Stephen I, who held the bishopric from 254 to 257 AD, pushed that
claim to a new extreme. He was the first bishop of Rome to
explicitly cite Matthew 16:18 — “You are Peter, and on this rock I
will build My Church” — as the basis for Rome’s supreme authority
over all other churches. He declared that his own decisions were
binding on every congregation in the Christian world. He threatened
to excommunicate anyone that disagreed with him.

He was building the papacy. Brick by brick, claim by claim, the
office of pope — the office that would eventually claim dominion
over kings and emperors, the office that would send armies into
battle and torture the faithful into conformity, the office that would
sit on the throne of the great false church of Revelation 17 — was
being constructed in the church of Rome.

The apostle Peter would not have recognized a word of it.

Then came Diocletian.

The emperor who took the throne in 284 AD was a man of genuine
administrative ability and genuine savagery. He reorganized the
Roman Empire, stabilized its finances, reformed its army — and
then, in 303 AD, launched the most systematic and brutal
persecution of Christians the Roman world had ever seen.

The edicts came in waves. Churches were to be demolished.
Scriptures were to be confiscated and burned. Clergy were to be
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imprisoned. And then — the final, merciless command — everyone
in the empire was to offer sacrifice to the Roman gods. Those who
refused faced torture and death.

For ten years the persecution raged in the eastern empire. It was the
fulfillment of the prophecy of Revelation 2:10 — ten years of
tribulation visited upon those who bore the name of Christ.

And here is where the reader must pause and think carefully about
what was happening.

The persecution fell on both the false church and the true. Diocletian
did not distinguish between the apostolic congregations that kept the
Passover and the Sabbath and the Roman church that had abandoned
both. He was not interested in theological distinctions. He wanted
submission to Roman authority and Roman religion, and he was
prepared to enforce it with fire and sword.

But the response of the two was very different.

Among those in the Roman church — the church that had been
softening doctrine, lowering standards, and opening its doors to the
unconverted for a century — the persecution exposed a catastrophic
weakness. Thousands lapsed. They surrendered their Scriptures to
the authorities. They offered the required sacrifice. They did what
was necessary to save their lives and their property. They became
known in history as the traditores — literally, those who handed
over — from which we get the English word traitor.

The problem of what to do with these lapsed Christians — how to
receive them back into fellowship after the persecution ended —
would tear the Roman church apart for decades. It was not a small
problem. It was not a peripheral dispute. It was a direct consequence
of what Rome had done to the Church over the previous century.
When you fill your congregations with the unconverted, when you

80



lower the bar of entry to the point where virtually anyone can walk
through the door, when you replace genuine repentance and genuine
faith with infant sprinkling and attendance at Mass — you produce
people who, when the soldiers come, hand over the Scriptures and
go to the altar to sacrifice.

Diocletian had exposed what Rome had built.

Among the bishops of Rome during the persecution was a man
named Marcellinus.

He is one of the most damning figures in this entire period — not
because of what his enemies claimed about him, but because of what
even Rome’s own historians struggled to explain away. Ancient
sources record that Marcellinus himself — the bishop of Rome, the
man who claimed to be the successor of Peter, the man whose
authority Stephen I had declared to be binding on the universal
Church — offered incense to the Roman gods during the
Diocletianic persecution.

The chief shepherd of what called itself Christ’s Church on earth
had apostatized to save his own life.

The details are disputed — Rome has spent centuries trying to
rehabilitate him — but the fact that the question exists at all speaks
volumes. The man sitting at the top of the institution that claimed
supreme spiritual authority over all Christians was apparently
capable of doing exactly what the most cowardly member of his
congregation had done: bowing to the emperor when the cost of
faithfulness became too high.

This is who Rome was. This is what Rome had become.

Diocletian’s persecution ended not because Rome’s God defeated
Rome’s emperor, but because a new emperor arrived.

81



His name was Constantine.

And what Constantine did to the Christian world was far more
dangerous than anything Diocletian had done.

Diocletian had tried to destroy the Church with fire and sword. He
had failed. The blood of the martyrs, as the old saying goes, is the
seed of the Church — and persecution, however brutal, had never
succeeded in stamping out the faith of those who genuinely held it.

