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ABBREVIATIONS & GENERAL INFORMATION FOR READERS


In the early chapters of this book frequent use is made of writings of the early church fathers as contained in the multi-volume sets The Ante-Nicene Fathers: Translations of the Writings of the Fathers Down to A.D. 325, ed. Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson. 10 vols. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1988; A Select Library of the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church, ed., Philip Schaff. 14 vols. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1984; and A Select Library of Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church, second series, ed., Philip Schaff and Henry Wace. 14 vols. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1984. (Identical multi-volume sets are also published by Hendrickson Publishing of Peabody, Mass.) These sets are generally available in seminary and university libraries.

Endnote documentation in this volume will refer to these sets using initials and volume numbers. ANF refers to the Ante-Nicene Fathers series, NPNF refers to the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church series, and the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church, second series will be designated by NPNF2. These abbreviations will be followed by the volume number.

All dates throughout this book are A.D. unless designated otherwise by use of B.C. In most cases a person’s years of birth and death are shown in parentheses immediately after the first mention of his or her name and not again. The years shown in parentheses after the names of rulers and popes indicate their reigns rather than their lifetimes. Technical theological and philosophical terms are usually defined in the context where they first appear. Use the index to find that first use and definition of a seemingly obscure term.






PREFACE


People live from the stories that shape their identities. Those of us who call ourselves Christians are shaped by the Christian story. The Christian story, however, includes more than just the biblical narrative. That narrative and the individual stories, psalms, letters and other pieces of literature that go together to communicate it have a certain primacy for most Christians. It is our metanarrative—the overarching story of God’s path with his people in creation and redemption. Christians are people who find their identities in that story and seek to live by the vision of reality it expresses. Unfortunately, too many Christians are almost completely ignorant of the continuing secondary narrative of God’s work with his people—the body of Christ—after the biblical narrative ends. This book is an attempt to fill in the gap that exists in many Christians’ awareness of that story. That gap begins with the end of the New Testament and the conclusion of the lives and ministries of the apostles and goes up to contemporary Christianity. What has God been doing for two thousand years to lead his people into understanding of the truth? Theology is just that—faith seeking understanding of God’s truth.

Faith seeking understanding: for two thousand years Christians have been wrestling with that task and seeking to fulfill it. The narrative of that search for the truth within the church is virtually unknown to many contemporary Christians even though their own personal stories as believers in Jesus Christ are deeply affected by it. Our situation is like that of people who do not know their ancestry—where their family came from or who they were. Only the situation is more serious than that. It is more like the situation of people who wish to be a good citizens of a nation but know little or nothing of its history, including its founding, its wars, its heroes, its principles and its leaders.

Living as fulfilled and functioning followers of Jesus Christ is similar to being good citizens of a nation. It requires knowing the stories of the people who have sought to follow Christ and be his disciples through many different cultures and epochs of history. By filling in at least one part of that story for readers—the story of Christian beliefs—I hope this book will contribute to their Christian discipleship as well as to their self-understanding. I also hope and pray that it will strengthen the universal church of Jesus Christ, which so desperately needs to recover its sense of belonging to the great story of God’s work with his people over hundreds of years.

The idea of this book grew out of the course “Church Fathers and Reformers: The Story of Christian Theology,” which I have taught at Bethel College (St. Paul, Minnesota) for fifteen years. I found many excellent books about the history of Christian thought, but none quite suited me or my students. We made do with what we could find, but we always felt the need for something different. In conversations with friends, colleagues and Rodney Clapp, then senior editor of InterVarsity Press, the general idea and outline for this book developed and eventually came to fruition.

To a large extent, the chapters are based on lectures I have given many times, but I added a great deal of research to them before and during my sabbatical in the fall of 1997, so graciously provided by the trustees of Bethel College. I would like to thank my friend and coauthor Stanley J. Grenz for his encouragement and advice as I conceived the book and began working on it. I also offer my heartfelt appreciation to my editor, Rodney Clapp, who gave me great freedom as well as support and advice as I began writing. The Bethel College Alumni Association provided a generous grant for purchase of the entire set of writings of the church fathers that was invaluable in my research for and writing of the first several chapters. I thank the association for its support. My dear wife, Becky, and daughters, Amanda and Sonja, offered me their love and understanding throughout the months that I almost literally chained myself to my home office desk and worked at my word processor. They gave me space when I needed it and encouragement to keep going when I needed that.

Above all I would like to thank the man who nurtured me through my years of doctoral study at Rice University in Houston, Texas: my adviser and the chairman of the Religious Studies Department, Dr. Niels C. Nielsen. Even after my graduation and his retirement, he has remained my mentor, model and friend, and I look up to him as to a father. He is without question the dearest and most important man in my life, and he is largely responsible for whatever I have accomplished that is good and positive as a Christian scholar.






INTRODUCTION

Christian Theology as Story


While a history is perceived to be as dry as dust by many modern readers, a story is always eagerly welcomed and greeted with interest. And yet history is made up of stories. Story in this sense does not mean fiction or fable but “narrative.” The telling of history is the retelling of stories—narratives that recount (hopefully, as accurately as possible) the events, movements, ideas and lives of people who have shaped cultures, religions and nations.

The history of Christian theology can and should be told as a story. It is full of complex plots, exciting events, interesting people and fascinating ideas. This book is an attempt to tell that story well, doing justice to each of its subplots.

One thread runs throughout the story of Christian theology and holds the many stories together as a single great narrative of the development of Christian thought. That thread is the common concern all Christian theologians (whether professional or lay) have had with salvation—God’s redemptive activity in forgiving and  transforming sinful humans. Certainly other concerns come into play throughout the story, but the concern for understanding and properly explaining salvation seems to underlie most others. A modern historian of theology has rightly noted that “in the case of a theologian the problems of soteriology [doctrine of salvation] are usually found to be the basis from which he built up his other doctrinal views.”1 Thus the story of Christian theology is the story of Christian reflection on salvation. Inevitably it also involves reflection on the nature of God and God’s self-revelation, on the person of Jesus Christ, and on many, many other beliefs connected with salvation. But at bottom it is all about salvation—what it is, how it happens and the roles God and humans play in bringing it about.

This concern with salvation was especially evident in the formative and reformative stages of Christian doctrinal development. The great debates over proper Christian belief about God, Jesus Christ and sin and grace that consumed the attention of the early church fathers from approximately 300 to 500 were largely about guarding and protecting the gospel of salvation. The divisions that took place within Christendom and its theology during the sixteenth century and that led to both Protestant and Catholic reformations in Europe were also largely due to differing interpretations of the gospel. At other times the issue of salvation, what it entails and how best to guard and protect it faded into the background as church leaders and theologians debated other matters and struggled to find answers to other questions. Even at these times, however, one can detect the echo of concern with salvation reverberating through the theological reflections and controversies. It would not be fair to impose a rigid theme of “concern with salvation” on every theologian and epoch of the story of theology, so at times that theme will be a prominent feature of this narrative and at other times it will be virtually invisible.

But what about theology? As with history, many modern readers are conditioned to assume that it also must be dry, dull, impractical and far removed from normal, everyday living—even from Christian living. Stanley J. Grenz and I have tried in an earlier book to correct this mistaken impression. Theology is inevitable insofar as a Christian (or anyone) seeks to think coherently and intelligently about God. Not only is theology inevitable and universal; it is also valuable and necessary. Without the formal reflection on the meaning of the gospel of salvation that constitutes theology, that gospel would quickly devolve into mere folk religion and lose all conviction as truth and influence on the church or society. For readers unconvinced of the importance and value of theology, I recommend my earlier volume Who Needs Theology? An Invitation to the Study of God (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1996).

One can find many volumes on the history of Christian thought and theology written on many different levels. Histories of Christianity are also numerous and readily available. The present volume is certainly not intended to replace any of them but only to make a new contribution to the collection. Without any claim to uniqueness for this volume, I would merely say that few books on these subjects are readily available to common Christian folks—those with little or no previous acquaintance with the history and development of Christian theology. This book is intended for the untutored Christian layperson or student as well as for the interested Christian pastor who wants a “refresher course” in historical theology. It makes no pretense of being scholarly in the sense of offering fresh insights based on original research or new proposals for academic debate. It is a modest survey of the main highlights of Christian historical theology for readers without even a modicum of previous knowledge or understanding of that fascinating story.

Insofar as possible with a book about historical theology, then, I intend this volume to be user-friendly. It is written with a bare minimum of technical theological jargon, and where some of that is unavoidable it is clearly defined in the context where it is used. Although the main subject matter of the book is ideas (beliefs, doctrines, theories), it seeks to connect them with concrete events and real persons and to explain as clearly as possible why the ideas mattered and why they were developed. Often that is because of controversies and conflicts over proper Christian beliefs and spirituality. No doctrine of Christianity ever developed out of thin air. Every belief—whether considered “orthodox” (theologically correct) or “heretical” (theologically incorrect)—arose because of a challenge. That challenge may have been a distortion of the gospel in a message that claimed to be Christian, or it may have been a popular belief or spiritual practice that was considered unbiblical or antithetical to authentic Christian faith. It may have been a non-Christian philosophy or cultural belief that challenged Christian thinkers to respond by developing a better alternative from Christian sources.

In any case, the story of Christian theology is not a story of ivory-tower professional thinkers dreaming up obscure and speculative doctrines to confuse simple Christian believers. Without denying that something like that may have happened from time to time in Christian history, I wish to counter that popular image by showing here that every major Christian belief arose for pressing, practical reasons. Even such a seemingly obscure question as “How many angels can dance on the head of a pin?” was not debated by Christian thinkers of the past merely to wile away time or make themselves seem erudite. The point was to explore the nature of nonhuman spiritual beings such as angels and counter an idea that they are material beings that occupy spaces. One famous (or infamous) legend of the story of Christian theology is that bishops and theologians of the Eastern Orthodox tradition were debating that very question about angels in the great cathedral of Constantinople (Byzantium) while the Muslim Saracen invaders were breaking through the gates of the city and destroying the last vestiges of the once powerful Christian empire. Whether that is true or not is irrelevant to my point, which is simply that all questions debated and beliefs developed have been for some reason—never for no reason.

