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In this issue of Beacon Lights we will turn our thoughts away from the doctrine of the 

early New Testament Church and consider instead a practice which was beginning to reveal itself 

during and especially after the Arian controversy which we have just considered.  Doctrine and 

practice really are not unrelated realities.  They are very closely related, so that our doctrine 

determines our practical life, and what we practice reveals what we believe.  And so in this issue 

we wish to call you attention to Monasticism which was beginning to be practiced in the 3
rd

 and 

4
th

 centuries and was based on a very wrong interpretation of the Word of God. 

Monasticism has its origin in Egypt.  The founder of this practice was a man by the name 

of Anthony who was born in Koma, a city in central Egypt, about the year 250 A.D.  When only 

a young man of eighteen years both his parents died.  He found himself the possessor of a rich 

inheritance left him by his father, for he was born in a wealthy family.  However, he became 

tremendously impressed by the incident recorded in the Scriptures that Jesus has told the rich 

young man to sell all his good, give them to the poor and then to come and follow Him.  

Anthony applied this to his own life according to his own idea of the meaning of the text and 

gave all his goods to the poor. 

For a period of years he practiced a life of severe self-denial in his native village.  After 

about fifteen years he retired into the desert to live as a hermit.  He soon had many imitators.  We 

already called your attention in February and in June to the fact that Asceticism was being 

practiced.  Tertullian was attracted to Mantanism because it practices Asceticism; that is a life of 

severe self denial and strict living.  Arius likewise lived such a life.  Anthony, as we just stated 

practiced this in his own native village for some fifteen years.  But Anthony is considered the 

father of Monasticism because he went one step further.  He withdrew from the rest of the world, 

first living the life of a hermit and later on living in a castle with others who had followed his 

example and had become hermits.  We stated last month that Athanasius was deposed more than 

once and went into banishment.  He went to flee for his life and hid in a monastery.  However, at 

this time Monasticism was not in any way connected with the church nor sponsored by the 

church.  It was in its origin a layman’s movement. 

In the East, Monasticism was not officially taken over by the church until the 5
th

 century.  

The council of Chalcedon in 451 put them under the jurisdiction of the bishops.  During the 5
th

 

century one was permitted to return from monastic life to the mingling with other men outside 

the monastery and thus to return to normal life relationships.  However, in the 6
th

 century this 

was forbidden, and those who entered a monastic life entered into a life-long obligation. 

In the West, Monasticism was not readily accepted at all.  It was opposed and denounced 

in strong language as late as 450 A.D.  However, it had its supporters, and many of the 

corruptions which were the occasion for these denunciations having been removed it became the 

accepted thing in the West also. 

Yet, we, of course, do not put the seal of approval upon Monasticism.  It is folly to 

believe that we can ever get out of the world.  We take our fleshly lusts with us into the 

monastery.  Abundant examples can be given where the life in these monasteries was even more 

corrupt than many places outside of them.  Scripture does not teach us world flight.  James tells 

us to count it all joy when we fall into divers temptations.  He means that we should rejoice when 



God surrounds us with temptations, for then our faith is tried, and when our faith is tried we, by 

the exercise of that faith, increase in strength and endurance. 

The examples of neither John the Baptist nor Samson are ground for the Monastic 

movement.  They did not flee away from men.  And John the Baptist’s sojourn in the wilderness 

had for its purpose the instruction in the message that all the temple worship, type and shadows 

would soon pass away, for the kingdom of heaven was at hand.  Although John dwelt in the 

desert, he dwelt on the highway through the desert where he might speak to men.  Besides, Christ 

never left the example at all of secluded life as though this would keep one sinless. 

 

* * * * * * 

 

For I have learned, in whatsoever state I am, therewith to be content.  I know both how to be 

abased and I know how to abound.   Phil. 4:11 
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