Montanism: Heresy Or Healthy Revival?
It has been said with truth that a perfect historian of secular events will never be found, how much less
hope can we entertain that the vast field of ecclesiastical history will ever find a really successful
explorer.(1)

John De Soyres’ statement is never more true than when applied to the Montanist movement.
The main problem that scholars find when discussing this subject is the shortage of
information, and the biased nature of the existing sources.
Tertullian (c. 153-225 AD) is virtually the only writer to support the Montanist movement.
Following his conversion to Montanism late in life he was condemned by later writers. The
Seven Books Against The Church In Defence Of Montanism that he wrote have, sadly, been
lost, leaving us with incidental references gleaned from his other works.(2)
About twenty Montanist prophecies have been preserved by Epiphanius,(3) writing in the
fourth century, but his objectivity in their selection is open to question. Douglas notes that
“Epiphanius is reckoned to be a poor authority on almost any subject.”(4) Probably the two
most valuable sources are Tertullian and the Anonymous contemporary of Montanus, quoted
in Eusebius’s Church History.(5)

A Brief History of Montanism
As the Christian Church grew in numbers and prosperity the fire that had driven it on began
to burn low.(6) The heresies of Marcion and the Gnostics had been halted, but only at a cost.
Increasing moral laxity and formalism produced fertile ground for a re-assertion of holiness
and freedom in the Holy Spirit (things that the Gnostics had depreciated).(7) Montanism is
often described as a reaction against the increasing authority of the Bishops,(8) however this
is not wholly correct, for the Montanists appear to have seen themselves as a step forward,
rather than a rear-guard action.(9)
Montanism derives its modern name from its founder Montanus, a Phrygian(10) and native of
Ardabau, “a village in Mysia” [sic](11) (near the Phrygian border)(12). According to
Jerome(13) (342-420) he was a priest of Cybele, “the Mother of the gods...” This would mean
that he had been castrated - as the wild and barbarous worship of Cybele had to be performed
by ‘half-men’.(14) Many see a link between the enthusiastic nature of Phrygian worship and
the rise of Montanism. However, the link is tenuous and it appears that Jerome may well have
accused Montanus of formerly being a priest of Cybele to further discredit his teachings. As
John De Soyres points out, “all that we can be certain about Montanus is that he existed,” all
other information about him are rumours on which it is impossible to pass judgement.(15)
Until the middle of the late fourth century the movement was known as the Kataphrygians
(according to Eusebius, Epiphanius of Cyprus and John of Damascus),(16) a name derived
from its place of origin. The date at which Montanus began to proclaim his ‘New Prophecy’

is also widely disputed. Estimates range from 126,(17) 130,(18) 156,(19) to 171-172.(20) De
Soyres opts for the earliest date because a movement starting in an obscure village in 172 is
unlikely to have spread so fast as to be condemned in Rome the following year.(21) This
notwithstanding most modern scholars opt for the later date of around 170.(22)
The ‘New Prophecy’ that Montanus proclaimed grew rapidly in popularity. He was joined by
Prisca and Maximilla, two women of rank(23) who left their husbands and families to follow
him.(24) Prisca succeeded Montanus as the main Prophet, and later Maximilla followed her,
until her death in 179.(25) The fact the leaders were women seems to have been an additional
upsetting factor to the Catholic bishops, who said that they were demon-possessed and
attempted to exorcise them.(26)
The movement spread throughout Asia Minor, Thrace, Rome, Gaul and Africa.(27) In 177
(during the persecution of Marcus Aurelius)(28) the imprisoned believers at Lyons sent a
letter to the churches of Asia and Phrygia, and despatched Irenaeus as their messenger to
Eleutherus, Bishop of Rome.(29) They urged him not to quench the Spirit by taking unduly
severe action against the Montanists. It appears that the church in Lyons may have been
founded through Phrygian evangelisation.(30) At the end of the second century Montanism
reached the province of Africa, where in 206,(31) it captured its greatest convert - Tertullian
of Carthage. Most writers agree that the great champion of orthodoxy must have seen
something good in the Montanists to throw in his lot with them.(32)
With the spread of Montanism came increasing condemnation and persecution from the
Catholic church. It was anathematised by several Asiatic synods before 193.(33) In 202(34)
the Sabellian Praxeas persuaded the Bishop of Rome - either Victor or Zephyrinus(35) - to
condemn them, despite protests from Tertullian.(36) A synod held at Iconium at the time of
Firmillian (d. 268) ordered that converts from Montanism be re-baptised, likewise the later
7th Canon of Constantinople (381) treated them as they would Pagans.(37) Persecution
continued in the fourth century under Constantine (c.274-337) until the movement was finally
obliterated in the fifth century.

