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Christian Theology and History Adult Sunday School Courses 
Robert Jones 

www.sundayschoolcourses.com 
 

LΩǾŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜǊ in adult Sunday School classes and Bible studies in our churches.  And many 
churches have quality, Biblically-based adult-focused programs.  Unfortunately, just as many churches tend to 
ŘƻǿƴǇƭŀȅ ŀŘǳƭǘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŦƻŎǳǎƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ όƴƻǘ ŀ ōŀŘ thing in itself), or focusing on the needs of 
ǘƘŜ άǳƴŎƘǳǊŎƘŜŘέΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƻǇƛŎǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ Ƙƛǎǘory and theology are often purposely ignored. 
 
Yet there is a strong need for adult education focused on both the Bible and the basic tenets and history of the 
Faith.  Among the reasons: 
 

¶ Not all adults come from a strong childhood background in the church ς adult Sunday School classes/Bible 
studies may be their first serious introduction to what Christianity is all about 

¶ Christianity (and especially Evangelical Christianity) is under constant attack from the media and popular cul-
ture (movies, music, etc.).   We need to give fellow Christians the tools to defend the Faith against attack (or to 
ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ άǊŜŀŘȅ ŘeŦŜƴǎŜέ ŀǎ tŜǘŜǊ ǎŀȅǎ ƛƴ м tŜǘŜǊ оΥмрύ 

¶ Even adult Christians that have a strong Biblical background often know little about the origins and history of 
their Faith 

 
To better meet the needs of adult Christians (both those mature in their Faith, and those just starting out in the 
ά{ŎƘƻƻƭ ƻŦ /ƘǊƛǎǘέύΣ LΩǾŜ ǿǊƛǘten a series of courses that focus on the history of the Christian Church (including the 
Jewish roots), as well as the development of doctrine in the Church.  The topics represented in these courses are 
ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ōƻǘƘ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ walk in the Faith, as well as serve as a starting point for Christian apolo-
getics. 
 
While the primary purpose of these courses is for use in churches, they also may be useful for High School and Col-
lege projects, especially the courses focused primarily on historical aspects.   
 
One note: these courses are primarily written from an Evangelical Protestant viewpoint (I come from a Reformed 
Church background), but I hope I've given ample time to other points of view throughout the various courses. 
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Introduction 
 

άaŀƪƛƴƎ ŜǾŜǊȅ ŀƭƭƻǿŀƴŎŜ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ƻŦ ŀƴ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊƳƛǘǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴΣ ǿŜ Ƴǳǎǘ Ǌŀƴƪ ǘƘŜ Lƴǉǳƛǎi-
tion, along with the wars and persecutions of our time, as among the darkest blots on the record of man-
kindΣ ǊŜǾŜŀƭƛƴƎ ŀ ŦŜǊƻŎƛǘȅ ǳƴƪƴƻǿƴ ƛƴ ŀƴȅ ōŜŀǎǘΦέ  ό²ƛƭƭ 5ǳǊŀƴǘΣ ά¢ƘŜ !ƎŜ ƻŦ CŀƛǘƘέΣ ǇΦ тупύ 

 

The Inquisition was one of the great blights in the history of Chris-
tianity.  No other institution in the history of the Christian Church 
was so horrible, so unjust, so...un-Christian.  When it was finally 
brought to a halt in 1834, thousands of lives had been lost, and 
tens of thousands of lives ruined through imprisonment and con-
fiscation of property.  Whole populations were driven from their 
homelands, and the Roman Church had earned a blight against its 
name that still resonates to this day. 
 
This booklet will present an overview of the Inquisition, including a 
ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ άƧǳǎǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴέΣ ƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎƛŜǎΣ Ǿƛctims, and results of 
the 600-year reign of this most dreaded institution.  (Figure to right: 

Strongholds of European Inquisition activity 1217 ς 1834; the Inquisition 
also operated in such disparate places as Mexico, Peru, India, and the 
Canary Islands!) 