Admittedly, some reasons for theological debate and development are better than others, but please do not assume that just because an idea in this story seems at first speculative or impractical, it was pulled out of thin air. Much of the story recounted here will consist of explaining the tensions, conflicts and controversies that lay in the backgrounds of such seemingly speculative ideas as the triunity of God (Trinity) and hypostatic union (humanity and deity) of Christ. Neither belief is clearly articulated in the Bible. Furthermore, when they were being developed by the leading thinkers of the early church (fourth and fifth centuries), the canon of Christian Scripture was just being identified and formalized.2

Why were these seemingly technical but absolutely crucial Christian doctrines developed? Certainly not because the bishops and other leaders of early Christendom had nothing better to do. The reason is simply that ideas about God and Jesus Christ that undermined the gospel were quickly arising and gaining popularity, and if widely accepted, they would lead to a “different gospel” and a different religion than that taught by the apostles and handed down through the early centuries of the church. In almost every case doctrines were proposed and developed because someone perceived the gospel to be at stake.

Today we have the doctrines of the Trinity and of the two natures of Jesus Christ, and most branches of divided Christianity accept them without much debate. In fact, they are widely taken for granted even if poorly understood. And yet most of the false beliefs that arose in the early church that caused these doctrines to be developed are still alive and well today—sometimes within branches of Christianity that officially confess belief in the doctrines of the Trinity and of the humanity and divinity of Jesus Christ, and sometimes in so-called cults and among liberals and free thinkers on the fringes of Christianity. Understanding how and why these and other crucial beliefs of Christianity were developed and so precisely defined helps avoid their present neglect and possible eventual loss.

Readers will be helped by knowing several basic presuppositions of this book. First, I assume that beliefs matter. That should be clear by now. What people believe affects how they live. There can be no vital, dynamic, faithful Christian discipleship completely devoid of doctrinal understanding. There never has been and there never will be. A person cannot serve God faithfully without knowing something about God’s nature and will.

Throughout much of the history of Christianity beliefs mattered much more than they do to many contemporary Christians. Reading and understanding the story of Christian theology requires a prior awareness that the Christians of past ages who wrestled with doctrinal issues really cared about believing the right things about God. That was true not only of bishops and professional theologians but also of ordinary laypeople in the churches.

In the fourth century the great Cappadocian church father Gregory of Nyssa complained that he could not go anywhere or do anything in Constantinople—the new capital of the Roman Empire—without being engaged by tradespeople in debates over the Trinity. In his seminal work on the Trinity, On the Deity of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, he wrote, “If you ask for change, someone philosophizes to you  on the Begotten and the Unbegotten. If you ask the price of bread, you are told, ‘The Father is Greater, and the Son is inferior.’ If you ask ‘Is the bath ready?’ someone answers, ‘The Son was created from nothing.’”3

Gregory of Nyssa was certainly not complaining about the involvement of ordinary Christians in theological disputes. If his comment has something of the ring of complaint, it is because the majority of the laypeople at that time seemed to sympathize with his opposition—the Arian or semi-Arian heresy that rejected the full equality of Jesus the Son with God the Father. Like many other doctrinal controversies before and after that one, laypeople as well as professional church leaders and theologians have often been actively involved in debating proper Christian beliefs. Beliefs mattered then and they should matter now.

A second assumption is that sometimes beliefs matter too much. Few will disagree with that! Throughout two thousand years of Christian theology there have been many completely unnecessary debates, conflicts and even deaths over fairly minor points of Christian doctrine. Without in any way denigrating the Protestant Reformers and their great reforming work of the sixteenth century, I would argue that their failure to unite due largely to disagreements about interpretations of Christ’s presence in the Lord’s Supper is a scandal and a blot on the history of Protestant theology. Of course Luther, Zwingli, Calvin and other Reformers disagreed about other things as well, but that doctrinal issue seems to have been the all-consuming point of division that prevented Protestant unity. And there is no excuse for the burnings, drownings and beheadings of people judged to be heretics.

Sometimes doctrinal and theological correctness has mattered too much. But if anything, the pendulum has swung to the opposite extreme in our day so that many Christians know little or nothing about Christian doctrines or how they developed or why. Christianity is in danger of becoming little more than a folk religion of therapeutic worship and individual feelings.

Third, valid Christian beliefs—those that are considered true—are not all on the same level of importance. Some are dogmas and are worth serious and even heated defense. I consider the Trinity and incarnation to belong in that category. For that reason I look on and treat the fourth-century Egyptian bishop and theologian Athanasius as a great hero. He suffered exile from his home city and diocese of Alexandria five times due to his intransigence regarding those beliefs. (His story is told in chapter eleven.)

Other beliefs that are true are not as crucial to the gospel or to the identity of Christianity and its message, but they are nevertheless important. These I call doctrines, as distinct from dogmas.4 These are beliefs that few, if any, major groups of Christians have or would consider essential to believe in order to count as a Christian but that at least some groups of Christians consider tests of fellowship. That is, in order to belong to their particular tradition, denomination or church, a person must confess them or at least not deny them. For example, Baptists—those of my own tradition, which dates back to the seventeenth century—insist that believers’ baptism (so-called adult baptism), normally by immersion in water, is the normative mode of baptism. But Baptists do not deny the authentic Christianity of persons who believe in and practice infant baptism. For Baptists, then, believers’ baptism by immersion is a doctrine but not a dogma.

Finally, there is a third category of beliefs that I call theological opinions or individual interpretations. During the Reformation some Protestant leaders labeled this category adiaphora, from a Latin term for “things that don’t matter very much,” or “matters of indifference.” From my own perspective an example of this would be details of beliefs about the exact nature of angels and about the details of events surrounding the second coming of Christ. Throughout most of church history these and other fairly minor matters have been discussed but not often hotly debated.

While I do not condone persecution of anyone because of their beliefs (as a Baptist, I believe strongly in freedom of conscience), I do think that genuine dogmas were rightly defended—sometimes even to death—by church fathers and Reformers. This is a story few Christians know about, and telling it is one of the purposes of this book. Were it not for dear Athanasius—the fourth-century “saint of stubbornness”—the dogmas of Christ’s full and true deity and God’s triunity would probably have been swamped in a morass of political compromise within the empire and the church. While the great chronicler of the fall of Rome, Edward Gibbon, may have thought that the unity of the Roman Empire was wrongly destroyed by such stubborn refusal to compromise, I judge that what was at stake was the integrity of the gospel itself.

A fourth important assumption of this book is that there does exist a line of influential Christian thinkers and ideas between the New Testament and today, and that even though this line is open to debate, correction and revision, it is not merely a collection of “dead white males” identified by a powerful elite within the church to support the dominance of a certain group of leaders. This point may seem obscure to some readers. Teachers and scholars of religion and theology will know what I mean. A growing tendency in academic circles is to reject the idea of a definite collection of classics in any area of study in favor of greater inclusiveness and representation of minorities and women. There is something right about that movement. Certainly the traditional canon of cultural classics, heroes and icons ought to be expanded. But that is not to say that genuine influence is unimportant in determining what writers and thinkers of the past should be studied. I would dearly love to find records of influential women theologians of the early church, the medieval age, and the Reformation. But while women certainly were present and influential in the spiritual life of Christianity throughout its entire history, until modern times none were able to greatly influence the course and direction of the church’s theology.

To some critics the dearth of church mothers5 is evidence either of bias on the part of male theologians or of the hopelessly patriarchal nature of Christianity itself. I believe it is evidence of the patriarchal nature of Western culture in general (of which Christianity is an integral part) and of cultural accommodation by the Christian church and its institutions. There ought to have been church mothers parallel with church fathers. The fact there were not is a scandal for the church but not justification for revisionist histories that invent them.

What people in North America today call ethnic minorities were well represented in the early church and its theology. The previously mentioned hero Athanasius, for example, was known to contemporaries without insult as “the black dwarf” due to his stature and skin color. He was African, as were many other great thinkers of the early church. Many others were Semitic—of Arabic or Jewish ancestry and ethnic identity. In fact, a strong case could be made that the most formative and influential thinkers of early Christianity—both heretical and orthodox—lived and worked in Egypt and other parts of North Africa. They certainly could not rightly be considered “dead white males”!

Throughout much of the 1980s a movement to deny the existence of any kind of main line of influential thinkers and ideas rose to popularity amid great controversy. Without rejecting a certain validity in calls for greater expansion and inclusion in the lists of influential thinkers, I believe that an objectively identifiable list of influential Christian thinkers exists, and in this book I have concentrated on that in order to provide readers with a kind of base line for understanding the story of Christian theology. If a person wishes to understand how Christians came to believe in the dogma of the Trinity, for example, it is simply dishonest to pretend that someone other than Origen, Athanasius and the three Cappadocian fathers played the leading roles in that drama. Others may have played minor roles, but these men unquestionably were the leading actors.

Some readers may wonder about this main line of most influential Christian thinkers from a quite different perspective: “Why know about these people when I’ve never heard of them? How can they be so important when my pastor never mentioned them?”

To answer this I appeal to my own “trickle-down theory.”6 Even people who have never heard of Athanasius, for example, are greatly influenced by him. Among other things, Athanasius wrote a treatise on the deity of Jesus Christ titled De Incarnatione, or The Incarnation of the Word. In that slim volume he presented a strong case for the deity of Jesus Christ as equal with the Father’s own deity and thus helped establish the dogma of the Trinity against a growing tide of sympathy for a kind of Jehovah’s Witness-like belief in Christ as a great creature of God. A long line of Christian thinkers, including the Protestant Reformers, considered Athanasius’s work conclusive and definitive. Athanasius also compiled the first authoritative list of sixty-six inspired books of the Christian Bible in his Easter letter circulated to Christian bishops in 367. He identified a list of secondary books that would later emerge in the Western church (Latin, Roman Catholic) as the inspired Apocrypha. Finally, Athanasius also visited Christian hermits living in desert caves in Egypt and wrote a hagiography (biography of a saint) about one of them—Anthony of  the Desert. The Life of St. Anthony made its way into Europe via Athanasius’s exile and became an important basis for the rise of monasticism and monasteries, which in turn greatly influenced Western Christianity for many centuries.

All in all, then, Athanasius serves as a good example of my trickle-down theory that explains why modern Christians should study and understand Christian thinkers of long ago whose names they have never heard. Even though they have never heard their names, those theologians have influenced the Christianity that has nurtured them spiritually and shaped their identity. They are part of all Christians’ “great cloud of witnesses” (Heb 12:1). They are our spiritual and theological ancestors. Learning their stories and the roles they played in the great story of Christian theology is an exercise in self-understanding. It is like learning about your own family roots.

