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CYPRIAN
The Great High-Churchman
of The Ante-Nicene Period

EDITOR'S NOTE:  THE FOLLOWING PAPER IS THE RESULT OF AN ASSIGNMENT
GIVEN (N CONNECTION WITH THE COURSE IN CHURCH HISTORY I[N OUR
(MMANUEL LUTHERAN SEMINARY. IT IS THE WORK OF THIS YEAR'S GRADUATE,
PAUL FLEISCHER. WE OFFER IT HERE BECAUSE OF ITS GENERAL INTEREST,
ALSO FOR ITS DEMONSTRATION OF BENEFITS DERIVED FROM GOING BEYOND THE
BEATEN PATH OF TEXT-BOOK PRESENTATION INTO THE AREA OF DIRECT STUDY
OF THE ORIGINAL WRITINGS OF SOME OF THE KEY FIGURES OF HISTORY.

THIS MAY BRING THE STUDENT FACE TO FACE WITH A CONFUSING MIXTURE OF
TRUTH AND ERROR BUT THIS CAN ALSO HAVE ITS VALUE. WE QUOTE FROM
THE FOREWARD OF CANDIDATE FLEISCHER'S STUDY:

"It must be noted that few, if any, of the Church Fathers before
the time of Luther deserve the tag of "orthodoxy," of pure and un-
adulterated Scriptural teaching. Cyprian also falls far short of
being an orthodox Church Father. This conclusion has firm basis and
will be proven incontestably to the reader, for the burden of this
study will lie upon the false teachings of Cyprian. At the same
time, however, the fact must not be lost sight of that each of the
"Church Fathers® deserve such a title insofar as they handed down
to us correct and true Scriptural principles and interpretations.
From his writings it is evident that Cyprian was, first of all,
well-read in Scripture; and secondly, that at times his grasp of
Scriptural truths was commendable and to be highly regarded. Sad to
say, however, his truth is too often mixed with error, and what ap-
pears to be white becomes black in the final analysis. We must be
careful to distinguish the one from the other.”



Thascius Caecilius Cyprianus, the great High-
Churchman of the ante-Nicene period,* was born around
A, D, 200, He was born of noble, wealthy, and heathen
parentage most likely in the African city of Carthage.
He was schooled in literature, law, and rhetoric,

A presbyter, Caecilius, who lived in Cyprian's house,
was chiefly responsible for Cyprian's conversion to
Christianity, He moved Cyprian to read the Bible and
was successful in urging him to enter a class of cate-
chumens. Cyprian was baptized in 245 or 246, at which
time he sold his estates, giving the proceeds to the poor,
and took the vow of chastity. This was a big step in
Cyprian's life, for he attests in his writings to the common
vices of heathenism which marked his early life, In his
own words he tells us of the pronounced change which his
''new birth'" had upon him:

How, said I, is such a conversion possible ?
I used to indulge my sins as if they were
actually parts of me...But after that, by
the help of the water of new birth, ... a
light from above, serene and pure, had been
infused into my reconciled heart,

Cyprian then devoted himself, in ascetic retire-
ment, to the study of the Scriptures and of the Church
Fathers before him, especially Tertullian whom he called
"the Master," It is certain that Cyprian adopted much of
Tertullian's theology and was profoundly influenced by him.
He disengaged himself, however, from Tertullian's Mon-
tanist views, such as strict asceticism, severe discipline,
martyr enthusiasm, and chiliasm.

It was only two years after his baptism, in 248, that
Cyprian, by acclamation of the people, was raised to the
bishopric of Carthage. This position at the same time
placed him at the head of the whole North African clergy,



Cyprian rose to such heights at one of the most trying
times in the entire history of the church, During the next
ten years the great persecutions against the Christians
took place under the emperors Decian and Valerian. Cyprian
escaped the Decian persecution, ‘which began in 250, by
going into a place of hiding. In order to quiet any charge
against himself because of this retirement, Cyprian,
through the deacon Crementius, informed the Roman and
Carthaginian clergy by letter> that he went into hiding
"thinking less of his own safety than of the welfare of the
people' 4 and further assured his congregation that he
forsook them '"in pursuance of a divine admonition, and

in order to direct them during his exile by pastoral
epistles.," 5  He soon found out how difficult it is, even
for a bishop, to shepherd a flock at so great a distance.
He wrote some 80 epistles from his place of refuge, all

of them dealing with the management of congregational
affairs and most of them of disciplinary nature. (Here is
where the '"lapsed" fit in. The greater part of the last
half of this paper will consist of a study of these epistles.)