Foundations of the Inquisition 

Historical foundations 
 

Heresy (Greek hairesis) ς ά!ƴ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴ ƻǊ ŘƻŎǘǊƛƴŜ ƴƻǘ ƛƴ ƭƛƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΤ ǘƘŜ 
ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘŜ ƻŦ ƻǊǘƘƻŘƻȄȅέ όIƻƭƳŀƴ .ƛōƭŜ 5ƛctionary) 

 
In late-20th century America, with its extreme separation of church and state, it is hard to imagine that 
there was a time when heresy was considered not only an ecclesiastical crime, but a secular one too.  
However, during the Middle Ages, church and state were often united in the cause of maintaining social 
order.  During Medieval times, it was often difficult to distinguish between the secular and the ecclesias-
tical ς Catholic bishops installed emperors and kings; those same emperors and kings provided protec-
tion for the church and its ministers.  To rebel against the church (either in matters of theology or mat-
ters of organizational hierarchy) was to question the legitimacy of the whole social, political, economic, 
and (of course) religious structure of medieval society.  The Inquisition, which lasted for 600 years, was 
the product of a tight (and very successful) marriage of church and state.  The church hunted down and 
prosecuted heretics, and the state punished them, often by burning at the stake. 
 
The idea that heresy was both an ecclesiastical as well as secular crime has a long pedigree.  In Rome, 
for example, heresy was considered treason, punishable by death, as is witnessed by the early Christian 
martyrs ς many of them were murdered for failing to accept that the current emperor was akin to God.  
A Roman judge could make an inquisitio into the case of a suspected heretic ς the nomenclature from 
ǿƘƛŎƘ άLƴǉǳƛǎiǘƛƻƴέ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŎƻƳŜΦ 
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Later, the great law code of Justinian (483-565 A.D.) codified (Da haereticis) the equation of heresy with 
treason, thus punishable by the secular arm ς to death, if necessary.  Justinian, of course, was a Chris-
tian, so earlier Roman laws that persecuted Christians for their beliefs were now applied against those 
that did not hold Christian beliefs.  
 
During the Middle Ages, the burning of heretics was not unusual in the two hundred years leading up to 
the Inquisition (which officially started in 1227/31 A.D.).  Often, the burnings were instigated by secular 
authorities, or by mob action.   One of the first known Medieval burnings of heretics was by Robert the 
Pious, King of France, in 1022 A.D., who ordered unrepentant heretics to the flames.  Mob actions in 
Milan in c. 1028, in Soissons in 1114, and in Cologne in 1143 resulted in the death of heretics at the 
stake, when angry mobs pulled unrepentant heretics out of ecclesiastical prisons.  Thus, the idea of con-
ǎƛƎƴƛƴƎ άƘŜǊŜǘƛŎǎέ ǘƻ ōǳǊƴƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƪŜ ǿŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ƛngrained by the time of the start of the Inquisition in 
1227/31. 
 
In 1184, Pope Lucius III issued a bull against heretics, which would establish many of the principals of 
jurisprudence later adopted by the Inquisition.  Among those principals was the idea that anyone that 
shielded or succored heretics would be liable to the same punishment as the heretic themselves,  that 
unrepentant heretics should be turned over to secǳƭŀǊ ŀǊƳ ŦƻǊ ǇǳƴƛǎƘƳŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǊŜƭŀǇǎŜŘέ ƘŜǊŜǘƛŎǎ 
should receive steeper sentences (including confiscation of property).  Also of interest is the fact that 
two main targets of the Inquisition of 40 years later were identified by name ς ά/ŀǘƘŀǊƛǎǘǎέΣ ŀƴd the 
άtƻƻǊ ƻŦ [ȅƻƴǎέ όŀΦƪΦŀΦ ²ŀƭŘŜƴǎƛŀƴǎύΦ 
 

THE DECREE OF POPE LUCIUS III AGAINST HERETICS 
 
ά¢ƻ ŀōƻƭƛǎƘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƭƛƎƴƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŘƛǾŜǊǎŜ ƘŜǊŜǎƛŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ƭŀǘŜƭȅ ǎǇǊǳƴƎ ǳǇ ƛƴ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ōǳǘ 
fitting that the power committed to the church should be awakened, that by the concurring assistance of 
the Imperial strength, both the insolence and mal-pertness of the heretics in their false designs may be 
crushed, and the truth of Catholic simplicity shining forth in the holy church, may demonstrate her pure 
and free from the execrableness of their false doctrines....  
 