But why study heretics—those like Arius whose ideas were judged to be serious distortions of the gospel and rejected by great thinkers such as Athanasius? Wouldn’t it be better to concentrate only on the truth tellers, the cloud of witnesses? This story of Christian theology will include much discussion of those naysayers to orthodoxy, the theologically incorrect teachers of the church who often promoted false gospels or distorted versions of the gospel of Jesus Christ. What is the value of such study?

A popular misconception—perhaps a Christian urban legend—is that the United States Secret Service never shows bank tellers counterfeit money when teaching them to identify it. The agents who do the training, so the legend goes, show bank tellers only examples of genuine money so that when the phony money appears before them they will know it by its difference from the real thing. The story is supposed to make the point that Christians ought only to study truth and never heresy.

The first time I heard the tale as a sermon illustration I intuited its falseness. On checking with the Treasury Department’s Minneapolis Secret Service agent in charge of training bank tellers to identify counterfeit money, my suspicion was confirmed. He laughed at the story and wondered aloud who would start it and who would believe it. At my request he sent me a letter confirming that the Secret Service does show examples of counterfeit money to bank tellers.

I believe it is important and valuable for Christians to know not only theological correctness (orthodoxy) but also the ideas of those judged as heretics within the church’s story. One reason is that it is almost impossible to appreciate the meaning of orthodoxy without understanding the heresies that forced its development. What we now know as orthodoxy (not “Eastern Orthodoxy” but orthodoxy as “theological correctness”) did not pop out of the church like Athena out of Zeus’s head in Greek mythology. It grew through challenges from heresy. In order to understand the orthodox dogma of the Trinity properly, it is necessary to understand the teachings of Arius of Alexandria, who seriously challenged belief in God’s eternal threeness in the early fourth century.

Another good reason for studying heresies and heretics is that one never knows when God might strike a heavy blow with a crooked stick. Luther’s colorful imagery in that phrase drives home the point that even a heretic might have something to contribute to a proper Christian understanding of truth. Almost all traditional Christian thinkers since the sixteenth century agree with John Calvin and the city council of Geneva that Michael Servetus was a heretic by orthodox Protestant standards. He denied the deity of Christ and the Trinity (like Arius in the fourth century) as well as many other points of traditional Christian belief. But his prophetic challenge to the overbearing dominance of the city by Reformer John Calvin would gain strong agreement from most lovers of freedom of conscience today.

Many of those who were considered heretics in Luther’s and Calvin’s time advocated soul liberty and freedom of religion. In fact, between the time of the first Christian Roman emperor, Constantine, in the fourth century and the eighteenth-century movements for toleration of all religions in Britain and America, so-called heretics were almost the only ones arguing for religious freedom.

A fifth and final assumption underlying this account of Christian theology’s story is that God works in mysterious ways to establish his people in truth and to reform theology when needed. I make no pretense of historicism—the methodological assumption that all ideas are reducible to and explainable by historical-cultural contexts. As a convinced and committed Christian I believe in God’s providential guidance (not necessarily control) of all events. The story of Christian theology, I believe, is more than a human story. It is part of the story of God’s interaction with his people the body of Christ. With contemporary theologian Hans Küng, I believe that God maintains the church in truth—but not in a smooth evolution of its progressive discovery. God works through human agents who are sinfully clouded in mind and heart. There have been periods in the history of the church and its theology when seeing the hand of God maintaining it in truth is a sheer act of faith. There are other periods or chapters of the story when it takes little faith to see God at work restoring truth.

The point here is simply that this volume should not be read as a neutral, scientific-historical description of the evolution of Christian theology. Neither should it be read as the kind of highly biased account typical of some of the most famous or infamous church histories. The very first book-length church history was penned by Bishop Eusebius in the fourth century, and it was clearly intended to demonstrate the hand of God behind the rise to power of Emperor Constantine—the first Roman emperor to embrace Christianity. Every attempt is made here to be factually correct and to present the story of Christian theology with as little distortion as possible. At the same time, I cannot hide the fact that I believe God has never been absent from the church, even in the dark eras when truth’s light shown dimly. If there is any “hero” of this story, it is not Constantine or Athanasius—as great and influential as they were—but God himself, to whom belongs all glory and honor.

The story of Christian theology inevitably involves some discussion of philosophy and philosophical influences. Since the second century—where our story begins—philosophy has been theology’s main conversation partner. At times it seems to have been more than a junior partner. That is part of the story—philosophy’s role in the development of formal Christian beliefs. Third-century North African Christian theologian Tertullian asked rhetorically, “What has Athens to do with Jerusalem?” He meant to protest the growing use of Greek philosophy (Athens) by Christian thinkers who ought to have been relying solely on Scripture and Christian sources (Jerusalem). Second-century church father and apologist (defender of the faith) Justin Martyr referred to Christianity as the “true philosophy,” while third-century Christian teacher Clement of Alexandria identified Greek thinker Socrates as a “Christian before Christ.” The greatest of all medieval Catholic thinkers, Thomas Aquinas (thirteenth century), often appealed to “the Philosopher”—by which he meant pre-Christian philosopher Aristotle—alongside of or even in place of church fathers in settling disputed questions. Later Catholic thinker Blaise Pascal (seventeenth century) asserted that “the god of the philosophers is not the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob!”

The relationship between philosophy and Christian reflection forms a very important part of the story of Christian theology. It provides some of the juiciest tension in that story. But at times it can seem fairly technical and abstruse. I will attempt to simplify it here without skipping over it. I ask for patience from both beginning students and general readers and from fellow teachers and scholars. The former may find that aspect of the narrative bewildering at times, while the latter may find it horrifyingly simplistic.

The story of Christian theology begins in the second century—about one hundred years after Christ’s death and resurrection—with the rise of confusion among Christians in the Roman Empire due to challenges to Christian belief both within the church and from outside of it. The main internal challenges were similar to the cacophony of voices many present-day Christians would call “the cults,” while the external challenges were similar to those voices many today would call “skeptics.” From these challenging voices arose the need for and beginnings of orthodoxy—a definitive statement of Christian theological correctness. The only alternative was total confusion.

Let the story begin…









  


  PART I


  The Opening Act


  Conflicting Christian Visions in the Second Century


The story of Christian theology does not begin at the beginning. That is, Christian theology began well after Jesus Christ walked the earth with his disciples and even after the last disciple and apostle died. Theology is the church’s reflection on the salvation brought by Christ and on the gospel of that salvation proclaimed and explained by the first-century apostles.1

The last disciple of Jesus to die was John “the Beloved”—Jesus’ youngest disciple—who died in about 90, although the exact date is uncertain. Reliable tradition—left by John’s own disciples in the second century—says that he died in Ephesus and was the bishop (episkopos, “overseer”) of all the Christians and Christian churches in that region of Asia Minor (modern  Turkey). John is a pivotal figure in the story of Christian theology because his death marked an important turning point. So far was we know, no recognized or widely acknowledged apostle survived John. With his death Christianity entered into a new era for which it was not entirely prepared. No longer would it be possible to settle doctrinal or other disputes by turning to an apostle.

The apostles were men and women of early Christianity with tremendous prestige and authority. They were eyewitnesses of Jesus or at least persons closely connected with his ministry or the ministries of his disciples.2 While they were alive, there was no need for theology in the same sense as afterward. Theology was born as the heirs of the apostles began to reflect on Jesus’ and the apostles’ teachings to explain it in new contexts and situations and to settle controversies about Christian belief and conduct.

Of course the apostles left behind writings. John, for example, left a Gospel of Jesus Christ, some letters and the vision he received while in exile on the island of Patmos.3 These apostolic writings were not bound together between leather covers with “Holy Bible” stamped on the front, however, and in 100 the idea of a “New Testament” as a canon of Christian Scriptures was yet undeveloped. That is not to say that no Christians thought of the apostles’ writings as Scripture. Most Christians around that time probably did consider authentic writings of apostles very special in some sense, and occasionally second-century Christian church fathers did quote them as Scripture. The problem was that no single church or even region of Christianity—such as Rome or Ephesus or Egypt—had a complete collection of the apostolic writings, and there was widespread disagreement about which books and letters were genuinely written by apostles.

Eventually the need for a written record and interpretation of the teachings of Jesus and the apostles became so pressing that individual churches, groups of churches and eventually all Christian leaders collected, limited and defined the writings of apostles and people closely connected with them. Thus the Christian Bible, or canon of Scripture, evolved slowly and painfully with much controversy. During the second century, however, that process was only beginning.

The first Christian theologians were bishops and other ministers and leaders of Christian congregations in the Roman Empire. They have come to be known as the apostolic fathers because they are assumed to have been men who knew one or more of the apostles but who were not apostles themselves. Their part of the story of Christian theology will be told in this section. The section will end with a discussion of Irenaeus, the late-second-century bishop who was perhaps the first Christian to attempt to set forth a complete account of Christian theology. Some have called him the first Christian systematic theologian. Between discussions of the apostolic fathers and Irenaeus will appear treatment of a group of Christian thinkers of the second century generally lumped together as the apologists. They were men who attempted to defend Christianity in its infancy against misunderstanding and persecution and in the process often integrated it with a Greek philosophical perspective.

Theology itself—as the search for orthodoxy (theological correctness)—began with the challenges posed to Christian teachings by cultists who presented themselves within the church and to the pagan world as truer or higher Christians than the leading heirs of the apostles. These challenges to the apostolic message and to the authority of the apostles’ appointed successors were so successful in creating chaos and confusion that the rise of formal theological reflection to answer them became necessary. The bishops—who in second-century Christianity simply were overseers of a group of churches in a city or territory—responded to critics and cultists by remembering what the apostles had taught, gathering, preserving and interpreting their written legacies and writing letters and booklets to be circulated among churches. In that process Christian theology was born. With the apostolic fathers theology remained in its infancy and only later began to grow toward maturity with Irenaeus and church fathers after the second century.










CHAPTER 1

Critics & Cultists Cause Confusion


The main troublers of apostolic Christianity in the second century were the Gnostics, Montanus and the Montanists, and the anti-Christian orator Celsus. Others challenged the stream of teaching and practice flowing from the apostles through their appointed bishops, but in the bishops’ eyes these were the primary opponents to be answered and overcome.