Constantine did not try to destroy the Church. He embraced it.

In 313 AD he issued the Edict of Milan, which granted religious
tolerance throughout the empire. The persecution was over.
Christians could worship openly. The long nightmare of official
violence against believers had ended.

And in the Roman church — the church of Marcellinus who had
offered incense to the gods, the church of Callistus who had opened
the doors to the unconverted, the church that had traded the Passover
for Easter and the Sabbath for Sunday and the plain teaching of
Scripture for the philosophy of Greece — there was jubilation.

They should have been afraid.

Because Constantine was not converting to Christianity.
Christianity was converting to Constantine.

He remained, throughout his life, the Pontifex Maximus — the high
priest of the Roman pagan religion. He continued to mint coins
bearing the image of the sun god. He continued to make political
decisions based on what was advantageous to his empire, not what
was commanded by the God of the Bible. He was a politician of
genius who saw in the growing Christian movement — and
particularly in the wealthy, organized, politically connected Roman
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church — a force that could either be his greatest enemy or his
greatest ally.

He chose ally.

And the Roman church, dazzled by the sudden end of persecution
and the prospect of imperial favor, chose ally in return.

It was the most catastrophic bargain in the history of Christianity.

“Come out of her, my people,” the book of Revelation would warn,
speaking of the great false church that had made itself drunk with
the wine of her fornication with the kings of the earth. [3] The
warning had been given. It had been given in writing, preserved in
the very Scriptures that Polycarp had authenticated and Polycrates
had defended. But the Roman church was not listening.

It was too busy celebrating.

In 325 AD, Constantine called the bishops of the Christian world to
a council at Nicaea.

He arrived carried on a golden throne, surrounded by soldiers,
dressed in imperial purple and gold. He was not a baptized Christian.
He would not be baptized until he lay on his deathbed years later —
and even that baptism was performed by an Arian bishop, a fact
Rome has spent centuries glossing over. He had no theological
training, no standing in the Church, no authority whatsoever over
Christian doctrine.

He presided over the council anyway. And the bishops of the Roman
church let him.

Nearly three hundred bishops attended. They came from across the
empire — from Rome, from Alexandria, from Antioch, from the
eastern churches. Some of them bore on their bodies the scars of the
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Diocletianic persecution. Some of them had lost everything for
refusing to deny their faith. And now they sat in a council called by
an unbaptized Roman emperor and allowed him to guide its
proceedings.

The question before the council was the Arian controversy —
whether Jesus Christ was truly God, of the same substance as the
Father, or a created being subordinate to the Father. It was a genuine
theological question, and the council’s answer — that Christ was
indeed fully divine, of the same substance as the Father — was in
this case correct as far as it went.

But what the council also did — what Constantine ensured it would
do — was to set the precedent that the Roman emperor had the
authority to define Christian doctrine, to call Christian councils, to
enforce Christian uniformity across the empire. The marriage
between the church and the state — the union that the book of
Revelation had prophesied and condemned — had been
consummated.

The true Church was not at Nicaea. The faithful congregations that
kept the Passover and the Sabbath, the scattered fellowships of
Lucian of Antioch and the unnamed men and women who held fast
in the Aegean world and Syria and beyond — they were not invited.
They were not represented. They did not matter to Constantine, and
they did not matter to the bishops who surrounded him.

Within decades, they would not merely be ignored. They would be
hunted.

For the great false church that had risen in Rome was now armed
with the full power of the Roman Empire. And it intended to use that
power.
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The long silence of the true Church was about to become something
far worse than silence.