More particularly, we declare all CatharistsΣ tŀǘŜǊƛƴŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ Ŏŀƭƭ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ άthe Poor of 
LyonsΤέ ǘƘŜ tŀǎǎƛƎƴŜǎΣ WƻǎŜǇƘƛǎǘǎΣ !Ǌƴƻƭdists, to lie under a perpetual anathema....  
 
And we likewise declare all entertainers and defenders of the said heretics, and those that have showed 
any favor or given countenance to them, thereby strengthening them in their heresy, whether they be 
called comforted, believers, or perfect, or with whatsoever superstitious name they disguise themselves, 
to be liable to the same sentence....  
 
And as for a layman who shall be found guilty either publicly or privately of any of the aforesaid crimes, 
unless by abjuring his heresy and making satisfaction he immediately return to the orthodox faith, we de-
cree him to be left to the sentence of the secular judge, to receive condign punishment according to the 
quality of the offense... 
 
...but those who after having abjured their errors, or cleared themselves upon examination to their bi-
shop, if they be found to have relapsed into their abjured heresyτWe decree that without any further 
hearing they be forthwith delivered up to the secular power, and their goods confiscated to the use of the 
ŎƘǳǊŎƘΦέ όWƻƴŜǎΣ ǇΦ но) 
 

Many of the ideas in the aforementioned bull were further codified by the largest Church Council in his-
tory (400 bishops, 800 abbots) ς the Fourth Lateran Council (1215).  The council in Rome declared that 
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unrepentant heretics should be excommunicated, and turned over to secular authorities for punish-
ment.  Punishment was unspecified, but confiscation of property was explicitly allowed.  Thus, one of 
the areas of greatest abuse in the coming Inquisition ς the confiscation of property by Church and secu-
lar authorities ς was officially codified by canon law.  
 
The stage was set for the Inquisition. 

Theological foundations for the Inquisition 
The proponents of the Inquisition (and, amazingly, apologists since the Inquisition ended in 1834), point 
to both Biblical and theological sources for its justification.  The biblical passages most often quoted by 
the early Inquisitors were from Mosaic Law, in the Old Testament.  This is, of course, somewhat ques-
tionable theology, as Mosaic Law regarding, say, dietary restrictions were completely ignored by the 
Church from the 1st century on, yet suddenly (in the 13th century), Mosaic Law seemed to be a perfectly 
reasonable justification for burning thousands of people at the stake! Key passages are quoted below 
(edited for brevity): 
 
όCǊƻƳ 5ŜǳǘŜǊƻƴƻƳȅ мо bL±ύ  άLŦ ŀ ǇǊƻǇƘŜǘΣ ƻǊ ƻƴŜ ǿƘƻ ŦƻǊŜǘŜƭƭǎ ōȅ ŘǊŜŀƳǎΣ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ŀƳƻƴƎ ȅƻǳΦΦΦŀƴŘ ƘŜ 
says, "Let us follow other gods"...That prophet or dreamer must be put to death...You must purge the 
evil from among you. 
 
If your very own brother, or your son or daughter, or the wife you love, or your closest friend secretly en-
ǘƛŎŜǎ ȅƻǳΣ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΣ Ϧ[Ŝǘ ǳǎ Ǝƻ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊǎƘƛǇ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƎƻŘǎέΦΦΦŘƻ ƴƻǘ ȅƛŜƭŘ ǘƻ ƘƛƳ ƻǊ ƭƛǎǘŜƴ ǘƻ ƘƛƳΦ {Ƙƻǿ ƘƛƳ ƴƻ 
pity. Do not spare him or shield him...You must certainly put him to death. Your hand must be the first in 
putting him to death, and then the hands of all the people.  Stone him to death...Then all Israel will hear 
and be afraid, and no one among you will do such an evil thing again. 
 