Gnosticism is a generic label given to a wide variety of Christian teachers and schools that existed on the fringes of the early church and became a major problem for Christian leaders in the second century. It comes from the Greek word gnosis, which means “knowledge” or “wisdom.”


Gnosticism

One second-century tradition tells of the disciple John’s encounter with a leading Gnostic teacher in Ephesus around 90. Cerinthus may have been one of the earliest Gnostic teachers and troublers of Christianity in the late first century. According to the tradition, John was going into the public bath in Ephesus with some of his disciples when he perceived Cerinthus there. He rushed out of the bathhouse without bathing, exclaiming, “Let us fly, lest even the bathhouse fall down because Cerinthus, the enemy of the truth, is within.”1

John’s antipathy to the Gnostic teacher Cerinthus was continued by later Christian leaders into the second and third centuries. Why? Who were the Gnostics and why were they considered the main “enemies of the truth” by John and the apostles’ successors in the early church? I will give a brief description of secondcentury Gnosticism and some of its modern heirs and then return to a more detailed discussion of Gnosticism’s teachings at the end of this chapter.

The Gnostics did not have a unified organization, and they disagreed among themselves over many matters, but they all believed that they possessed a special, higher spiritual knowledge or wisdom than that possessed and taught by the bishops and other church leaders of the second century. In a nutshell, they believed that matter, including the body, is an inherently limiting prison or even evil drag on the good soul or spirit of the human person and that the spirit is essentially divine—a “spark of God” dwelling in the tomb of the body. For all of the Gnostics, salvation meant achieving a special kind of knowledge not generally known or even available to ordinary Christians. That gnosis, or knowledge, involved awareness of the true heavenly origin of the spirit within, its essential divine nature as an offshoot of God’s own being, and Christ as an immaterial, spiritual messenger sent down from the unknown and unknowable God to rescue and bring home the stray sparks of his own being that had become trapped in material bodies. They all agreed that Christ did not actually become incarnate as Jesus but only appeared to be human.

This is only a thumbnail sketch of second-century Gnosticism. It will be filled in with more details later. For the moment, suffice it to say that this esoteric form of Christianity presented itself to early Christians as a special message for elite persons and as the truer and higher but hidden gospel handed down orally from Jesus by an inner group of his disciples. Christians certainly could find faint echoes and hints of the Gnostic message in what they heard about the apostolic teachings from their bishops and pastors and in the apostolic epistles that circulated among them. But the Gnostic gospel went far beyond the apostles’ teaching about war between “flesh” and “spirit.”

Many second-century Christians were attracted to this as a special form of Christian truth—higher and better and more spiritual than that taught by the bishops to the unwashed and uneducated masses. Gnosticism appealed to and fostered spiritual elitism, secrecy and division within the budding young Christian church.

In the twentieth century numerous individuals and groups proclaiming themselves “New Age Christians” resurrected the second-century Gnostic message. In fact, echoes of Gnosticism have remained within Christian churches over the centuries, but were muted by official suppression by the Christian emperors and state churches. With modern pluralism and tolerance of dissenting views, as well as separation of church and state, gnosticism has once again reared its head to challenge the apostolic gospel of salvation. Seldom does it identify itself as “gnosticism.” Often it is presented by self-styled esoteric Christians as a purer form of Christianity for genuinely spiritual people who cannot abide the smothering dogma and institutionalism of officially orthodox churches.

As the so-called New Age movement gained momentum in Britain and the United States throughout the 1970s and 1980s, two persons appeared within it to merge New Age thinking with gnostic Christianity: George Trevelyan and Elizabeth Clare Prophet.

Sir George Trevelyan, often known as “the father of the British New Age movement,” wrote popular books such as A Vision of the Aquarian Age: An Emerging Spiritual World View to promote a revival and renewal of gnosticism. He wrote,

A remarkable change is taking place in the intellectual climate of our time. The holistic world view is penetrating our consciousness and superseding the rational materialism which is  surely proving inadequate to explain our fantastic universe. Really we are recovering what was called the Ageless Wisdom of the Ancient Mysteries, which knew that the Universe is Mind and not mechanism, that the Earth is a sentient creature and not just dead mineral, that the human being is in essence spiritual, a droplet of Divinity housed in the temple of the body. This vision, once apprehended, lifts the basic fear of death in our death-ridden culture. The body may be destroyed, but the soul/spirit in each of us is deathless and immortal.2


Like second-century Gnostics, Trevelyan did not found a denomination or church but settled for being a teacher of this higher wisdom of the divinity of the human soul.

Elizabeth Clare Prophet, known to her followers as “Guru Ma,” has founded her own distinct religious movement known as The Church Universal and Triumphant. Her message of New Age Christianity almost exactly parallels early Christian Gnosticism. She has plumbed the Gnostic writings known as the Nag Hammadi library found in the Egyptian desert in 1945 and found within them the same basic message as that allegedly revealed to her by “ascended masters” such as Jesus and Saint Germain. In Reincarnation: The Missing Link in Christianity Prophet argues that the Gnostics were the true Christians who inherited and passed on to their followers the higher and more spiritual teachings of Jesus and his apostles such as reincarnation and the identity of the soul with God.3 Prophet’s account of early Christianity is the reverse of that told by most church historians and historical theologians. For her the true heroes and martyrs of the early church were Gnostics like Cerinthus, Valentinus and Basilides, while the heretical villains were the church bishops and fathers who argued against them and eventually contributed to their suppression.4

Trevelyan and Prophet and many others who espouse various forms of esoteric Christianity—often linked somehow with the so-called New Age movement—are showing that gnosticism is alive and well in modern-day Christianity. But it also appears in less blatant manifestations. Wherever people denigrate material, physical existence in the name of “spirituality” or for the same reason elevate the human soul or spirit to the status of divinity, the heresy of gnosticism is encroaching once again on the apostolic message and infecting Christianity.




Montanism

While the second-century church leaders—the heirs and successors of the apostles—saw the greatest danger in Gnosticism, they were confronted as well by a fanatical movement among their followers that seemed to explode out of nowhere. It was known to its adherents as the New Revelation and the New Prophecy and known to its opponents as Montanism after the name of its founder and chief prophet: Montanus.

Montanus was a pagan priest in the region of Asia Minor known as Phrygia who converted to Christianity in the middle of the second-century. No library of his writings like the Gnostics’ has been found. Most of what we know about his movement and its teachings comes down to us from second-century church fathers who wrote against them and from Eusebius, who wrote a history of the Christian church in the fourth century. Montanus rejected the growing belief in special authority for bishops (as heirs of the apostles) and for apostolic writings. He considered the churches and their leaders spiritually dead and called for a “new prophecy” with all the signs and wonders of the halcyon days of the early church of Pentecost.

The problem for the bishops and leaders of the churches was not so much Montanus’s critique of spiritual deadness or calls for revival as his self-identification as God’s spokesman without equal. He referred to himself as “the Mouthpiece of the Holy Spirit” and accused the standard church leaders of chasing the Holy Spirit into a book by trying to limit divine inspiration to apostolic writings. He strenuously opposed any such limitation or restriction and seemed to emphasize the continuous power and reality of inspired utterances such as his own.

Montanus gathered a group of followers around himself at Papuza, a town in Phrygia, and built a commune there. Two women named Prisca and Maximilla joined him, and the trio proceeded to prophesy the soon return of Christ to their commune and condemn the bishops and other leaders of the major metropolitan sees (areas with bishops over them) as dead, corrupt and even apostate. Montanus and the two women prophets fell into trances and spiritual frenzies, speaking in the first-person voice as if God the Holy Spirit were speaking directly through them. In one instance the Spirit supposedly spoke through Montanus about himself: “Behold the man [Montanus] is like a lyre, and I strike the strings like a plectrum. The man sleeps and I wake. Behold! It is the Lord who moves the heart of [the] man.” In speeches Montanus—or the Spirit in him—said to his followers, “I am the Lord God, born among men. I am neither an angel nor a priest. I am God the Father, come to you.”5

For a few decades the church had become increasingly nervous about selfappointed prophets, fearing that they may be attempting to replace the apostles as special authorities raised up by God apart from the structures of the church. The main churches of the Roman Empire and their bishops had come to assume something like the later concept of “apostolic succession” in order to preserve unity in visible structure and teaching. If a bishop could trace his ordination pedigree (so to speak) back to one of the apostles of the first century, he was a worthy and valid bishop. If he could not, he was not.

But there were still roving and stationary charismatic prophets among Christians in the middle of the second century. At times they could be very troublesome, as one of the earliest postapostolic writings, the Didache, shows. That anonymous text from the early second century offers conflicting advice to Christians about how best to handle these entrepreneurial prophets who came speaking words from God.

The church leaders’ harsh response to Montanus was not so much because he and his female companions proclaimed words from God or advocated strict asceticism (no marriage, no sex, severe fasting) as that they rejected the apostles’ heirs and claimed special inspiration and authority for their own messages. When Montanus’s followers began founding separate congregations rivaling the bishops throughout the Roman Empire, the latter reacted swiftly and severely. Perhaps too severely.

Some would say it was a classic case of throwing the baby out with the bath water. Since they did not have the support of the state (Roman Empire) and were in danger of persecution themselves, a group of bishops from around the area where Montanus lived met privately and wrote up a document excommunicating him and the two women and all their followers.

Perhaps this was the first true schism, or organizational split, within Christianity. In many cities of the Roman Empire there were, from about 160 on, two distinct Christian congregations—one adhering to the leadership of a bishop in apostolic succession and one adhering to the New Prophecy of Montanus.

In reaction to the excesses and exclusive claims of Montanus and his followers, the church’s leaders leaned further and further away from supernatural utterances such as tongues and prophecies and other miraculous gifts and signs and wonders of the Spirit. Eventually such charismatic manifestations wrongly became so identified with Montanus and the Montanist schism that they almost died out altogether under pressure from fearful bishops and later Christian emperors.

Is Montanism—or something like it—still alive and well in the modern era? The August 14, 1991, Christianity Today magazine featured a cover story on a Montanist-like movement called the Kansas City Fellowship.6 This particular movement, led by a charismatic group of self-styled prophets, had many of the marks of early Christian Montanism but without some of the excesses. The centerpiece of the movement—as in many other similar charismatic sects—was personal prophecy delivered by special prophets to guide individuals’ lives and predict the course of the world’s future. Without rejecting the Bible, the prophets considered themselves able to speak words from God of equal weight and importance. One labeled himself “Paul’s successor” (referring to the apostle Paul).