CHAPTER SIX NOTES

1. “Your glorying is not good. Do you not know that a little
leaven leavens the whole lump? Therefore purge out the old
leaven, that you may be a new lump.” (1 Corinthians 5:6-7,
NKIV)

2. “But I have a few things against you, because you have there
those who hold the doctrine of Balaam, who taught Balak to put
a stumbling block before the children of Israel, to eat things
sacrificed to idols, and to commit sexual immorality.”
(Revelation 2:14, NKJV)

3. “And I heard another voice from heaven saying, ‘Come out
of her, my people, lest you share in her sins, and lest you receive
of her plagues.”” (Revelation 18:4, NKJV)

4. “For the time will come when they will not endure sound
doctrine, but according to their own desires, because they have
itching ears, they will heap up for themselves teachers; and they
will turn their ears away from the truth, and be turned aside to
fables.” (2 Timothy 4:3—4, NKIJV)

5. “Now the Spirit expressly says that in latter times some will
depart from the faith, giving heed to deceiving spirits and
doctrines of demons.” (1 Timothy 4:1, NKJV)
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CHAPTER SEVEN
Into the Wilderness

The Council of Nicaea was over.

The bishops had gone home. The emperor had returned to his palace.
The creeds had been written, the signatures collected, the dissidents
exiled. The great machinery of the Roman state — its roads, its
soldiers, its postal system, its imperial edicts — had been placed at
the disposal of a church that now called itself universal, catholic, the
one true body of Christ on earth.

And in the scattered fellowships of the Aegean world and Syria and
beyond — in the small congregations that had kept the Passover and
the seventh-day Sabbath and the holy days of God through a century
of increasing isolation — those who had eyes to see understood what
had just happened.

The woman had been cast into the wilderness.

The apostle John had seen it in vision centuries before, on the island
of Patmos, in the last great prophetic book of the New Testament.
He had seen a pure woman — the symbol throughout Scripture of
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God’s true Church — fleeing into the wilderness, driven there by
the great dragon, pursued by the full fury of the enemy. And God
had prepared a place for her there. A place of refuge. A place of
survival. Not of triumph — not yet — but of endurance. Of holding
fast. Of keeping the faith until the time of her hiding was complete.

“Then the woman fled into the wilderness, where she has a place
prepared by God, that they should feed her there one thousand
two hundred and sixty days.” [1]

One thousand two hundred and sixty days. A day for a year in the
prophetic reckoning of Scripture. [2] One thousand two hundred and
sixty years.

From 325 AD — the year Constantine called his council, the year
the false church was married to the empire, the year the true Church
was driven from the centers of power and civilization — one
thousand two hundred and sixty years brings us to 1585 AD. To
Protestant Britain. To the slow, painful, glorious beginning of God’s
Church coming out of hiding, coming back into the light, beginning
once more to do what Christ had commissioned His people to do
from the beginning.

But that is a story for another time.

In 325 AD, the hiding was just beginning. And it would be far darker
than anyone standing at the doors of the Nicaean council hall could
have imagined.

Constantine did not wait long to show the true Church what his
embrace of Christianity meant for those who disagreed with his
version of it.
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The edicts came quickly and with the full force of imperial authority
behind them. The Passover — the memorial of Christ’s broken body
and shed blood, instituted by Christ Himself on the night before His
death, kept by the apostles, kept by Polycarp, kept by Polycrates,
kept by every faithful member of God’s true Church for nearly three
centuries — was officially forbidden. In its place, Easter. Rome’s
Easter. The festival with roots in the worship of Ishtar, dressed in
the language of resurrection, enforced now by the sword of the
emperor.

This was not a theological disagreement anymore. This was law.

Constantine wrote to the churches with a clarity that left no room for
misunderstanding. He was contemptuous of the eastern churches
and their “Jewish” practice of the Passover. He made no attempt to
conceal his disdain. Those who continued to observe the Passover
on the fourteenth of the first month were, in his words, following the
detestable custom of the Jews — a remarkable statement from a man
who claimed to be championing the religion of a Jewish Savior who
had kept that very Passover on the night He was betrayed.

But Constantine was not interested in what Jesus had actually done
or commanded. He was interested in unity — his unity, on his terms,
enforced by his power. And the first casualty of that unity was the
most sacred memorial Christ had left to His people.

The true Church went underground.

Not immediately, not all at once — the process took years, and in
the more remote areas of the Aegean world and Syria and beyond,
congregations continued to gather in secret, in homes, in the hills, in
places where the long arm of the imperial administration did not
easily reach. But the direction was unmistakable. Every year that
passed, every new edict that arrived, every bishop who chose the
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comfort of imperial favor over the truth of Scripture made the
position of the faithful more precarious and more isolated.

