
Montanism 
Rev John A Heys 

 

 

The early New Testament Church, it seems, was to have no “breathing spell” at all.  False 

doctrines were springing up in rapid succession.  Indeed, this is just exactly what the devil 

desired.  He favored no breathing spell for the church, but, instead martialed all the forces at his 

disposal to attack the church from every direction which held the promise of destroying the faith 

of the newly converted Christians.  Of course, when the time has arrived that God eternally 

pleased to bring a temporary halt to the terrific pressure that was brought to bear upon the 

church, the devil can do nothing.  Even as he was not allowed to afflict Job beyond the measure 

God prescribed, so too, the pressure the devil desired to exert upon the early New Testament 

church was decreed by God and was always under His perfect control. 

In the early history of the New Testament church it plainly was the devil’s desire and 

attempt to destroy the faith of the church by multiplying the false doctrines of that day.  

Ebionism, we have seen, was propagated with a view to seducing, if it were possible, the Jewish 

converts to the Christian religion.  Gnosticism had for its devilish aim the tempting away from 

the truth of the Gentile converts.  And now appears a third heresy which seeks to capture the 

hearts and minds of both the Jewish and Gentile converts by an entirely different appeal.  This 

time it is Montanism. 

Montanism was founded by a certain Montanus who lived in Phrygia in the middle of the 

second century.  Since he lived in Phrygia, his followers were also often called “Phrygians”.  The 

heresy, unlike Ebionism and Gnosticism, found a ready place in the church because of 

corruptions in the church which were present.  It seemed to be a return to the true faith, but 

instead, it was simply a departure in a different direction.  But a departure from the truth it surely 

was.  And it was as dangerous to the true faith of the church as Ebionism and Gnosticism, and 

perhaps even more dangerous than these. 

Ebionism had its origin in Judaism.  In fact it was Judaism with a mixture of those 

Christian truths which best served to cover up its evil nature.  Gnosticism was Paganism with a 

varnish of Christian truths.  It had its origin in Pagan mythology, and like Ebionism, professed to 

believe some of the truths of Scripture in order to lure the believers away from Christ.  

Montanism, however, did not have its origin in either one of these.  It originated in the minds of 

those who professed Christianity’s truth and condemned the error of Ebionism and Gnosticism. 

In this respect it was, therefore, more subtle and dangerous for the truth than Ebionism and 

Gnosticism.  In fact even such a capable leader as Tertullian, as we said before, embraced 

Montanism in the latter part of his life and accepted it as the proper reaction to the corruption 

that was setting in amid that early church of the New Dispensation.  It seemed to be the answer 

to the growing worldliness in the church. 

One of its chiefest characteristics was that it claimed continued revelation through the 

church of all ages.  It denied that the canon of the Scriptures was closed with the death of the last 

Apostle and instead it maintained that even after the death of the last Apostle, God continued to 

reveal the truth to the church, or rather even to the believer directly.  Of course, God reveals the 

truth to the church today, but He does so through the Scriptures.  Montanus claimed that God 

revealed it directly, without the use of the previously inspired Scriptures.  He taught that he 

himself received such revelation from God.  In fact, he even maintained that he, Montanus, was 

the Comforter, the Spirit of truth, whom Jesus promised to send after He had gone to heaven.  



The truth in regard to the Spirit is not clearly understood by many even today.  And in the day of 

Montanus, the knowledge was even less understood and many followed Montanus as the prophet 

of God to lead them into the truth. 

A few interesting facts in regard to the movement are the fact that these Montanists 

already denied infant baptism.  We often think of this heresy as being of recent origin.  It was 

taught here already a little over 150 years after Christ’s birth.  Another fact is that the 

Montanists—believing as they did in direct revelation and prophecy—predicted an early return 

of Christ.  They even predicted dates, only to be proven to be wrong and they lost many 

followers because of such practices. 

You might ask, “How could Tertullian embrace such a religion?”  He did especially 

because it taught asceticism, that is, a strict life of self-denial.  As we stated, the church was 

becoming increasingly worldly and this emphasis upon self-denial had its appeal for many of the 

more serious-minded in the church. 

The danger of this heresy was that it placed experience in the form of what it called 

“revelation” above the Scriptures.  It was mystical.  Besides this, it denied the special offices in 

the church and due to its belief in this direct revelation insisted that all believers were pastors, 

teachers and prophets.  This latter stand was also a reaction to the worldliness in the church.  It 

was a reaction to the worldliness in the clergy. 

 

Originally Published in: 

Vol. 7 No. 4 January 1947 