Other recent charismatic movements have emphasized an alleged difference between logos and rhema—two Greek words for “word”—such that modern-day messages from God through prophecies (rhema) may supersede and even correct apostolic writings that were true and relevant for the first century (logos). Wherever and whenever prophesy is elevated in theory or practice alongside or higher than Scripture, Montanism rears its head. Like Gnosticism, Montanism challenged the early church and challenges the church in modern times to think and respond theologically in order that Christianity may not become anything and everything and thus nothing in particular.




Celsus

Gnosticism and Montanism constituted the two main internal threats to the church and its apostolic message, that is, to unity and integrity within early Christianity. A major external challenge arose from Jewish and pagan writers and speakers such as Fronto, Tacitus, Lucian, Porphyry and especially Celsus.

The best-known of such polemical opponents of Christianity was the pagan philosopher Celsus, who wrote a book against it known as The True Doctrine: A Discourse Against the Christians in  about 175 or 180. The entire content of the book has been preserved for posterity by third-century Christian philosopher and theologian Origen of Alexandria, who responded to it in Contra Celsum (Against Celsus).7

Little is known about Celsus. From what little information scholars can piece together, he was an educated Roman citizen and self-styled philosophical orator who may have been raised in a Christian home and who turned in adulthood toward Greek philosophy. What’s important is Celsus’s challenge to the church of the second century. At a time when rumors and false accusations about Christians were rampant and Christians were widely persecuted and considered ignorant and superstitious if not disloyal by emperors and commoners alike, Celsus offered a stunningly brilliant and articulate critique of Christian belief. He did not engage in rumor mongering, but simply pointed out what appeared to be inconsistencies and superstitious elements of Christian doctrine from the viewpoint of someone committed to an eclectic blend of Greek philosophy, “the true doctrine.”

It was one thing for Christians to refute blatantly false rumors such as bloody rituals where they baked and ate infants (a popular rumor among Romans about Christian “sacrifices,” which were really innocent but private eucharistic ceremonies). It was another thing entirely to respond intellectually and even philosophically to an educated and articulate Roman orator. But it needed to be done because Celsus probably had the emperor’s ear. Marcus Aurelius, Roman emperor in the late second century, was a philosopher and opponent of Christianity. Refuting Celsus was a way of calming down the imperial wrath against Christianity, which was largely based on the supposition—possibly fueled by Celsus—that Christians were ignorant riffraff who believed stupid and superstitious things and were even a danger to the empire.

Celsus’s attack on Christianity offers a wealth of information about second-century Christian life and belief. In spite of obvious distortions and misrepresentations, On the True Doctrine helps church historians understand what Christians believed and how that was seen by non-Christians. For example, Celsus made absolutely clear that Christians of his time believed in and worshiped Jesus Christ—a man—as God:

Now, if the Christians worshiped only one God they might have reason on their side. But as a matter of fact they worship a man who appeared only recently. They do not consider what they are doing a breach of monotheism; rather they think it perfectly consistent to worship the great God and to worship his servant as God. And their worship of this Jesus is the more outrageous because they refuse to listen to any talk about God, the father of all, unless it includes some reference to Jesus: Tell them that Jesus, the author of the Christian insurrection, was not his son, and they will not listen to you. And when they call him Son of God, they are not really paying homage to God, rather, they are attempting to exalt Jesus to the height.8


In response to the Christians’ worship of Jesus, Celsus wrote that “it cannot be the case that God came down to earth, since in so doing he would have undergone an alteration of his nature.9 There was the challenge Celsus presented. And thus the heart of Celsus’s “contribution” to Christianity was this challenge to think through and somehow make coherent two seemingly conflicting claims. Christians claimed to be monotheists—believers in one God—together with Jews and most educated Roman citizens. Celsus was a monotheist, although his notion of God was far different from Jews’ or Christians’ and was based more on Plato’s “form of the good.” Christians also claimed that Jesus was God—or at least God’s Logos (Word, Wisdom)—equal with the heavenly Father and Creator of all things. In this double claim Celsus could see only blatant contradiction and an insult to the perfection of God’s nature as immutable (unchanging).

Celsus hammered this and other apparent contradictions and inconsistencies against Christian teaching. He attempted to show that their worldview was silly and vastly inferior to the generic, eclectic spiritual philosophy of one God over all taught by Platonic philosophers. Christians were faced with a choice: either ignore Celsus and critics like him and retreat into a folk religion without intellectual defense or rise to the challenge and develop cogent doctrines that would reconcile seemingly contradictory beliefs such as monotheism and the deity of Jesus Christ.

The same challenge and choices face modern Christians. One twentieth-century “Celsus” was British philosopher Bertrand Russell (1872-1970), who criticized Christianity from the standpoint of his own philosophy, which may best be described as a form of secular humanism. Like his second-century counterpart Celsus, Russell wrote a book—Why I Am Not a Christian—that attempted to expose Christianity as unsophisticated and superstitious. Whereas Celsus considered a general Platonic philosophy to be “the true doctrine” compared to which Christianity was superstition, Russell assumed the truth of secular humanism as the true doctrine for educated twentieth-century people. Perhaps no other single anti-Christian polemic has been as influential as Russell’s, and numerous Christian apologists have attempted to refute it. In doing so they follow in the footsteps of the second-century Christian writers known as the apologists.

Christians rose to the challenge presented by Celsus. Their response to pagan opponents such as Celsus as well as to fanatics such as Montanus and heretics such as Gnostics gave birth to Christian theology. But why? Why did second-century Christian leaders (such as you will read more about in the rest of this chapter) choose to develop theological responses to cultists and critics? The answer is simple: for the sake of salvation. Not out of pride or power or some impulse toward speculation but for the sake of preserving the integrity of the gospel and for the sake of evangelism, they responded theologically. Theology was born in order to answer questions, to satisfy the needs of inquiring minds both within and outside the church. The only alternatives were complete disunity of faith (schisms brought on by heresies) and sheer fideism—which is what Celsus accused Christians of—refusing to answer and relying on blind faith without reason. Christians set out to conquer the cultists and critics through reasonable persuasion by showing the inner logic and coherence of the message handed down from the apostles.

Montanus and his New Prophecy posed a serious threat to church unity, and the church responded harshly—perhaps too harshly in the light of the sudden demise of spiritual gifts and signs and wonders in Christianity. Celsus and his skeptical, philosophical attacks posed a serious threat to Christianity’s credibility at a time when the emperor, who was an intellectual, often judged individuals and groups in his empire by their intellectual acumen and beliefs. The church eventually responded by developing a coherent worldview every bit as intellectually powerful as Celsus’s or the emperor’s. In the process, as we will see, the church may have absorbed too much of the spirit of Greek philosophy into its worldview in order to make it respectable to educated Romans. But the greatest threat of all was Gnosticism, and it is now time to end this chapter with a more detailed and in-depth treatment of it and the church’s theological response to it.




Gnostic Theology

One contemporary scholar of Gnosticism has declared that it was “the first and most dangerous heresy among the early Christians.”10 Second-century Christian leaders and thinkers expended enormous energies examining and refuting it, and in the process began developing orthodox Christian doctrines that would be the counterparts and alternatives to Gnostic teachings. In other words, what we call “orthodoxy” was born out of conflict between the appointed heirs of the apostles and the Gnostics who claimed to carry forward a secret tradition of teaching from those same apostles. A later chapter will deal with Irenaeus of Lyons, who presented in print the first full-fledged refutation of Gnosticism from an orthodox Christian perspective. Here our focus will be on what Gnosticism was and why it was considered so serious a threat by bishops and other leaders of the Christians in the second century throughout the Roman Empire.

The basic belief of all Gnostics was that “this cosmos is incurable and must be rejected.”11 Gnosticism offered not only an account of this inherent evil of creation; it also offered a spiritual solution for the individual—a method of salvation from that incurably evil environment (including the body) back to the soul’s true home. Second-century Gnostics differed a great deal among themselves about the details, but all of them shared five major family resemblances that make them Gnostics in spite of disagreement.12

First, they believed in one God who is wholly transcendent, spiritual and far removed from the fallen, material universe, which he did not create. The physical universe was created by an evil or demented lesser god (a “demiurge”).

Second, human beings are sparks (or droplets) of the same spiritual substance that God is and have somehow become trapped in physical bodies, which are like tombs to be escaped.

Third, Gnostics all agreed that the “fall” that led to sin and evil is identical to the fall into matter. Creation and fall coincide. As long as spirits are trapped in physical bodies and materiality, they will be subject to sin, which is caused by ignorance of  their true nature and home.

The fourth common feature of Gnostic belief was their vision of salvation. All Gnostics agreed that salvation is to escape from the bondage of material existence and travel back to the home from which souls/spirits have fallen. The possibility is initiated by the great Spirit, God, who wishes to draw back into itself all the stray bits and pieces. God sends forth an emanation of himself—a spiritual redeemer—who descends through layers and layers of reality from pure spirit to dense matter and attempts to teach some of the divine sparks of Spirit their true identity and home. Once awakened, they are able to begin the journey back. Salvation is by knowledge—self-knowledge.

Finally, all of the Gnostics (so far as anyone knows) considered themselves Christians and regarded Jesus as the human vehicle for this heavenly messenger, “Christ.” All rejected the idea of God becoming incarnate, dying and rising bodily. Such beliefs were considered unspiritual and against true wisdom because they entangled spirit with matter. However, most Gnostics in the second century did see Jesus as special in that he was the vehicle taken over by and used by the Christ-being sent from God. But for most Gnostics, at least, that heavenly redeemer who entered Jesus at his baptism by John in the river Jordan left him before he died on the cross.

Second-century Gnostics were divided into numerous “schools” (movements) following different teachers. Irenaeus studied twenty of them and set forth in great detail their similarities and differences. Many of their main differences had to do with details of mythology about how the good spirits (sparks of the divine) fell and became entrapped in material bodies. Throughout the century these tales became more and more elaborate with widely varying accounts of different emanations from and splits within the plerōma (divine fullness) that led eventually to this evil, fallen world and the spirits’ entrapment in it. Other variety within Gnosticism arose due to different interpretations of the soul’s journey back through the levels of reality between the physical and the spiritual. Some Gnostics attempted to name scores of beings supposedly guarding various levels the souls must pass through. Knowing the names of these “aeons” and “archons” (like good and evil angels and demons) was seen by some Gnostics as part of the gnosis. Other Gnostics kept things simpler and merely emphasized meditation and asceticism to prepare for release from the body at death.