If you hear it said about one of the towns the LORD your God is giving you to live in that wicked men have 
arisen among you and have led the people of their town astray...then you must inquire, probe and inves-
tigate it thoroughly. And if it is true and it has been proved that this detestable thing has been done 
among you, you must certainly put to the sword all who live in that town. Destroy it completely, both 
its people and its livestock. 
 
Gather all the plunder of the town into the middle of the public square and completely burn the town and 
all its plunder as a whole burnt offering to the LORD your God. It is to remain a ruin forever, never to be 
ǊŜōǳƛƭǘΦέ 
 
(From Exodus 22:18 NIV)  "Do not allow a sorceress to liveΦέ 
 

Many of the elements found in the aforementioned extracts from Mosaic Law would later be closely 
emulated by the Inquisition, including: 
 

¶ άtǳǊƎƛƴƎέ ƻŦ άǇǊƻǇƘŜǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŘǊŜŀƳŜǊǎέ όǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊƎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŜŀŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƻŦ Wƻŀƴ ƻŦ !ǊŎύ 

¶ Family members in the Inquisition were encouraged to testify against each other 

¶ Putting to death heretics as an example to others 

¶ ¢ƘŜ ƎǳƛŘŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ άƛƴǉǳƛǊŜΣ ǇǊƻōŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘŜέ ǘƻǿƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƎƻƴŜ ŀǎǘǊŀȅ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀ Ƨƻō Ře-
scription for later Inquisitors! 

¶ Destruction of whole towns, to wipe out heresy 
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It was much more difficult for the proponents of the Inquisition to find New Testament justification for 
their acts.  The most often quoted New Testament verse is from John 15: 

 

όWƻƘƴ мрΥс bL±ύ  άLŦ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ƛƴ ƳŜΣ ƘŜ ƛǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ōǊŀƴŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƘǊƻǿƴ ŀǿŀȅ ŀƴŘ ǿƛǘƘŜǊǎΤ 
such branches are pickŜŘ ǳǇΣ ǘƘǊƻǿƴ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊŜ ŀƴŘ ōǳǊƴŜŘΦέ 

 

The methods of the Inquisition were also given blessing from the most renowned Catholic theologians of 
the time, as the followƛƴƎ ǎǘŀǊǘƭƛƴƎ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ {ŀƛƴǘ ¢ƘƻƳŀǎ !ǉǳƛƴŀǎΩ όмннрΚ ς 1274 A.D.) massive 
theological work Summa Theologica show.  Aquinas, a Dominican monk, is generally considered to be 
the greatest Catholic theologian since Augustine in the 4/5th centuries ς and Aquinas talks of the exter-
mination of heretics: 

 
άP(2b)-Q(11)-A(3) ...Wherefore if forgers of money and other evil-doers are forthwith condemned to 
death by the secular authority, much more reason is there for heretics, as soon as they are convicted of 
heresy, to be not only excommunicated but even put to death.   
 
On the part of the Church, however, there is mercy which looks to the conversion of the wanderer, whe-
ǊŜŦƻǊŜ ǎƘŜ ŎƻƴŘŜƳƴǎ ƴƻǘ ŀǘ ƻƴŎŜΣ ōǳǘ άŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ŀŘƳƻƴƛǘƛƻƴΣέ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ !ǇƻǎǘƭŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘǎΥ ŀf-
ter that, if he is yet stubborn, the Church no longer hoping for his conversion, looks to the salvation of 
others, by excommunicating him and separating him from the Church, and furthermore delivers him to 
the secular tribunal to be exterminated thereby from the world by death...Arius was but one spark in 
Alexandria, but as that spark ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ŀǘ ƻƴŎŜ Ǉǳǘ ƻǳǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ŜŀǊǘƘ ǿŀǎ ƭŀƛŘ ǿŀǎǘŜ ōȅ ƛǘǎ ŦƭŀƳŜΦέ  
όάSumma Theologica - Vol. 3 - ¢ƘŜ {ŜŎƻƴŘ tŀǊǘ hŦ ¢ƘŜ {ŜŎƻƴŘ tŀǊǘ όtŀǊǘ Lύέ by Thomas Aquinas, p. 150) 

 
We can say with little doubt that the Inquisitors of the Inquisition proceeded with firm belief in the 
rightness of their cause, as abhorrent as that cause may be in the eyes of late-20th century Christians.  