They were not exterminated. Christ had promised they would not
be. The gates of the grave would not prevail against His Church, and
they did not. But the era in which the true Church had been a visible,
named, known presence in the Christian world — the era of
Polycarp preaching in Smyrna, of Polycrates gathering the bishops
of Asia — that era was gone. What remained was the remnant. The
little flock. The few who had always constituted the true body of
Christ in every age, now smaller and more hidden than they had ever
been.

Lucian of Antioch was already dead by the time Nicaea convened
— martyred in 312 AD, just a year before Constantine’s Edict of
Milan ended the Diocletianic persecution. He had held the light in
Syria through the darkest years of that persecution, and he had paid
for it with his life. After him, the names disappear almost entirely
from the historical record. Unnamed Antiochians. Unnamed
believers in remote villages. Unnamed keepers of the Sabbath in the
hills of Asia Minor and the mountains of Armenia.

God knew their names. History did not record them.
And that, in its own way, tells the whole story.

In Rome, meanwhile, the construction of Satan’s church continued
at breathtaking speed.

Constantine poured imperial wealth into the building of great
basilicas across the empire — magnificent structures in Rome and
Jerusalem and Constantinople, monuments to a Christianity that
looked increasingly like the Roman state religion it was becoming.
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The bishop of Rome grew rich. The clergy of the Roman church
acquired wealth, status, political influence, legal privileges. Bishops
became powerful figures in the imperial administration. The church
that had once gathered in catacombs to avoid persecution was now
being handed the keys to palaces.

And with wealth and power came corruption of a depth and breadth
that would have been unimaginable to the apostles.

The Sunday law came in 321 AD, issued by Constantine himself —
the first civil legislation in history mandating Sunday as the official
day of rest. It was framed in language that referred not to the
resurrection of Christ but to the venerable day of the Sun — the sun
god’s day, officially enshrined in law as the Christian day of
worship. The seventh-day Sabbath that God had sanctified at
creation, that He had commanded in the fourth of the Ten
Commandments, that Christ had kept every week of His earthly life,
that the apostles had kept, that the eastern churches had kept — was
now being pushed aside by the force of imperial law.

For those who still kept the seventh day — the scattered faithful in
the hills and villages and remote corners of the empire — this was
not merely an inconvenience. It was a declaration of war.

Constantine also moved decisively against those he labeled heretics
— anyone who disagreed with the theological positions established
at Nicaea. Their meeting places were confiscated. Their literature
was ordered destroyed. Those who refused to conform faced exile.
The emperor who had issued the Edict of Milan in 313, granting
religious tolerance to all, had by 325 decided that tolerance had its
limits — and those limits were defined by whatever Rome and its
emperor had decided was orthodox.
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The true Church had survived Nero. It had survived Domitian. It had
survived Decius and Valerian and Diocletian. It had survived every
emperor who had tried to destroy it with open persecution.

But no emperor had ever tried this before — wrapping the
persecution in the language of Christianity, enforcing it with the
authority of a man who called himself a Christian emperor, using
the machinery of a church that called itself the body of Christ to hunt
down and silence those who actually were.

This was the beast of Revelation at its most subtle and its most
dangerous.

Constantine died in 337 AD, baptized on his deathbed — as noted
in the previous chapter — by an Arian bishop, a detail that reveals
exactly how much genuine Christian conviction underlay all of his
decades of religious policy.

His sons who succeeded him continued his work. The empire
remained officially Christian. The Roman church continued to
accumulate power. The bishops of Rome continued to press their
claims to universal authority. And the scattered faithful continued to
hold fast in obscurity, keeping the Passover and the Sabbath and the
holy days of God in secret, in the face of a world that had decided
their worship was heresy and their obedience to Scripture was a
crime.