After a little more than a year Cyprian returned from
his place of safety. There ensued a period of relative
quiet in the church, which period found Cyprian heading a
series of councils at Carthage attended by the surrounding
bishops, and dealing with such things as the baptism of
heretics and the lapsed. In 258 Emperor Valerian re-
newed the persecution of the Christians. Cyprian was
sent into exile for eleven months, then was tried and con-
demned to be beheaded. He died a hero's, yea, a martyr's
death, His biographer, Pontius the deacon, gives a vivid
account of how Cyprian, in a brave and Christian manner,
met his glorious fate. The following words may serve
to end the historical data:

When the sentence was pronounced, he
said: "Thanks be to God," knelt in
prayer, tied the bandage over his eyes



with his own hand, gave to the execu-
tioner a gold piece, and died with the
dignity and composure of a hero.’

Scholars are divided as to the question of how much
influence Cyprian had upon historical Roman Catholic views
and doctrines. Personally, I don't see how anyone can deny
his influence upon Roman Catholic formulations, especially
those regarding the Church, For already at Cyprian's
time, and even before that, the devil had succeeded in using
Matthew 16:18-19 to confuse the minds of the elite in the
church. Following in the footsteps of Ignatius of Antioch
(d. 115) and others, Cyprian misunderstood the passage
to mean that the Church was a visible assembly founded
upon the Apostle Peter:

There is one God, and Christ is one,
and there is one Church, and one chair
founded ugon the rock by the word of
the Lord.

In all fairness to Cyprian, he did not believe in the
primacy of any one bishop, but rather held that the entire
episcopate was founded upon the Apostles. Apostolic suc-
cession came to be the basic formula and the chief weapon
of the early Fathers. According to this theory the univer-
sal episcopate (or monarchical episcopate, as it came to
be called) alone held the keys, the power to remit or retain
sins. And this unbroken succession from the holy apostles
to the bishops was taught as a doctrine, opposition to
which immediately branded one a heretic:

For neither have heresies arisen, nor
have schisms originated, from any
other source than from this, that God's
priest is not obeyed; nor do they con-
sider that there is one person for the



time priest in the Church, and for the
time judge in the stead of Christ.

For further expressions of Cyprian's thoughts re-
garding the Church as a visible body founded upon the
bishops, note the following: o

Whoever he may be, and whatever he
may be, he who is not in the Church of e
Christ is not a Christian, S

Whence it appears, that all are adver-

saries of the Lord and antichrists, who I

are known to have departed..,,from the SR R
unity of the Catholic Church. e hm

Nor let them think that the way of life S

or of salvation is open to them, if they -

have refused to obey the bishops and

priests...since the house of God is

one, and there can be no salvation to

any except in the Church, 12 C

So we see that Cyprian came to the point where he
spoke the now famous words: nulla salus extra Ecclesiam
(there is no salvation outside of the Church). This ;
would all be well and good if he had understood the doc-
trine of the Church as Scripture teaches it, that. the
Church is an invisible body made up of believers. . in.
Christ. But that was far from Cyprian's concept, as
has been shown., The universal priesthood of all behexg-v,I
ers was foreign to him. He did not understand Peter s,
very own words in I Peter 2:9 that '"Ye (i.e. all behevers)
are a royal priesthood." And the way that Luther exp}amed
Matthew 16:18 would have been enough evidence for Cyprtan
to condemn him as an heretic: "All Christians are Peters
because they make the profession here made by Peter, A

which profession is the rock on which Peter and all Pete;e




are built,"!3 And so the conclusion which is set forth in
the following words of Qualben is appropriate:

The original spiritual priesthood of
all believers yielded to a special
priesthood, the clergy, and the evan-
gelical conception of the Church as
""the congregation of saints' yiélded
to the Catholic conception of the
Church as a group of believers be-
longing to the episcopate,

I alluded earlier to the fact that Cyprian did not re-
gard the primacy of any one bishop. More pointedly, he
did not recognize any special authority of the Roman bish-
op over the other bishops. What he did uphold, and very
strongly so, was the unity of the Church. He wrote a
treatise on the subject, entitled De Unitate Ecclesia. In
his estimation, the unity of the Church depends upon the
unity of the episcopate:

The episcopate is one, each part of which
is held by each one for the whole ... The
Church also is one, which is spread a-
broad far and wide into a multitude by an
increase of fruitfulness,,, and since from
one spring flow many streams, although
the multiplicity seems diffused in the lib-
erality of an overflowing abundance, yet
the unity is still preserved in the source.