Another point of disagreement among Gnostics was Christology—belief about Christ. All agreed that Christ is a heavenly, spiritual redeemer who neither became flesh and blood nor rose bodily from death.

Some taught that this Christ appeared as Jesus, but that Jesus was never really a physical human. This Christology is known as docetism—from the Greek word dokeō, which means “to appear” or “to seem.” Thus for these Gnostics Jesus only seemed to be human. His entire earthly existence was a charade in which he pretended to be flesh and blood for his disciples’ sakes.

Other Gnostics taught a dualistic Christology in which “Christ” entered into Jesus at the baptism and left him just before he died. He used Jesus’ vocal chords, for instance, to teach the disciples but never actually experienced being human.

Gnosticism was a different gospel of salvation—a different idea of the human condition to which salvation is the solution and a different idea of the solution itself. How far back this alternative gospel goes in history is much debated. Some scholars believe it may have predated Christianity among Jews in Egypt, for instance. However, no records of non-Christian Gnosticism have been found, whereas many documents of second-century Gnosticism have been discovered, including entire Gnostic Gospels such as the Gospel of Thomas.13

Most probably Gnosticism arose among Christians in Egypt in the late first century and early second centuries, but Gnosticism certainly had precursors. Hints and echoes of Gnosticism may easily be detected in some of the apostles’ writings. John’s epistles, for instance, stress that Christ has come in the flesh: “Many deceivers have gone out into the world, those who do not confess that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh; any such person is the deceiver and the antichrist!” (2 Jn 7 NRSV). In all likelihood John was already combating proto-Gnosticism in firstcentury Christian congregations.

Why and how Gnosticism arose among Christians are hotly debated questions. There are no firm answers. Some scholars suggest the influences of religions of India on Egyptian Christians. Others stress syncretism of Christianity with various mystery religions of the Roman Empire. Some simply see in Gnosticism an intense form of tendencies latent within Greek philosophy and culture generally insofar as they denigrated material existence and elevated spiritual reality. There may never be definite answers to questions such as these.




The Early Christian Response to Gnosticism

Second-century Christian leaders and writers responded vigorously to Gnosticism. As it grew in places like Rome—probably through importation from Egypt—Christian teachers like Justin Martyr wrote refutations of its gospel. Although lost, Justin’s book Syntagma, or Compendium Against All Heresies, was probably written in Rome around 150. That was probably the first major anti-Gnostic polemic by an orthodox, catholic Christian.14 Other second-century church fathers wrote against Gnostics as well as against other heretics such as Marcion of Rome (who had strong similarities to Gnosticism) and Montanus and various minor false teachers. But Gnosticism formed the main foil to orthodox, apostolic, catholic Christianity throughout the second century, and “the history of the early church was profoundly influenced… by the struggle against the gnostics.”15

Out of conflicts with these and other heresies and critics, second-century Christianity began to formalize and institutionalize its faith and life. It is easy to decry some aspects of that formalization process. Some would say that with it a lot of the life went out of Christianity. That may be true. However, once the threat to the gospel constituted by Gnosticism, Celsus and Montanus is fully understood, it is more difficult to criticize the responses of the church fathers. If they went too far in standardizing Christian belief, life and worship, it was for a good cause. The only alternative was confusion and chaos within a folk religion without any definite structure.

The first group of church fathers that began responding to heretics within the church were the apostolic fathers. Some of them knew apostles personally. Others simply lived a part of their life at the same time as apostles. They formed important links back to the apostles in that transitional period at the end of the first century and beginning of the second century when Christians found themselves without apostles and with Christ not yet returned. We now turn to their common and individual stories.










CHAPTER 2

The Apostolic Fathers Explain the Way


A person like Polycarp was very important to second-century Christians. He was bishop of the Christians in Smyrna on Asia Minor’s western coast near Ephesus when he was arrested by Roman authorities and publicly executed in about 155. What made him so important, however, was his connection with one of the Lord’s disciples—John.

As already noted, John was the last of Jesus’ disciples to die, and with him died the class of early Christian leaders known as apostles. Polycarp had been tutored in the faith by John and therefore was considered a living link with the disciples of Jesus and the apostles. In the absence of a Christian Bible (other than the Hebrew Bible, which Christians would come to call the Old Testament) men like Polycarp were considered the best and most authoritative sources of information about what the apostles taught and how they led the churches.

Polycarp’s aura of special authority fell upon his own disciples—men like Irenaeus who were trained in Christian faith by him. He passed on to them the traditions of the apostles, and until the New Testament was identified and agreed upon by Christians in the fourth century, this oral tradition and the authority of apostolic succession proved invaluable in the Christian struggle against heresies and schisms within the church. At times, however, this special aura of authority could present problems for Christianity as some of the apostles’ successors introduced their own ideas into the stream of early theology. As we will see, occasionally these fathers of the generation after the apostles gave the gospel their own unique interpretations that began to turn it away from the great themes of grace and faith so strongly emphasized by Paul and other apostles and more toward the gospel as a “new law” of God-pleasing conduct and behavior.

Justo González takes nothing from the apostolic fathers’ importance or value when he rightly notes that “not only in their understanding of baptism, but also in their total theological outlook, one senses a distance between the Christianity of the New Testament—especially that of Paul—and that of the apostolic fathers. References to Paul and the other apostles are frequent; but in spite of this the new faith becomes more and more a new law, and the doctrine of God’s gracious justification becomes a doctrine of grace that helps us act justly.”1

Of course this shift was subtle and not  absolute. It was a barely but definitely perceptible turn in these second-century Christian writings toward legalism, or what may be better termed “Christian moralism.” Although the apostolic fathers such as Ignatius and Polycarp quoted Paul more than James, it was the latter’s spirit that breathed through them. Perhaps due to a perceived moral and spiritual laziness and decline among Christians, they emphasized the need to avoid sinning, obey leaders and work hard to please God more than the need for liberation from bondage to the law.

In spite of this subtle shift, which especially Protestants tend to point out and lament, the apostolic fathers are to be admired and lauded for their stalwart defense of the incarnation of God in Jesus Christ against the Gnostics’ denials. Some of them died martyrs’ deaths at the hands of Roman authorities and therefore are much to be respected for their death-defying confession of Christ and his gospel under persecution. Their main significance here, of course, is as Christianity’s first theologians. The category “apostolic fathers” consists of persons and documents that interpreted and applied the apostolic message in the first apostleless generation, which was besieged by false gospels and attacks from pagan skeptics.

Who were these apostolic fathers? Since the sixteenth century, church historians have listed anywhere from eight to ten authors and anonymous documents in this category. (Historians traditionally refer to certain anonymous documents as “apostolic fathers.”) Agreed on by all are Clement, Ignatius, Polycarp, the Didache (Teaching of the Twelve Apostles), Epistle of Barnabas and Shepherd of Hermas. Others commonly listed and described as apostolic fathers are the so-called Second Letter of Clement, whose real author is unknown, the Martyrdom of Polycarp, the Epistle to Diognetus, and fragments of writings by Papias. Our focus here will be only on those that virtually all scholars agree upon as belonging to the writings of Christians in the first generation after the demise of apostleship.

Before proceeding to individual discussions of the apostolic fathers, it will be helpful to note that some of these writings’ authors are unknown. Immediately on hearing the label “apostolic father,” it is natural to assume a person is meant. Of course each of these documents had at least one author, but in some cases scholars have no idea who that author is. A document such as the Didache is described as one of the apostolic fathers because even though its author is unknown it displays marks of very early postapostolic Christian life and thought and was preserved by the churches because of its early date and importance in instructing churches in a time when no apostles were available. Scholars agree unanimously that the apostle Barnabas—Paul’s companion on his journeys—did not pen the Epistle of Barnabas. It was almost certainly written by an early-second-century Christian who wished his writing to have apostolic authority. While attaching someone else’s name to a document is considered a form of lying today, it was not looked on that way in ancient times. The Epistle of Barnabas was preserved not because it was written by an apostle and in spite of the fact that no one was sure who wrote it. The advice and instruction found in it was judged valuable by second-century Christians, and in it they found echoes of the teachings of apostles.

One more point of interest to note before proceeding to discuss individual apostolic fathers is that many, if not most, of the writings in this category were treated as Scripture alongside the Gospels and apostles’ epistles by some Christian churches in the second century. In fact, one way of understanding this category is as the books that came to be judged orthodox but barely missed being judged canonical, inspired Scripture when the Christian canon was being determined. In other words, these writings were hardly distinguished from the writings of apostles by some Christians in the Roman Empire but were ultimately excluded because they received no universal agreement as Scripture and were judged not to be of apostles or even closely connected with apostles in the same way that Luke’s Gospel and the book of Acts and the epistle to the Hebrews were.


Clement of Rome

Fortunately we do know the identities of some of the apostolic fathers. Clement was bishop of Rome—overseer of the house churches in Rome—in the last decade of the first century. His letter to the Corinthian church from the church at Rome—known commonly as 1 Clement (to distinguish it from the Second Letter of Clement) is probably the first preserved Christian writing outside of what we now call the New Testament. It was written in about 95. Some second-century Christians in Egypt considered it Scripture, as they did many of the apostolic fathers. Indeed, it reads very much like Paul’s own letters to the Corinthians. Some scholars believe, based on internal evidence in this letter, that Clement must have known Paul personally and imitated his style and message.

Clement wrote to the quarreling Christians in Corinth for many of the same reasons that Paul wrote to them. Besides urging them to remain strong and true to their faith under persecution, he commanded them to reject division and strife and unify as one body of believers in Christ. Apparently the church was just as full of dissension as it was in the middle of the first century when Paul intervened with his letters. But Clement’s solution to their schismatic attitudes and actions was stronger than Paul’s. Whereas Paul had pointed to their union in one Spirit and one baptism through faith in Christ, Clement ordered them to obey the bishop God had appointed to be over them. This same solution to dissent and division within churches appears in other apostolic fathers such as Ignatius.