The reign of Julian — who briefly attempted to restore paganism to
the empire from 361 to 363 AD — was a brief and ultimately futile
interruption of the march toward a fully Christianized, fully Roman,
fully apostate state church. Julian called himself the Apostate, and
the Christian world cursed him for trying to undo what Constantine
had built. But from the perspective of the true Church, Julian’s
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paganism was no more dangerous than Constantine’s false
Christianity. Both were enemies of the truth. One was just more
open about it.

Julian died in 363 AD, and the march resumed.

And then came Laodicea.

In 365 AD, the Council of Laodicea gathered — a regional council
of bishops of the Roman church, meeting in the city of Laodicea in
Asia Minor, the very city to which the apostle John had addressed
one of the seven letters of Revelation. The irony was not lost on
those who still read those letters carefully. Laodicea — the city of
the lukewarm church, the church that called itself rich and said it
had need of nothing, not knowing that it was wretched and miserable
and poor and blind and naked. [3]

The council produced a series of canons — official rulings of the
church, binding on all who submitted to its authority. Among them
was Canon 29.

Canon 29 forbade Christians from resting on the seventh-day
Sabbath.

Read that again and let the full weight of it land.

The council of bishops of the church that called itself the body of
Christ on earth — meeting in the very city that the apostle John had
written to, in the very region where Polycarp had shepherded the
congregations of God, where Polycrates had gathered the faithful
bishops to stand against Victor’s arrogance — officially declared
that keeping the fourth commandment of God was a a crime.
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Not just inadvisable. Not just unnecessary. A sin. Canon 29 stated
that Christians must not Judaize by resting on the Sabbath, but must
work on that day. Sunday was to be preferred.

The commandment that God had written with His own finger on
tablets of stone — the commandment that Christ had kept every
week of His earthly ministry, that He had declared He had not come
to destroy but to fulfill, that the apostles had kept, that the eastern
churches had kept for three and a half centuries in unbroken
obedience — was now officially condemned by the church that had
stolen the name of Christ and seated itself on the throne of the world.

There are no words adequate to describe what this was.

It was not merely theological error. It was not merely human
tradition overriding divine command. It was the direct and explicit
fulfillment of what the prophet Daniel had written six centuries
before Christ — that the little horn would think to change times and
laws. [4] The times — God’s holy days, His sacred calendar, His
appointed feasts. The laws — His commandments, including the
Sabbath. And the instrument through which Satan had always
intended to do this was now fully operational, fully empowered, and
fully committed to the task.

Satan’s church had taken its seat. And it had done so in the name of
Jesus Christ.

The true Church did not disappear.

It never disappeared. It never could. Christ had said so, and what
Christ says is not subject to revision by the Council of Laodicea or
the Emperor Constantine or any other power in heaven or on earth.
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But it went deep into hiding. Into the remote villages of Asia Minor.
Into the mountains of Armenia. Into the scattered places where the
empire’s long arm did not easily reach and where a small group of
believers could still gather on the Sabbath, still keep the Passover on
the fourteenth of the first month, still read the letters of Paul and the
gospel of John and the letter of Jude without a Roman bishop
standing over their shoulders to tell them what it meant.

They did not call themselves Nazarenes or Ebionites or any of the
names their enemies had given them over the centuries. They called
themselves what they had always called themselves — the Church
of God. The body of Christ. The little flock.

And they held fast.

They held fast because Polycarp had told Philip and Callistus to hold
fast. They held fast because Polycrates had written to Victor that
those greater than he had said we ought to obey God rather than men.
They held fast because the Scriptures they had received — the same
Scriptures that Polycarp had authenticated with his own hands, the
same letters and gospels and prophecies that had been written by
men who had walked with Jesus Christ in the flesh — told them that
the truth was worth holding at any cost.

The era that had begun on the day of Pentecost in 32 AD — the era
of the apostolic church, the era of the direct, documented, living
succession from Christ through His apostles through Polycarp
through Polycrates through the faithful men whose names history
barely preserved — was over. The great false church had won the
world, exactly as the prophets had said it would. It sat now on its
throne of stolen authority, clothed in its stolen name, worshiping on
its stolen day, observing its stolen festivals, persecuting in the name
of the very Christ it had rejected.