Understood correctly, we might say that Cyprian did up-
hold the primacy of Peter; since Peter was the one whom
our Lord was addressing in Matthew 16, so in him the
Lord '"set forth unity, He arranged by His authority the
origin of that unity, as beginning from one (i.e, Peter)."16
We might say then that Cyprian's recognition of Peter's
primacy was ''not of authority and jurisdiction, but mere-
ly as representing the unity of the Church."



Consequently, Cyprian addressed the Roman bishop
as '"brother' and ''colleague' and had no use for the titles
of "Pontifex Maximus'' and''Episcopus Episcoporum'' which
some (e.g. Callistus and Stephen) were claiming for them-
selves. It is interesting to note how the editor of Cyprian's
writing in The Ante-Nicene Fathers uses every opportunity
to show that Cyprian held no special recognition for the Ro-
man bishop. And he has ample opportunity to prove his
point, for Cyprian often gives counsel, advice, or evan-
gelical admonition to other bishops whereby he emphasizes
their equality. (For specific instances I refer the reader
to footnotes to Cyprian's writings in the afore-mentioned
book.) Let it suffice to say that Cyprian in many in-
stances places his authority and jurisdiction as Bishop of
Carthage on a par with the authority and jurisdiction of
any other bishop, even of Rome.

Parenthetically, I would just like to insert here a
quotation from The Catholic Encyclopedia which I consid-
er to be quite humorous, Needless to say, the following
is not an unbiased opinion:

It is certain that where internal discipline was
concerned he (Cyprian) considered that Rome
should not interfere, and that uniformity was
not desirable—a most unpractical notion. We
have always to remember that his experience
as a Christian was of short duration.... and
that he had no Christian writings besides Holy
Scripture (isn't that enough? -P.F,) to

study but those of Tertullian.

Even though Roman Catholics themselves do not have
too much good to say about St. Cyprian, still this does not
take him off the-hook. I am inclined to agree with most
church historians whose usual conclusions might be summed
up in these words, that "in Cyprian's teaching the tenden-
cies illustrated in the development of the 'Catholic' Church



received their full expression." 19 ror though Cyprian
opposed the idea of a Roman hierarchy, his peculiar con-
ception was too idealistic to remain practical in church
life. This is brought out well in these words:

While all the bishops theoretically stood upon
the same level, the so-called ''country-bishops"
would not, because of the location, enjoy the
direct influence and popular esteem of the bish-
op of the larger cities (Rome, Constantinople,
Antioch, Jerusalem, Alexandria).

Even if one were ignorant of the historical facts, still he
could almost predict the inevitable result: the titles which
Callistus and others gave themselves by self-acclamation
("Pontifex Maximus' etc.) soon became the official

title of the Roman Bishop by acclamation of Holy Mother
Church. Cyprian can not wash his hands of that, for he
put the leaven in the loaf.

This general overview must be kept in mind as we
now proceed to study Cyprian's views regarding, first of
all, the '"lapsed.' During the Decian persecution many
Christians denied the faith that their lives might be spared.
These apostates were referred to as the 'lapsed,”" Ther
were classified as thurificati, sacrificati, and libellatici.
The first two can be differentiated thus:

They made a declaration that they worshipped
the gods and in the presence of the commis-
sioners they took part in the pagan worship,
either joining in a sacrifice, tasting the wine
and eating of the sacrificial victim (sacrificati)
or throwing incenge of the altar of the emper-
or (thurificati).