 

Historians often divide the study of the Inquisition into two major segments ς the Medieval (or Papal) 
Inquisition, which was an arm of the Papacy, and the Spanish Inquisition, which, while closely associated 
with the Church, is primarily viewed as a tool of the secular government of Spain.  For convenience, we 
will follow this convention. 
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The Medieval (or Papal) Inquisition 
 

 
A group of mendicant friars in the Middle Ages ς mendicant friars provided both the main source for Inquisitors 
(Domincans, Franciscans), as well as the main targets for the Inquisition (Cathar pefectis, Waldensians, Fraticelli, 

etc.) (Engraving from Wylie) 

 
By the 13th century, the dream of a lasting crusader kingdom in the Holy Lands was starting to fade.  
Pope Innocent III then turned the zeal of the crusaders against fellow Christians. In 1202, the Fourth 
Crusade was launched which later captured Constantinople.  Next, in 1209, Innocent III launched a cru-
sade against the Cathars (see next section) in southern France (Languedoc region).  This bloody action, 
known to history as the Albigensian Crusade, would directly lead to the establishment of the first Inqui-
sition. 
 
The Albigensian Crusade (so named, because the French city of Albi was a Cathar stronghold), lasted for 
20 years, from 1209 to 1229.  While authorized by the pope, the actual fighting was carried out primarily 
by secular forces, especially under Simon de Montfort.  The suppression of the Cathar heresy estab-
ƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƴŜǿ άǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎέ ŦƻǊ ŦŜǊƻŎƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ wƻƳŀƴ /ƘǳǊŎƘ ƛƴ ŘŜŀƭƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘǎ ƻǿƴ ŦƭƻŎƪΦ  tŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǘƘŜ 
most famous example was on July 22, 1209, when the city of Beziers was sacked, with over 20,000 men, 
women and children killed by crusaders.  The event will forever be framed in history by the words of 
ǇŀǇŀƭ ƭŜƎŀǘŜ !ǊƴŀǳŘΣ ǿƘƻƳΣ ǿƘŜƴ ŀǎƪŜŘ ƛŦ /ŀǘƘƻƭƛŎǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǎǇŀǊŜŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŀǎǎŀǳƭǘΣ ŀƴǎǿŜǊŜŘ άYƛƭƭ 
ǘƘŜƳ ŀƭƭΣ ŦƻǊ DƻŘ ƪƴƻǿǎ Iƛǎ ƻǿƴέΦ 
 

άYƛƭƭ ǘƘŜƳ ŀƭƭΣ ŦƻǊ DƻŘ ƪƴƻǿǎ Iƛǎ ƻǿƴΦέ - papal legate Arnaud, when asked if Catholics should be spared 
during the assault on Beziers in 1209 

 
Wholesale burnings of Cathars were carried out during the Crusade, including 400 burnt after the fall of 
Lavaur in 1211, and 94 burnt after the fall of Casses in the same year.  It was against this backdrop that 
Pope Gregory IX instituted the Papal Inquisition in 1227/31.  While the Albigensian Crusade had wiped 
out most of the Cathar strongholds, there were still heretics to be hunted down and burned ς many of 
whom had gone into hiding during the years of the Crusade.  Examples of post-Crusade slaughter of the 
Cathars include 183 burned in Montwimer (Marne) in 1239, and the burning of 215 Cathar perfecti at 
the Castle of Montsegur in 1244 (sometimes referred to as the Massacre at Montsegur.)   
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And while the Cathars were the initial targets of the Inquisition (so much so that, for many years, the 
ǘŜǊƳ ά/ŀǘƘŀǊέ ǿŀǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǎȅƴƻƴȅƳƻǳǎƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ άƘŜǊŜǘƛŎέύΣ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƻǇŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tŀǇŀƭ Lnquisition would even-
tually range much wider and further than the Cathars.  Ultimately, it would include victims such as the 
Waldensians, Fraticelli (a splinter group of the Franciscans), the Knights Templar, and (much later) ς 
Protestants. 
 