The ‘New Prophecy’
The birth of the ‘New Prophecy’ can be traced to Montanus’s baptism, when he was filled
with the Holy Spirit and announced that:
As the dispensation of the Father had given way to the dispensation of the Son, so the
dispensation of the Son had now given place to the dispensation of the Holy Spirit, for [he
maintained] Christ’s promise of the Paraclete had now been fulfilled.(38)
Closely connected with this was an expectation of the impending Second Advent of Christ
and the establishment of the Millennial rule on Earth.(39) The prophesies were given in a
state of frenzy and in the first person, which caused many to question their origin. An
example would be: “I am neither angel nor ambassador, but I God and Father, who am
come,”(40) which not surprisingly worried many Catholic Bishops. Yet clearly at that time
prophecy was not unknown in the churches, although it was becoming less common. The
form in which the prophecies came was also not unknown, as similar terms were used by

Athenagoras of Athens and Theophilus of Antioch when referring to Old Testament prophets:
“The prophets went around in bands, frenzied and prophesying to the sound of music (1 Sam.
10:5-13; 19:18-24). Their ecstasies fired them with zeal for Yahweh.”(41) Justin Martyr
denied that the prophet did anything else but speak the actual words - that is he had no control
on the prophecy. It was only later in the third century that this view was rejected and
Epiphanius laid down the criteria that prophecy must be conscious and intelligent.(42)
Much has been made of the prophecy attributed to Prisca that the New Jerusalem would
descend on Pepuza in Phrygia,(43) but again there is no evidence to suggest that this was a
literal belief, as it may well have referred to a present rather than a future event.(44)
Tertullian believed that the Holy City would soon descend on the site of the old
Jerusalem.(45) With the eager expectation of the Kingdom came an unhealthy tendency to
court martyrdom.(46) Some of their opponents jibed that no Montanist had actually faced
death for the Faith,(47) but it is almost certain that Perpetua and Felicita were Montanists
when they died in c. 207 at Carthage.(48)
Bigg maintains that they were not only orthodox in doctrine, but that they contributed to the
formation of the later Creed. “They were the first to enunciate the ‘homoousion’ and they
were also the first to bestow the title ‘God’ upon the Holy Spirit.”(49) Their main offence
was that they were too far ahead of their time.(50) Most modern scholars agree with Bigg that
the Montanists were orthodox in belief and practice and only differed on the emphasis that
they placed on certain aspects of their faith. In particular they were marked out by their
asceticism (especially concerning fasting), in their attitude to marriage,(51) as well as in their
moral rigorism.(52)
On the subject of fasting Hippolytus makes the following accusation: “But they introduce
new fasts and festivals and the practice of eating dry things and radishes, pretending that the
females [Prisca & Maximilla] have enjoined them.”(53) By this time the orthodox church was
fasting voluntarily on Wednesdays and Fridays, but the Montanists’ fasts were all
compulsory, and lasted until nightfall.(54) Writing in De Jejunis Tertullian states that he only
practised two weeks of xerophage(55) a year (Sabbaths and Lord’s Days excepted during that
time).(56) Jerome’s accusation that they observed three Lents is probably a later
fabrication.(57) Despite these restrictions, as Sherratt points out, “the fasts… were not unlike
those which orthodox ascetics had long practised.”(58)
At first the Montanists appear to have had the tendency to renounce marriage (e.g. Prisca &
Maximilla and their families), but later their distinctive teaching took the form of a ban on
second marriages, for ministers and laity alike.(59) Justifying this practice Tertullian wrote:
“If Christ abrogated what Moses commanded because from the beginning it was not so why
should not the Holy Spirit alter what Paul permitted.”(60) Tertullian’s statement has led many
scholars to conclude that the Montanists rejected Scripture in favour of their new
revelations.(61) However, David Wright argues that there are insufficient grounds for such an
assumption, though the Montanist rank and file “may have been guilty of extravagant
reverence for the teachings of their prophetic leaders, treasuring them, and even appearing to
exalt them above the Scriptures themselves.”(62) Clearly Hippolytus was among those who
gained such an impression.(63)
It is very likely that as the movement spread its teachings were modified and changed.(64)

The Montanists certainly made what some at the time considered excessive use of the
writings of John (with their many references to the Paraclete), to such an extent that some
extreme Catholics began to doubt their authenticity.(65) F.F. Bruce notes somewhat dryly
that this was an excessive price to pay for the maintenance of Catholic unity.(66)

Heresy or Healthy Revival?
Having traced the history of the movement, and discussed its teachings it is not easy to
discover any one reason why they were considered heretics at the time. In doctrine they were
orthodox, yet their over-emphasis of certain aspects of the Faith proved too much for the
Catholic Bishops.(67) The Montanists do not appear to have been anti-hierarchical, but did
give the Prophet more authority than was becoming the norm. F.F. Bruce points out that in
the Catholic Church the challenge of doctrinal heresy had been countered by increasing the
power of the Bishops. Ignatius serves as a good example of an early bishop who clearly
believed in prophetic utterances, but in the way that he used them he limited their use in the
wider church. His reason for doing this was that only the Bishops, the bastions of orthodoxy
could truly be trusted to use the gift correctly.(68)
Coming into this arena the Montanist movement was treated with the subtlety of a steamhammer and attacked as heretical and divisive. We have already seen that they were probably
not heretics at all, but he second point requires further comment. It was the Catholic Church
that expelled the Montanists officially. It is possible that this was partly in response to
something that we see in Tertullian’s writings: he made a clear distinction between ‘soulish’
and ‘spiritual’ believers - implying a church within a church - and thus leading to spiritual
pride among the immature. This ‘super-spirituality’ and their contempt for the Bishop’s
condemnation(69) put hem on a collision course that has left the Church poorer, shutting out
the charismatic gifts for seventeen centuries.(70)
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