On the other hand, the libellatici were those who procured
from the civil authorities a false certificate that they had



taken part in the sacrifices, which they had not done. (The
Lutheran Cyclopedia names yet a fourth group, the acta
facientes, who were ''such as made false depositions con-
cerning their Christianity." 22 ) The question which now
forced itself upon the Church's attention was whether or
not such should be readmitted to the Church. The whole
matter became more complicated because of the action of
the confessores. (The confessores were 'those Christians
who were of sterner stuff"' 25 and who, during the perse-
cutions, rather than deny their faith, endured torture and
even death—whence they were called martyrs. Many of
the confessors, at the request of the lapsed, gave them
letters which encouraged the elders of the Church, the
bishop having taken refuge in hiding, to readmit them to
the Church,

As we learned earlier, Cyprian was absent at this
time, so that he dealt with this problem of readmittance
of the lapsed chiefly by way of his epistles (though later,
in keeping with a promise, he wrote an entire treatise on
the subject entitled De Lapsis). Naturally, with his be-
lief that "there is no salvation outside of the Church,' and
also that '"he can no longer have God for his Father, who
has not the Church for his mother," Cyprian held out
no hope for the lapsed if they remained outside of the
Church. For that reason, and also because he understood
the mercy of God as Scripture teaches it, he desired that
the lapsed should be admitted to the Church again, pro-
vided they showed signs of real repentance and made pub-
lic confession. For his positionon the matter, note these
statements:

Let not the mercy of the Lord be denied to

those that are imploring the divine favor..

While in all Scripture the Lord God soothes
those who return to Him and repent.. inas-
much as He is merciful and loving, the
groaning of those who mourn is to be ad-
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mitted, and the fruit of repentance is not
to be denied to those who grieve. 26

Once they were back in the Church, the lapsed were to be
treated fully as brethren; for as Cyprian himself says:

We, so far as it is allowed to us to see and
to judge, look upon the face of each one; we
are not able to scrutinize the heart and to
inspect the mind. Concerning these the
Discerner and Searcher of hidden things
judges..eeesne 7

It is to be noted that with this approach toward the lapsed
Cyprian was fighting the precedent., The older practice in
the Church had been to deny restoration to all who were
guilty of "'sins unto death'" —and the denial of faith was
considered such a sin., It is easy to understand that Cyprian
would be faced with not a little opposition,

Cyprian met with strong opposition to his view from
two sides. On the one there was Novatian of Rome who
would not allow the lapsed to be restored to the commun-
ion of the Church even on proof of penitence. For this No-
vatian became widely proclaimed and charged as guilty of
schism in the Church. Cyprian, while in hiding, was like-
wise gravely concerned for his congregation over this her-
esy, and attacks Novatian with many words. One example:

Then, moreover, what a swelling of arrogance
it is, what oblivion of humility and gentleness
what a boasting of his own arrogance, that any-
one should either dare, or think that he is able,
to do what the Lord did not even grant to the
Apostles; that he should think that he can discern
the tares from the wheat, or, as if it were
granted to him to bear the fan and to clear the
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threshing-floor, should endeavor to separate
the chaff from the wheat.cseeoee 28

It is not surprising then that, when Cyprian was called
upon to approve Novatian's ordination, he refused to do

so. And he would continue to refuse until such schis-
matics as Novatian would "'lay aside their pernicious
dissensions and disputes, and become aware that it is an
impiety to forsake their Mother, ' for "if they confess
themselves to be maintainers_of the Gospel of Christ, they
must return to the Church," What Cyprian was saying,
in effect, was that by his false teaching, Novatian denied
himself membership in Mother Church and at the same
time excluded himself from the privilege of being a bish-
op in the line of the apostolic succession, Nevertheless,
we are told that the Novatian schism lasted until the
seventh century. It was a lost cause, however, for Cyprian's
view that the lapsed should be restored under strict condi-
tions of penance received the endorsement of a synod in
Rome in 251, This decision ultimately regulated Roman
practice.

On the other side, Cyprian had to deal with the presby-
ters Novatus and Felicissimus. These advocated extreme
laxity toward the lapsed, readmitting many of them with-
out examination or proof of repentance. Novatus was a
presbyter of Carthage, and while Bishop Cyprian was in
hiding, he took it upon himself to readmit many of the Car-
thaginian lapsed. Cyprian dealt with this matter when he
returned. He called a2 council which finally decided to re-
admit the lapsed to membership only after they showed
due repentance and penance according to the offense.