By 1233, the Dominicans (the order founded by St. Dominic in  1217) were given the primary charter to 
act as Inquisitors, joined shortly after by the Franciscans (founded by St. Francis of Assisi in 1209/10).  
Curiously, the first 100 years of the Papal Inquisition could be said to have been a battle between ascetic 
groups.  Many of the members of these groups were referred to as mendicant friars, meaning they re-
ceived sustenance by begging. 
 
By the 12th/13th centuries, many members of the Roman Catholic clergy were known for their rather 
profligate living styles, including many monastics.  A number of groups rose up during this period that 
believed that the church should return to the example set by the apostles in Acts ς the church should 
own no possessions.  Further, they believed that clergy should earn the respect of the people by giving 
up worldly goods, and going out into the world to preach the gospel.  (The argument between the ascet-
ics and the status-quo-Church is well laid out in the book (and resulting movie) The Name of the Rose, by 
Umberto Eco). 
 
Today, it can initially be difficult to understand why some ascetic groups (such as the Dominicans and 
Franciscans) were openly welcomed by the church (and indeed, were the first Inquisitors), while other 
ascetic groups (the Waldensians, the Cathars, the Fraticelli) were hunted down and burned at the stake.  
The answer, though, is rather clear ς the former groups submitted to the authority of the Church, while 
the latter groups ultimately rejected the authority of pope and clergy.   
 
It should be noted that prior to the institution of the Papal Inquisition in 1227/31, local bishops had the 
authority to investigate, and try heretics in local ecclesiastical courts.  What made the Inquisition distinc-
tive is that the Inquisitors theoretically answered only to the pope ς not to the local bishop, nor even to 
the heads of their Order.  This autonomy allowed the Inquisition to act as an independent tribunal, able 
to go where it wanted, when it wanted, and try whom it wanted ς with no interference allowed from 
local secular or ecclesiastical authorities.  (Those that tried to interfere with the autonomy of the Inquisi-
tion were, of course, branded as heretics themselves). 
 
The runaway train of Inquisitorial power, which lasted in various parts of the world for the next 600 
years (!) had started its journey. 
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Targets of the Medieval Inquisition 

The Cathars 

 

 
Albigensian worshippers on the banks of the Rhone (Engraving from Wylie) 

 
The initial target of the Papal Inquisition (and the preceding Albigensian Crusade), was a group of people 
known as Cathars, which comes from the Greek word katharoi, meaning pure.  The Cathars, especially 
numerous in the region of Southern France known as Languedoc, were also known as Bulgari (from the 
Balkan province), and Albigensians (from the French town of Albi). 
 
{ƻƳŜǿƘŀǘ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ŀƳƻƴƎ Ƴƻǎǘ ǘŀǊƎŜǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Lƴǉǳƛǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ /ŀǘƘŀǊǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǿŜǊŜ άƘŜǊŜt-
ƛŎǎέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ  ƘŀǾƛƴƎ άŀƴ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴ ƻǊ ŘƻŎǘǊƛƴŜ ƴƻǘ ƛƴ ƭƛƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘέΦ  
The Cathars were 13th century Gnostics (a 2nd century quasi-Christian group).  The Cathars (and Gnostics) 
were dualists ς they believed that there were two creator Gods ς a pure God that created the heavens 
and things spiritual, and an Evil God that created all things physical and temporal.  They generally asso-
ciated the Evil God with the God of the Old Testament.   
 
They were also docetists ς they believed that Jesus was a spirit, not a flesh and blood human being.  
Thus, they rejected the doctrine of the death of Jesus on the cross, and His subsequent resurrection.  
They also seem to have adopted the views of the 4th century Presbyter of Alexandria Arius which stated 
that Jesus, while an exalted being, is not on the same level as the Father.  (Arianism was rejected at the 
Council of Nicea in 325 A.D., and condemned at the Council of Constantinople in 381 A.D.)  The Cathars 
seem to have believed in reincarnation, as they viewed that the souls of men are trapped in evil physical 
bodies, and are released only after multiple iterations.   
 