Apparently open rebellion against leadership had broken out in the Corinthian Christian congregations. It is clear that by the time Clement wrote to them from Rome there was more than one meeting of Christians and a single leader had emerged to be over all of them—a kind of “super pastor” known as the “bishop.” Some of the younger Christians of the city had rejected the bishop’s authority and even tried to depose him. Clement began by appealing to their sense of respect and honor: “Let us respect our leaders; let us honor our elders; let us instruct our young with instruction that leads to the fear of God.”2 Later, however, he berated them for their disobedience to the bishop and other leaders whose ministry, he said, “had been held in honor by them blamelessly.”3 Finally, Clement laid down a principle of Christian leadership and discipleship: “Therefore it is right for us, having studied so many and such great examples, to bow the neck and, adopting the attitude of obedience, to submit to those who are the leaders of our souls, so that by ceasing from this futile dissension we may attain the goal that is truly set before us, free from all blame.”4

There is nothing particularly new or noteworthy for Christian theology in 1 Clement. Much of it echoes apostolic writings such as Paul’s epistles in the New Testament. Certainly it contributed, however, to the overall subtle shift toward Christian moralism in second-century Christianity by linking discipleship closely with obedience to duly appointed leaders and with living a moral life.

One interesting aspect of the epistle is Clement’s odd appeal to the myth of the phoenix to support belief in the resurrection. Apparently some in the church at Corinth were still not fully accepting belief in bodily resurrection—a problem Paul had addressed in 1 Corinthians 15. Clement argued that the resurrection of the bird known as the phoenix was a sign of hope and promise of the bodily resurrection.5 His wording of this argument makes clear that he took the myth of the phoenix literally and thought it a sign given by God pointing toward believers’ future resurrection. If this letter had been included in the New Testament, modern Christians would certainly be embarrassed by that superstitious aspect of it.

Why did Clement write so authoritatively to the Corinthian Christians when he was himself only the bishop of Rome? He seems to have had a consciousness of special responsibility and authority that may have stemmed from the idea of apostolic succession. He heard about continuing division and even open rebellion among Christians in Corinth. Who better to order them to settle down and obey their leaders than the bishop of Rome—the successor of Peter and Paul, who both died martyrs’ deaths in that city a few decades earlier?

Later developers and defenders of the theory of papal supremacy would use Clement’s presumption as evidence to support it. The epistle itself, however, indicates no such belief on Clement’s part. Just because he felt duty-bound to intervene because he saw himself as in some sense Paul’s successor is no indication that he or any other early Christian bishop of Rome believed in their spiritual supremacy over all Christians everywhere.




The Didache

The Didache, also known as The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles, is hardly comparable with 1 Clement even though it was written about the same time. Scholars knew of this document’s existence from allusions to it in early Christian writings long before it was discovered in 1873. Nothing is known of its author, but most scholars conclude from internal evidence that it was written as a circular letter to Christian churches in the Roman province of Syria (which included Palestine) around the turn of the century (101). A few scholars suggest an earlier date that would make it the very first  extant Christian writing outside the New Testament.

The Didache seems to have been written to shore up Christian morality and to instruct Christians in how to treat prophets who come to them claiming to speak words of the Lord. It also contains detailed advice and instructions for daily Christian living, spirituality and worship. The book opens with a dualistic vision of “two ways” followed by humans—the way of life and the way of death. The way of life is clearly the way of love for God and neighbor and strict moral law keeping. Much of its descriptions of these two ways of living are taken directly from the Gospels and Old Testament writings. As in the case of other apostolic fathers, the Didache hardly mentions grace, faith, forgiveness, justification or any of the other distinctive notes of Paul’s letters and his gospel of salvation. The way of salvation described in it is a certain lifestyle of faithfulness and obedience to God’s commandments and to Christian ministers.

Specifically, the Didache admonishes its Christian readers to be humble, accept as good whatever happens, “knowing that nothing transpires apart from God,” remember and honor the one who preaches God’s Word “as though he were the Lord,” and “keep strictly away from meat sacrificed to idols.”6 Interesting to note is the difference between that last piece of terse advice and Paul’s own conditional approval of Christian eating of meat sacrificed to idols in 1 Corinthians. The Didache, like other apostolic fathers, presents Christians with a strict morality and somewhat legalistic vision of Christian living more than with a gospel of Christian liberty and freedom from the law.

Included in the Didache are fairly detailed instructions on baptism and the Lord’s Supper. A significant section of this relatively brief document consists of interesting and somewhat strange instruction regarding how to receive, test and treat self-proclaimed prophets of God. They are to be welcomed so long as they teach the things contained in the Didache.

Surely its readers must have felt somewhat confused by the conflicting advice. On the one hand, prophets were not to be tested or evaluated, and on the other hand, their conduct was to be examined and judged:

Do not test or evaluate any prophet who speaks in the spirit, for every sin will be forgiven, but this sin will not be forgiven. However, not everyone who speaks in the spirit is a prophet, but only if he exhibits the Lord’s ways. By this conduct, therefore, will the false prophet and the [true] prophet be recognized…. Everyone who comes in the name of the Lord is to be welcomed. But then examine him, and you will find out—for you will have insight—what is true and what is false.7


Among other signs of false prophets were that they stay more than two or three days, ask for money and order meals “in the spirit,” which probably means demanding food in exchange for prophecies. On the other hand, the Didache commands Christians to give their prophets the firstfruits of their produce, “for they are your high priests”! It would be most difficult to deduce a coherent way of testing and treating self-proclaimed Christian prophets from this little booklet.

Toward its end the Didache tells its readers to “appoint for yourselves bishops and deacons worthy of the Lord, men who are humble and not avaricious and true and approved, for they too carry out for you the ministry of the prophets and teachers. You must not, therefore, despise them, for they are your honored men, along with the prophets and teachers”8 Apparently, then, wandering charismatic prophets and teachers were scarce and perhaps often considered more trouble than they were worth. While the author of the Didache did not want to reject their ministry entirely and even wanted to preserve honor and respect for the best of them, he also wanted the Christians not to rely on them too much. His advice was to put in their place more permanent ministers to oversee the congregation.




Ignatius of Antioch

While the Didache is full of fascinating and confusing information about the life of Christian congregations in Syria around the end of the first century, it offers little in the way of theology. Much more coherent and theological are the letters of a third apostolic father—Ignatius of Antioch, who wrote seven letters to Christian congregations while on his way to Rome to be killed. Ignatius was bishop of the Christians in Antioch—a very important city of the Roman Empire in Syria as well as an important city for Christians. It was there that they were first called Christians, and from there Paul launched his missionary journeys. Ignatius was martyred in Rome around 110 or 115 and therefore almost certainly knew some of the apostles or at least their immediate successors. He was highly revered and respected by early-second-century Christians, which is perhaps why the Roman authorities arrested and publicly executed him.

Ignatius wrote letters to Christians in Ephesus, Magnesia, Trallia, Rome, Philadelphia and Smyrna. He also wrote a letter to Polycarp, who would follow in his footsteps of martyrdom a few decades later. While journeying to Rome under guard, Ignatius heard of a conspiracy by certain Christians to rescue him. In his letter he urged them not to rescue him: “I implore you: do not be ‘unseasonably kind’ to me. Let me be food for the wild beasts, through whom I can reach God. I am God’s wheat, and I am being ground by the teeth of the wild beasts, that I might prove to be pure bread.”9 Just before writing this, Ignatius also wrote that “Christianity is greatest when it is hated by the world.”

While some critics have accused Ignatius and other early Christians of being masochistic in their desire to be martyred, it seems that he considered his impending martyrdom a gift and a sign. Other Christians held similar attitudes. About one hundred years later, North African Christian theologian Tertullian wrote that “the blood of the martyrs is the seed [of the church].” In other words, the more the Romans persecuted and killed Christians, the more the church grew. Ignatius must have felt the same way.

Ignatius dealt with all kinds of issues in his letters, and it may be fair to say that these letters contain the first real theology in Christianity. The definitions, explanations and interpretations contained in them go far beyond what is to be found in the apostles’ own writings. However, there is no reason to think that Ignatius believed himself to be on the same level as the original apostles, receiving new revelations from God. Rather, he believed that he was simply interpreting and applying apostolic Christianity to the needs of his readers in their unique situations.

Ignatius strongly emphasized Christian obedience to bishops. His letters frequently drive home this command: Do nothing without the bishop and regard him as the Lord himself because “the bishop is nothing less than God’s representative to the congregation.”10 To the Magnesian Christians, Ignatius wrote: “As the Lord did nothing without the Father, either by himself or through the apostles (for he was united with him), so you must not do anything without the bishop and the presbyters [elders].”11 To the Ephesians, he wrote, “It is obvious, therefore, that we must regard the bishop as the Lord himself.”12 Some commentators see in such statements the beginnings of what has been called the “monarchical episcopacy”—the tendency in later Christianity to elevate the bishop (episkopos) to a special spiritual status of power and authority. Certainly Ignatius’s sentiment about bishops is a quantum leap beyond what can be found in the apostles’ own writings and no doubt arose from a pressing need to keep order in an increasingly diverse and unruly Christianity.

Ignatius also condemned the docetic Christology of Gnosticism without taking on Gnosticism as a whole. He affirmed most strongly the true deity and humanity of Jesus Christ as God appearing in human form. Of Jesus’ true physical humanity, he wrote to the Trallians, “But if, as some atheists (that is, unbelievers) say, he suffered in appearance only (while they exist in appearance only!), why am I in chains? And why do I want to fight with wild beasts? If that is the case, I die for no reason; what is more, I am telling lies about the Lord.”13 By affirming the genuine suffering of Jesus, Ignatius countered the Gnostics’ Christology, especially the docetic version of it. But some early Christians questioned the genuine deity—equality with God—of Jesus Christ.

Occasionally critics of orthodox doctrines have questioned whether belief in Jesus’ true deity and humanity existed among Christians before the fourth-century councils and creeds. Ignatius settles that question. While he affirmed Jesus Christ’s genuine humanity to the Trallians, he unequivocally affirmed his genuine deity to the Ephesians when he wrote that “God appeared in human form to bring the newness of eternal life.”14 Without spelling out in technical detail the full-blown dogma of Christ’s person, Ignatius clearly anticipates it with these twin affirmations. There can be no serious doubt that Christians immediately after the apostolic age believed in Jesus Christ as both truly God and truly human.