But the gates of the grave had not prevailed.
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The woman was in the wilderness. God had prepared a place for her
there. And for one thousand two hundred and sixty years — through
the dark centuries of the Middle Ages, through the long night of
persecution and hiding and the slow, painful survival of the remnant
— she would remain there, keeping the faith, holding the truth,
waiting for the dawn.

From 325 AD to 1585 AD.
Exactly as the Revelation had said.

“He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the
churches.” [5]

CHAPTER SEVEN NOTES

1. “Then the woman fled into the wilderness, where she has a
place prepared by God, that they should feed her there one
thousand two hundred and sixty days.” (Revelation 12:6, NKJV)

2. The day-for-a-year principle in biblical prophecy — each
prophetic day represents one literal year. See Numbers 14:34 and
Ezekiel 4:6. 1,260 prophetic days therefore equal 1,260 literal years.

3. “Because you say, ‘I am rich, have become wealthy, and have
need of nothing’ — and do not know that you are wretched,
miserable, poor, blind, and naked.” (Revelation 3:17, NKJV)

4. “He shall speak pompous words against the Most High, shall
persecute the saints of the Most High, and shall intend to change
times and law.” (Daniel 7:25, NKJV)

5. (Revelation 2:7, NKJV)
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EPILOGUE
The Long View

The woman came out of the wilderness.

It took time. It always takes time. The one thousand two hundred
and sixty years that God had appointed for her hiding ended not with
a trumpet blast and a public declaration but with something quieter
— the slow, painful emergence of light through cracks in a wall that
had seemed, for centuries, impenetrable.

In 1585 AD, Protestant Britain stood against the ambitions of
Catholic Spain. The great Armada that the Pope and Philip II
assembled to crush the English Reformation was scattered by
weather and courage and what those who survived it would call,
simply, the providence of God. The iron grip that the Roman church
had held over the political destiny of the Western world for twelve
centuries was loosening. Not broken — not yet — but loosening.

The woman was coming out of the wilderness.

The centuries that followed saw the further fracturing of Rome’s
monopoly on Christian souls. The printing press put the Scriptures
in the hands of ordinary people. The Reformation and its aftermath
broke the medieval unity of church and state that Constantine had
forged. Nation after nation in the Western world gradually separated
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the authority of the church from the authority of the state — not
because they had all become righteous, but because history had
taught them, at enormous cost, what happens when one institution

holds both.

The Roman Catholic Church today is not the power it was in 800
AD, when it crowned Charlemagne. It is not the power it was in
1076 AD, when Pope Gregory VII humiliated Emperor Henry IV in
the snow at Canossa and made him stand barefoot for three days
begging forgiveness. It is not the power it was in 1209 AD, when
Pope Innocent III launched a crusade against Christians in the south
of France who kept the Passover and the Sabbath, slaughtering tens
of thousands in the name of Christ. It still commands the nominal
loyalty of over a billion people. It still wields considerable moral
and cultural influence in many nations. But it does not rule the
world. It does not command armies. It does not put heretics on trial
or burn Sabbath-keepers at the stake — not in this era.

This is worth pausing to appreciate, because it is not the natural state
of things. It is a historical anomaly. The Roman church did not
surrender its claims to temporal power willingly or gracefully.
Those claims were stripped away, inch by inch, over centuries, by
the slow advance of Reformation theology and the hard lessons of
religious wars that killed millions. The separation of church and
state in the modern West is not a permanent achievement. It is a
respite.

The book of Revelation does not end with the great harlot dethroned
and forgotten.

It ends with her riding the beast once again.
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John saw it plainly in vision. The woman of Revelation 17 — the
great harlot who committed fornication with the kings of the earth,
who made herself drunk with the blood of the saints, on whose
forehead was written MYSTERY, BABYLON THE GREAT, THE
MOTHER OF HARLOTS AND OF THE ABOMINATIONS OF
THE EARTH — does not simply fade into irrelevance. She rides.
She rules. She sits upon many waters, which the angel of Revelation
identifies as peoples and multitudes and nations and tongues. She is
clothed in purple and scarlet. She is adorned with gold and precious
stones and pearls. She holds in her hand a golden cup full of
abominations. And she is drunk — drunk — with the blood of the
saints and with the blood of the martyrs of Jesus.