The major sacrament of the Cathars was the laying on of hands called the consolamentum, or comfort-
ing.  Once a Cathar had received this sacrament, they were expected to live a life of ascetism and celiba-
cy, rejecting worldly pleasures.  Because of these strict requirements, the sacrament was often received 
on the deathbed.  Prior to receiving the consolamentum, Cathar adherents were known as credentes, or 
άōŜƭƛŜǾŜǊǎέΦ  ¦Ǉƻƴ ǊŜŎŜƛǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀŎǊament, they were known as perfecti.  The perfecti, the leaders of 
the Cathar Church, were the primary targets of the early Papal Inquisition. 
 
The Cathars were also rumored to be the keepers of some great secret ς some people thought that they 
might be the possessors of the Holy Grail, the Cup from the Last Supper. 
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The Cathars were, for all intents and purposes, extinct by the beginning of the 14th century (except in 
Bosnia, where Catharism lasted until the Turkish Conquest in 1463) ς victims of a merciless crusade, and 
a relentless Inquisition. 

The Waldensians 
 

The Waldensians were founded by Peter Waldo (or Valdes), a rich merchant of Lyons.  In c. 1173, Waldo 
sold all he had, and began living the life of a mendicant.  His theological foundation for this appears to 
have been Mark 10:22: 
 
όaŀǊƪ млΥнм bL±ύ άWŜǎǳǎ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ŀǘ ƘƛƳ ŀƴŘ ƭƻǾŜŘ ƘƛƳΦ ϦhƴŜ ǘƘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳ ƭŀŎƪΣϦ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΦ ϦDƻΣ ǎŜƭƭ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ 
ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƎƛǾŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƻǊΣ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ǘǊŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƛƴ ƘŜŀǾŜƴΦ ¢ƘŜƴ ŎƻƳŜΣ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ƳŜΦέ 

 
In time, others were attracted to the ascetic and spiritual lifestyle 
ƻŦ tŜǘŜǊ ²ŀƭŘƻΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ άtƻƻǊ aŜƴ ƻŦ [ȅƻƴǎέ ǿŜǊŜ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ όƭŀǘŜǊ 
to be known as the Waldensians, after their founder).  Peter Wal-
do was also notable for having several books of the Bible trans-
lated into the vernacular (langue lΩƻŎ, or French-Provencal).  Wal-
do studied these books carefully, and used them in his preaching. 
(Engraving from Wylie: A Waldensian barba, or preacher (r)) 
 
Initially, Waldo and his followers maintained a fairly orthodox the-
ology, but broke from the Catholic Church when they were refused 
permission to preach by the Archbishop of Lyons.  In 1184, Pope 
Lucius III excomƳǳƴƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ άtƻƻǊ aŜƴ ƻŦ [ȅƻƴǎέΦ 
 
In time, followers of Waldo rejected many tenets of Roman Catholicism, including the priesthood, indul-
gences, purgatory, transubstantiation, and praying to saints.  Many Waldensians became followers of 
Bohemian reformer John Hus (who was burned at the stake in 1415).  In 1532, the Waldensians decided 
to integrate into the Protestant faith.  William Farel, an associate of John Calvin, was instrumental in 
that integration.   
 
Few groups have suffered persecution as long and as terrible as the Waldensians, who were hunted 
down and slaughtered by both the Inquisition and secular forces for hundreds of years.  The most in-
ŦŀƳƻǳǎ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎŜŎǳǘƛƻƴ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ²ŀƭŘŜƴǎƛŀƴǎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ άtƛŜŘƳƻƴǘ 9ŀsǘŜǊέΣ ǿƘŜƴ CǊŜƴŎƘ ŦƻǊŎŜǎ 
massacred 1,712 Waldensian men, women, and children.  Unlike most Medieval groups that were tar-
gets of the Inquisition, the Waldensians still exist today, 800 years after they were excommunicated! 