Before his return, however, Cyprian dealt strongly
with deacon Felicissimus, who was an extreme '"rightist"
of the same color as Novatus. Cyprian answered letters
which he received from troubled members regarding the
laxity toward the lapsed advocated by Felicissimus during
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his absence. First of all Cyprian assured them that
Felicissimus was acting out of order for '"it was once ar-
ranged well by us.,. that no novelty should be introduced
in respect of the case of the lapsed unless we all assembled
into one place." 30 (Succinctly stated, Cyprian's pride had
been dealt quite a blow because he as bishop had not been
consulted.) The next thing which Cyprian asserted is that
Felicissimus had placed himself outside of the Church by
his rash actions, and he warned that:

Whoever shall ally himself with his con-
spiracy and faction, let him know that he
shall not communicate in the Church with
us, since of his own accord he has pre- 3]
ferred to be separated from the Church.

and-also that:

They (Felicissimus and his colleagues)
are now offering peace who have not
peace themselves. They are promis-
ing to bring back and recall the lapsed
into the Church, who themselves have
departed from the Church, 32

Cyprian's strong denunciation of the extreme laxity
advocated by Felicissimus was prompted by a genuine
concern. He was concerned for the souls of those who
were so quickly and easily readmitted into the communion
of the Church. They were granted a '"fallacious peace,"
as he called it, since they were encouraged to ''leave off
prayers and supplications, whereby, with long and contin-
ual satisfaction, the Lord is to be appeased." 3 Cyprian
also charged that Felicissimus "brought about the destruc-
tion of salvation'' since, by his too swift readmittance of the
lapsed, he encouraged:
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<+« that God should not be besought, and

that he who has denied Christ should not
appeal for mercy to the same Christ

whom he had denied; that after the fault

of the crime, repentance also should be
taken away, and that the Lord should not

be appeased through bishops and priests.. 34

This whole matter was resolved by the excommunication
of Felicissimus., Another council at Carthage, headed by
Cyprian after his return, ironed out the details as to what
should be done with those readmitted too quickly to the
Church,

Before leaving this study I would like to consider one
other subject which Cyprian treated at great length in his
writings. That is his view regarding baptism, especially
as performed by those outside of the Church, by heretics.

To begin with, it should be noted that Cyprian ''made
contributions to the meaning of baptism that have always
held a place in conservative theology." 35 As faras I
could determine, I think Cyprian believed in original sin;
and he therefore was on the right track as to the necessity
of baptism, and also its efficacy. I refer the readerback
to the first page where I quoted Cyprian concerning the
profound change which his ''new birth'' had upon him. Note
also the following testimony to regeneration:

How heavenly the protection in its perennial
blessing—to be loosed from the snares of
this entangling world, and to be purged from
earthly dregs and fitted for the light of eter-
nal immortality,..it is a gratuitous gif§6from
God, and it is accessible to all.......

But in regard to the validity of baptism Cyprian made some
statements which can not be endorsed. Cyprian believed
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that the bishops alone could perform valid baptisms since
they were endowed with special charismatic gifts; ‘and that
only those bishops who belonged to the Church had those
gifts, In just so many words, therefore, he concludes

that the only valid baptism is that performed in the Church:

They strive to set before and prefer the
sordid and profane washing of heretics

to the true and only and 1e7gitimate baptism
of the Catholic Church, 3

And implying a negative answer, Cyprian reasons thus:
""Can anyone water fr%réz the Church's fountains who is not
within the Church?" Statement after statement could
thus be adduced from his writings to show Cyprian's erro-
neous idea. Hand in hand with this would go his idea of
reserving the right to forgive sins to the Church alone. He
says:

When we say, ''Dost thou believe in eternal
life and remission of sins through the holy
Church?'" we mean that remission of sins
is not granted except in the Church, and
that among heretics, where there_is no
Church, sins cannot be put away.

The baptism performed by an heretic was therefore
invalid, in Cyprian's opinion. Novatian was the center of
his attack also here, And Cyprian insisted that anyone who
had received baptism from Novatian (and other heretics)
had to be rebaptized. (It is interesting to note that Nova-
tian also insisted upon the rebaptism of those who were
joining him.) Bishop Stephen also caused Cyprian much
anguish with his belief that ''the effect of baptism' is at-
tributed ''to the majuesty of the name, so that they who are
baptized anywhere and anyhow in the name of Jesus Christ,
are judged to be renewed and sanctified." And for
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contending that '"sons are born to God from the baptism of
Marcion" Stephen was sternly upbraided by Cyprian.

