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Purgatory in the Early Church 

 Consider the importance of the testimony of the early Church: 

 These people wrote the first commentaries on Scripture, debated at the 

earliest Church councils, and handed on the core Deposit of Faith 

 Their testimony is important because of their proximity to the life of Jesus 

and His Apostles; many were disciples of Jesus and/or the Apostles 

 The testimony of these holy fathers witness to Tradition of prayers for the 

dead and for postmortem purification and punishment (CCC 78) 

 Evidence of belief in Purgatory in the early Church: 

 Christian gravesite inscriptions requesting prayers for the souls of the dead 

denote a state in the afterlife which is neither Heaven (those souls don’t need 

prayers) nor Hell (those souls cannot benefit from prayers). 

 In the Martyrdom of Perpetua and Felicity, 

AD 203 – Perpetua saw her dead brother in 

a vision “going out from a gloomy place…I 

trusted that my prayer would bring help to 

his suffering…the place I had formerly 

observed was now bright and Dinocrates 

was finding refreshment. Then I understood 

that he had been removed from the place of punishment.” 

 St. Clement of Alexandria, AD 207 writes that Christians pass “to the 

greatest torment, taking with him the characteristic of repentance…he is 

ashamed of his transgressions…the punishments cease in the course of the 

completion of the expiation and purification.” 
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 The historian Tertullian in AD 210-213 records that “Christians offer 

sacrifices for the dead,” and that widows pray for the souls of their dead 

husbands. He also references Matthew 5:25-26, where souls are remanded to 

prison until the punishment is paid in full. 

 St. Cyprian of Carthage, AD 253-255 writes about offerings and sacrifices 

were made for the repose of the souls of dead Christians. He contrasts the 

glory of those whose lives were holy and who died as saints with those souls 

consigned to Purgatory: “tortured by long suffering for sins, to be cleansed 

and long purged by fire.” 

 Lactantius, AD 307 (advisor to Constantine I, guiding his Christian policies) 

counsels: “when He shall have judged the righteous, He will also try them 

with fire…but they whom full justice and maturity of virtue has imbued will 

not see that fire.” 

 St. Cyril of Jerusalem, AD 350 writes that prayers are offered for the dead 

“believing that it will be a great benefit to the souls.” 

 St. Basil the Great, AD 365 waxes poetically of the “athletes of God who 

have wrestled all their lives with the invisible enemies…if they are found to 

have any…stains or effects of sin, they are detained.” 

 St. Gregory of Nyssa, AD 382 details that Christians who have been inclined 

to sin during life will, after death, “gain knowledge of the difference 

between virtue and vice…he is not able to partake of Divinity until he has 

been purged…by the purifying fire.” 

 St. Augustine, AD 419 expounds 

that some suffer temporal 

punishment in this life only, while 

others suffer punishment after 

death, but they are not “doomed to 

those everlasting pains…they are 

not punished with that eternal 

punishment.” He adds that some 

believers “shall pass through a kind of purgatorial fire…it suffers affliction 

in proportion to the merit it earned in life.” 

 St. Augustine, AD 421 teaches that in the interval between death and the 

Second Coming, souls dwell “in a hidden retreat where it enjoys rest or 

suffers affliction…the souls of the dead benefit from the piety of their living 

friends.” He clarifies that some souls do not need prayers after death (saints) 

and some do not benefit from prayers after death (the damned). 

 