The Knights Templar 

The Knights Templar are, perhaps, the most famous victims of the Papal Inquisition, and an excellent 
example of how the Inquisition could be manipulated for personal and political gain. 
 
The Knights Templar were founded in 1119 A.D., to protect pilgrim routes to the Holy Lands.  Over time, 
these warrior monks became key figures in the Crusades (one source estimates that over 20,000 Knights 
Templar were killed in the Crusades).  The Templars were notable for the fact that they answered only 
to the Pope, and not to any local ecclesiastical authority. 
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In time, the Templars established local offices (called Temples) throughout Western Christendom.  Al-
ways innovative, they started what is considered by many to be the first European banking system, and 
it was their involvement as bankers that eventually led to their downfall.  By the early 1300s, King Philip 
IV of France was deeply in debt to the Paris Temple.  In 1307, he charged the order with heresy.  Charges 
eventually brought against the Templars included that postulants were required to deny Christ and spit 
ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎǊƻǎǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ¢ŜƳǇƭŀǊǎ ǿƻǊǎƘƛǇŜŘ ŀ ƳȅǎǘŜǊƛƻǳǎ ƘŜŀŘ ƴŀƳŜŘ ά.ŀǇƘƻƳŜǘέ όǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ŀ Ƴŀn-
ƎƭƛƴƎ ƻŦ άaƻƘŀƳƳŜŘέΚύ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŎƘŀǊƎŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƴever proved, except in confessions received under torture 
at the hands of the Inquisition. 
 
The Inquisition of France brought the formal charges against the Templars.  This was necessary because, 
as previously noted, the Templars were immune from local ecclesiastical jurisdiction. The Council of 
Vienne in 1312 officially dissolved the order, giving most of their property to a similar order, named the 
Hospitallers.  The final part of the saga of the Knights Templar occurred in 1314, when Templar Grand 
Master Jacques de Molay was burned alive, after recanting of his earlier confession. 
 
After the Templars were dissolved, the French crown received cancellation of all debts owed to the 
Templars, as well as much of their monetary wealth. 

Joan of Arc (1412 ς 1431) 

tŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŦŀƳƻǳǎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǾƛŎǘƛƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Lƴǉǳƛǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ άaŀƛŘ ƻŦ 
hǊƭŜŀƴǎέ ς Joan of Arc.  Joan was born in Domremy, France in 1412.  From age 13 
onwards, she had a series of visions from the Archangel Michael, and the Saints 
Catherine and Margaret.  In 1429, believing that she had received instructions to 
liberate France from the English, she rode 300 miles through enemy territory to 
see the dauphin, Charles VII.  Eventually, Charles, convinced that her powers did 
indeed come from heaven, put Joan in charge of his army.    
 
In 1429, Joan achieved her greatest military victory when she led 4000 troops to 
relieve the besieged town of Orleans.  After liberating Orleans, Joan defeated the 
English in several other battles, and liberated several other French towns. 
 
In 1430, during an attack to liberate Paris, Joan was captured by the Burgundians, and sold to the British.  
She was tried by the French Inquisition for sorcery and heresy, and burned at the stake in 1431.  In 1456, 
the results of the inquisitorial trial were reversed by Pope Calixtus III ς a rare example of the Inquisition 
being overridden by a pope.  Pope Benedict XV canonized Joan of Arc in 1920. 

John Hus (c. 1369 ς 1415) 

John Hus was born in Husinec, Bohemia in c. 1369.   In 1401, he became an 
ordained priest, but he soon got in trouble with ecclestiastical authorities for 
his theological views, many of which would be echoed a 100 years later by 
the Protestant authorities.  (Engraving from Wylie) 
 
The beliefs of Hus included questioning the existence of purgatory, question-
ing the doctrine of transubstantiation, and rejecting confession.  Hus defined 
the church as the total of the saved in heaven and on earth (similar to Calvin), 
and believed that Christ, not the pope, was the head of the Church.  Like 
Luther who would follow him, he believed that the Bible was the ultimate 




