Cyprian did not insist upon rebaptism in every case.
It was not necessary under the following circumstance:

That all who are converted from any heresy
whatever to the Church must be baptized by
the only and lawful baptism of the Church,
with the exception (my emphasis) of those
who had previously been baptized in the
Church.,

It is too bad that Cyprian did not realize how close
to the truth Stephen was. The whole trouble of Cyprian
stemmed from his belief that the faith of the one adminis-
tering the sacrament was the all important thing. He did
not believe that the power of baptism lay in the words them-
selves, and that the faith of the administrant or of the one
baptized in no way affects the objective validity of the sac-
rament. Cyprian was right whe he said that "water alone
is not able to cleanse away sins, and to_sanctify a man,
unless he have also the Holy Spirit, " 43 But he did not
understand that the Holy Spirit works through and by the
Word itself. It is no wonder then that he taught that the
baptism of heretics was invalid.

I entitled this paper: CYPRIAN—THE GREAT HIGH-
CHURCHMAN OF THE ANTE-NICENE PERIOD, I sincerely
hope that I have gathered enough evidence to show the man
worthy of such a title. Cyprian was way off on the doctrine
of the Church and on the true essence of the Una Sancta,
for he held it to be a visible assembly dependent upon the
unity of the episcopate. And though he claimed correctly
that neither he nor any other bishop could '"scrutinize the
heart" because ''concerning these the Discerner and
Searcher of hidden things judges," yet he was guilty of
doing just that. One had to belong to the Church if he was
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to be saved (the Church as a visible body). That is an er-
ror with far-reaching implications, for it limits God's
grace and mercy; it limits and restricts the work of Christ,
through whom God was reconciling the whole world unto
Himself; it limits the working of the Holy Spirit in the
hearts of men. And try as they may to absolve Cyprian of
blame for such perversions of the Gospel, yet I believe
that he planted the seed for many of them, It is almost
incredible that hardly two centuries after our Saviour
walked on this earth, such false doctrine was being propa-
gated and Antichrist himself was already rearing his head,
all under the guise of apostolic succession, These seeds
of false doctrine and of Antichrist grew rapidly, until they
finally achieved their full growth at the Council of Trent
(1545-1563). Thanks be to God for the great gift of the
Reformation; for leading Dr. Martin Luther to uncover the
wickedness of the Roman Catholic Church and its Papacy,
and to bring people back to the Bible. May God in His
grace preserve us in the confession of Peter: '"Thou art
the Christ, the Son of the living God." Upon such faith is
the Church built, and upon nothing else. And all who con-
fess such a faith make up the Church, the Una Sancta, and
shall receive a glorious inheritance,

Cyprian, Bishop of Carthage, died as a martyr to his
faith., We can only hope that the faith for which he died was
the true faith. Whether or not it was we dare not judge,
even on the basis of his writings. Concerning this thing
the Discerner and Searcher of hidden things must judge,

% o ok sk ok ok sk ok ok sk sk ok
FOOTNOTES
1 This appellation for Cyprian, which I also chose as the

title for this paper, is adopted from the article on
Cyprian in the LUTHERAN CYCLOPEDIA, p. 277 {,
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PREACHING THE WORD

MEDITATIONS
IN THE

BOOK OF DANIEL

INTRODUCTORY

The following, althcugh based upon textual research
and sermon preparation, is neither an exegetical study
nor an homiletical treatment of the first nine chapters of
Daniel. Rather, we are offering a series of reflections
based upon those chapters, which present such cogent
materials to the active Christian mind and heart in an age
to which this sacred record speaks with particularly in-
cisive and penetrating authority,

There is, of course, an underlying motive in present-
ing such non-technical meditations in a theological jour-
nal. It is hoped that this or that pastor might thereby be
stimulated to the rewarding task of organizing sermons
based upon these timely chapters of Holy Writ and sharing
the forceful messages with their people. So much can be
said that needs to be said; and never do pastors find a bet-
ter occasion for such preaching than during the summer
months and the Trinity season.






