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# 7: The Era of Papal Domination, part 1 
Church History Study 

Three Phases 
 The Era of Papal Domination, approx. AD 590-1517, also known as the Era of Christendom (Middle 

Ages), developed in three distinct (yet sometimes overlapping) phases: Rising Power, Supreme 

Power, and Declining Power.  It is during this era that the Pope in Rome comes to dominate not just 

the church, but nearly all of Europe. 

The Rise of the Holy Roman Empire 

 After the fall of Rome, Christianity had two major cities, Rome and Constantinople.  Rome was the 

spiritual center and Constantinople was the political center.  Hard feelings persisted between the 

West (Rome) and East (Constantinople), as they were divided on many fronts, including distance and 

language (Latin in Rome and Greek in Constantinople) 

 In Rome, the dream of a “Christendom” continued; this dream included the idea of a Roman Empire 

joining with Christianity to rule the world for God. 

 Of the many tribes to settle in the newly conquered Roman land, the Franks became the most 

dominant.  Their king, Clovis died, and fighting resulted.  Out of the fighting came new leadership, 

which eventually led to the declaration of a new Holy Roman Empire. 

 Pepin the Short (751) 

 The Bishop of Rome crowned him as the king of the Franks 

 Enhanced the prestige of the bishop of Rome as he is now able to make kings 

 Pepin responded by giving a large territory to the Pope; the Papal States 

 Charlemagne (800) 

 Charles the Great; conquered the Muslims, Bavarians, Slavs, and Lombards. 

 On Christmas day 800, Pope Leo III crowned Charles as the Holy Roman Emperor, bowing 

before the new emperor. 

 Many have made the point that  it wasn’t holy, Roman, or an empire 

 Charlemagne expanded the influence of the Pope 

 In theory, the Holy Roman Empire was a double-edged sword of church and state to erect 

and maintain God’s kingdom on earth.  As it turned out, they eventually became rivals for 

power. 

The Rise of Feudalism 

 Charlemagne brought order and cultural rebirth to Rome after 300 years of chaos.  However, his 

death brought about division and disorder in the Empire.  The idea of Feudalism helped bring back 

order in the land. 

 Charlemagne’s empire fell into the hands of lesser and more local rulers.  Eventually, the empire was 

broken down into feudal kingdoms, with a lord’s castle at one end and a church at the other. 
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Sources: 

The Story of Christianity by Justo Gonzalez 

Lecture Notes, Liberty University, Dr. Carl 

Diemer 

A History of Christianity by Kenneth Scott 

Latourette 

Christian History Made Easy by Timothy Paul 

Jones 

Church History Sermon Series by Tom Nelson 

 Feudalism involved: 

 A landholding aristocrat or “Lord” 

 A subservient tenant or “vassal” 

 The Lord ruled over a territory of “fief” 

 The vassal pledged allegiance to the Lord (“Homage”) in return for protection 

 Upper class lived at castle; lowers in the land/huts 

 Peasants worth little; treated poorly; No social mobility 

 Only hope for the people was in the church, so the dependence of the people/serfs upon the church 

was greatly enhanced; the pope was separate from the feudalistic distinction 

 Only hope was the next life 

 All of Europe was divided this way, with these kinds of kingdoms; needed one central power to lead 

it all; was no political power, so the pope filled the void 

 Churches, bishops, and monasteries also paid homage to the feudal lords who controlled their lands.  

These lords came to possess “lay investiture,” the authority to bestow spiritual position as laymen.  

In other words, for a fee, a person could gain access to positions of spiritual authority.  From this 

practice came much corruption, including “simony” (paying for sacraments or position) and 

“nepotism” (handing down of position regardless of character or qualification). 

 Under feudalism by the end of the 9th century, the state controlled the church. 

Various Reforms 

 Pope Leo IX (mid 11th century), in order to prevent priests from passing positions to their children, 

banned all priests from marrying.   

 Leo IX and those who followed him in the papacy truly believed that God had given the pope 

authority over all Christians.  They sought to increase this authority at every opportunity and the 

feudal system allowed for it. 

 It was also during this time that worship in all Roman churches was standardized; a person could 

walk into any church and experience the same thing as anywhere else.  Each church had a Latin Bible 

which was used by the priest.  No one else spoke or read Latin, so the priest gained more power 

over the people. 

 Three hundred monasteries in northern France 

declared their independence from homage in 

the 11th century.  These monks called for an end 

to the corrupt practices of simony.  They also 

called for a board of spiritually mature men to 

elect the pope, rather than allowing the feudal 

lords to do it. 

 In AD 1059, the College of Cardinals was 

created. 

 Later, in AD 1073, Hildebrand—Pope Gregory 

VII—became pope.  Gregory claimed absolute 

infallibility and exerted unprecedented authority. 