The church that tortured and murdered countless true Christians.
The church that banned the Passover and criminalized the Sabbath
and burned alive those who would not conform to its calendar and
its creeds. That church is not finished. It has not repented. It has not
returned to the truth once delivered to the saints. Its doctrines are the
same doctrines that every faithful generation from the apostles to the
present day has refused to accept. And according to the plain,
documented, repeatedly confirmed prophecy of the book of
Revelation, it is coming back.

The beast she rides — the coming world ruler whom the Bible calls
the Antichrist, the man of lawlessness whom Paul warned the
Thessalonians would be revealed before the Day of the Lord — will
carry her, at least for a season. The alliance between the great false
church and the coming world dictator is not speculation. It is not the
invention of prophecy enthusiasts. It is the plain, unambiguous,
repeated testimony of Scripture, confirmed by the pattern of history
that this book has traced from the first century to the fourth. Rome
has always needed a Caesar. And in the days ahead, it will find one
again.
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This may already be forming. History does not always announce its
turning points in advance. The believers in Corinth did not receive
a notice saying: the apostasy begins next Tuesday. The
congregations of the Aegean world did not watch Rome acquire
power in a single dramatic moment. It happened gradually,
incrementally, in ways that seemed reasonable at each step until the
day that a Roman emperor was presiding over a church council and
no one thought to ask by what authority he sat there. The pattern
does not change. Only the names do.

“Come out of her, my people, lest you share in her sins, and lest
you receive of her plagues.” (Revelation 18:4, NKJV)

The command is as urgent now as it was when John wrote it on the
island of Patmos. Perhaps more so.

The story this book has told — the story of the greatest apostasy in
history, of the Church that was born in Jerusalem at Pentecost in 32
AD and hounded to the margins of the civilized world and preserved
by God in the wilderness through twelve centuries of darkness — is
not ancient history for the sake of curiosity. It is a mirror. It is a map.
It is the record of a battle that has never ended, fought by the same
enemy using the same tactics, against the same truth, for the same
prize. The tactics that worked on the Corinthians still work. The
arguments that won over the western churches in the second century
are still being made. The gospel that is “slightly easier to live with”
is still the most popular one in every generation.

The true Church survived. Christ promised it would. The gates of
the grave have not prevailed, and they never will.

But the question the reader must answer is not whether the
Church survived. The question is which church are they in.
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The woman is out of the wilderness. The beast is rising. The harlot
is preparing to ride.

Revelation 17:3 — "So he [an angel] carried me away in the
Spirit into the wilderness. And I saw a woman sitting on a scarlet
beast which was full of names of blasphemy..." (NKJV)

“He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the
churches.” (Revelation 2:7, NKJV)

BABYLON 1t (FREAT
- & THE SCARLET BEAST -
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WORLD 5YSTEW & DRCEFTION 15 COMING

EVIL MAY SEEM POWERFUL,
BUT GOD'S JUDGMENT WILL COME.
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BACKCOVER

What if the Church that Conquered the
World Was Never the Church of God?

From the shores of Miletus, where the apostle Paul warned the elders
of Ephesus that wolves would come from within, to the Council of
Nicaea in 325 AD, where an unbaptized Roman emperor presided
over Christian doctrine — the greatest deception in human history

unfolded not with a bang, but with a hundred small compromises.

From God’s Church to Satan’s Church traces the harrowing journey
of the early believers who refused to bend. Through the eyes of
tentmakers, leather workers, widows, and faithful elders — and
through the towering figures of Polycarp, Polycrates, and the last
apostle John — this gripping work of historical fiction reveals how
the sacred practices Christ commanded were replaced one by one
with the traditions of men, and how a church clothed in Christ’s
name became the institution that hunted His true followers into the

wilderness for hundreds of years.

The history is real. The apostasy happened. And the Church that

refused to die is still standing.

For those willing to ask the hardest question of all:

which church are you in?
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