Finally, Ignatius seems to have invented a theologically pregnant term for the Lord’s Supper—the Eucharist or Communion ceremony. For him, partaking of the eucharistic meal constituted a major aspect of the process of salvation. How does a person become saved and live forever with Jesus Christ? By “breaking one  bread, which is the medicine of immortality.”15 Ignatius clearly conceived of the Eucharist (Communion meal) as a sacrament—a means of grace that creates a transformation of the person participating in it. He did not elaborate a theory of this, but he meant to emphasize that by partaking of the bread and wine of the Lord’s meal, a person is gaining a participation in divine immortality that overcomes the curse of death brought about by sin. Later Christians of both Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic persuasions used Ignatius’s description of the Eucharist as “medicine of immortality” to justify belief in salvation as a sacramental process of theosis—“divinization” or “deification.” Through the sacraments Christians gradually receive a limited share of the divine nature and become more than merely human.

Ignatius, like other apostolic fathers, left behind a helpful and troubling legacy for Christianity to wrestle with. For those Christians who value hierarchy of church leadership and a high sacramental view of salvation—grace transforming persons through sacramental rites—Ignatius is a hero and proof that this interpretation of the church and the gospel is early and authentic. Low-church Protestants who value simple, congregational church government and who consider baptism and the Lord’s Supper “ordinances” rather than sacraments are not as enthusiastic about Ignatius’s legacy. However, all Christians can agree that Ignatius passed on authoritatively an incarnational Christology that affirmed Jesus Christ as truly God and truly human and thus helped pave the way for full affirmation of the dogma of the Trinity. He also contributed to Christian unity and the fight against heresies, especially Gnosticism, and died a courageous death for the cause of Christ.




Polycarp

Ignatius wrote most of his letters to churches, but one he wrote to his junior colleague Polycarp of Smyrna. He advised Polycarp, “If you love good disciples, it is no credit to you; rather with gentleness bring the more troublesome ones into submission.”16 Polycarp died a death similar to Ignatius’s in his own city of Smyrna around 155. Sometimes the document known as the Martyrdom of Polycarp—a gruesomely detailed eyewitness report of his death—is included among the apostolic fathers. Other than its possible influence on the growing “cult of martyrs” among Christians (that is, the tendency to venerate martyrs as “saints”), this document has no theological significance. Polycarp himself, however, wrote at least one letter—to the Christians at Philippi. It is known, therefore, as the Letter of Polycarp to the Philippians and is usually included among the apostolic fathers. However, it also lacks great theological sophistication or significance for the story of theology.





The Epistle of Barnabas

The Epistle of Barnabas was probably written in Alexandria, Egypt, between 70 and 135. The latter date is more likely than the former one. Nothing is known of its author except that he was almost certainly acquainted with one or more apostles such as Apollos (who is mentioned in the New Testament book of Acts) in his youth. Why he chose to represent his epistle as written by the apostle Barnabas is unknown. The epistle contains allegorical interpretations of Old Testament texts and attempts to show that the Christian church supersedes the Hebrews as God’s people.

Before the Epistle of Barnabas was written, Jewish scholars in Alexandria, Egypt, had already interpreted the Hebrew Bible allegorically. Philo of Alexandria was a contemporary of Jesus’ who was probably the most influential Jewish biblical scholar and theologian of the ancient Jewish diaspora. He attempted to show the harmony between Moses’ teaching and the Old Testament generally and Greek philosophy, especially that of Plato and his followers. Christians in and around Alexandria were deeply influenced by Philo’s method of interpreting the Old Testament nonliterally. The Epistle of Barnabas is a notable example. Barnabas says that when Moses forbade eating swine, he really meant, “You must not associate… with men who are like swine.”17

It is tempting now to ridicule such allegorical interpretations as ludicrous, but modern readers should know that they were extremely common in the ancient world, especially in cultures profoundly influenced by Greek philosophy. In general, early Christians did not reject the literal or historical meanings of Scriptures, but they often looked for two or three layers of meaning in them. The “spiritual meaning,” which is often difficult for modern readers to see in the same way, was considered the truer and deeper meaning than the literal, historical or ethical ones. The Epistle of Barnabas is just one example of this method of biblical hermeneutics. Later Christian scholars and theologians in Alexandria especially built on it and took it further.

Like other apostolic fathers, the Epistle of Barnabas portrays the way of salvation primarily in moralistic terms. Without denying salvation by grace as a sheer gift, Barnabas emphasizes a legalistic life of dos and don’ts as part and parcel of receiving final salvation: “It is good, therefore, after learning all the Lord’s commandments which are written here to walk in them. For the one who does these things will be glorified in the kingdom of God; the one who chooses their opposites will perish together with his works. This is why there is a resurrection, this is why there is recompense.”18




The Shepherd of Hermas

The final apostolic father to be considered here is a document known as The Shepherd of Hermas, whose author may have been the brother of Pius, the bishop of Rome around 140 to 145. Hermas is especially important in our story because, of all the Christian writings that came close to being included in the New Testament as the canon of Christian Scriptures was being determined, it came closest without finally being included. Various secondand third-century proposals listed it as either among the inspired books or as one of a secondary group of books to be used as inspirational Christian reading. The great church father Irenaeus of Lyons accepted Hermas as Scripture, as did third-century fathers Clement of Alexandria and Origen. Even the great Athanasius in the fourth century at first accepted it, though finally, however, he excluded it from the list in his Easter letter in 367. Without doubt, The Shepherd of Hermas had great influence among postapostolic Christians in various portions of the Roman Empire, and yet it is virtually unknown by most Christians today.

Hermas contains a series of visions and their explanations given by an angel to Hermas himself. Many of the interpretations are in parable form and are interspersed with commandments, instructions and mandates for Christian living. As one modern commentator says, Hermas is “one of the more enigmatic documents to have survived from the postapostolic period…. [But] it stands as an important witness to the state of Christianity in Rome in the mid-second century.”19 The angel who appears to Hermas as a shepherd reveals much to him in imagery like the apocalyptic symbolism of the New Testament book of Revelation. Much of it is difficult if not impossible to understand today. The import seems to be warning and preparation for impending persecution and conflict between Christians and opposing forces of darkness.

What catches the reader’s attention, however, is Hermas’s exhortations and commands to Christians and to Christian churches. As with other apostolic fathers, the tone is moralistic if not legalistic. Without denying or completely neglecting the themes of God’s gracious forgiveness, Hermas seems more concerned to warn Christians about presumptuous sinning. In fact, the book warns that a person will be forgiven only once after baptism.20

The message of Hermas is that God’s mercy is narrowly limited. God will forgive, but not endlessly. Furthermore, forgiveness is conditioned on keeping God’s commandments. The Shepherd tells Hermas that “there will be forgiveness for your previous sins if you keep my commandments; in fact, there will be forgiveness for everyone, if they keep my commandments and walk in this purity”21

The belief that there could be only one pardon for sin after baptism contributed to a growing custom among converts to Christians to wait to be baptized until death was near. Of course this never became a universal practice, nor was it encouraged by church leaders, but it is easy to see how some “weaker” Christian converts would want to wait as long as possible to be baptized.

Hermas also delivers regulations and exhortations about marriage and divorce, wealth and money, citizenship and the testing of prophets as well as many other pressing issues for Christians in the Roman Empire. The book strictly forbids remarriage after divorce for any reason and strongly suggests that it is best for Christians to avoid sex altogether, whether married or otherwise. Overall Hermas points toward a strict, puritanical lifestyle bordering on asceticism. The gospel it proclaims is hardly recognizable as Christian insofar as it emphasizes the path to salvation as one of struggle, fear and self-denial. The great prestige of this book probably contributed to a growing moralistic and ascetic ideal for Christian living in the third and fourth centuries.

The clearest and most succinct statement of Hermas’s version of the gospel appears near its beginning when the Shepherd (angel) first appears to Hermas and  commands him to write:

First of all, believe that God is one, who created all things and set them in order, and made out of what did not exist everything that is, and who contains all things but is himself alone uncontained. Believe in him, therefore, and fear him, and fearing him, be self-controlled. Keep these things, and you will cast off all evil from yourself and will put on every virtue of righteousness and will live to God, if you keep this commandment.22


This summary of the gospel speaks not only for Hermas but also summarizes nicely the overall sentiment of the apostolic fathers. While all mention God’s mercy in response to true repentance and occasionally express the necessity of God’s grace through the cross of Christ, they seem more concerned with promoting Christian virtue and obedience by instilling fear of judgment for moral failure. They also stress right belief about God, creation, Christ, the church and other matters.

A final point of the significance of Hermas has to do with its implicit Christology. During the second century the church was just beginning to struggle with right understanding of the nature and person of Jesus Christ. While all of the apostolic fathers who touch on the subject rejected docetism and Gnostic dualism, they were not united in their own ways of expressing how deity and humanity are related in Jesus Christ. Hermas seems to assume that Jesus was the incarnation of the Holy Spirit—a view known in the history of theology as “Spirit Christology.” By later doctrinal standards, this would be considered a heresy, and it may be one reason Athanasius finally rejected The Shepherd of Hermas from the canon as he was guiding the church toward a settlement of that thorny issue.

Hermas explains that Jesus Christ was God in the flesh because

the preexistent Holy Spirit, which created the whole creation, God caused to live in the flesh that he wished. This flesh, therefore, in which the Holy Spirit lived, served the Spirit well, living in holiness and purity, without defiling the Spirit in any way. So, because it [the flesh/humanity of Christ] had lived honorably and chastely, and had worked with the Spirit and had cooperated with it in everything, conducting itself with strength and bravery, he chose it as a partner with the Holy Spirit, for the conduct of this flesh pleased the Lord.23


Entirely missing, of course, is a full understanding of the Trinity and especially of the concept of the second person of the Trinity, the Son or Word (Logos), who became incarnate as Jesus Christ by taking on a human nature. But to expect the later doctrine (or dogma) of the two natures and one person of Christ or of the Trinity to be spelled out or even understood so early is probably expecting far too much from a second-century church father. Nevertheless, this implicit Spirit Christology seems confused and no doubt contributed to the delay of full agreement and definition of orthodoxy regarding the person of Christ and the Trinity.




The Significance of the Apostolic Fathers

By this point some readers may be wondering why these apostolic fathers—or at least some of them—are included in the story of Christian theology as heroes of orthodoxy. Why not consider them heretics? Certainly compared to the gospel of grace, their messages seem severely moralistic, focusing on conduct rather than mercy and on salvation as a struggle rather than a gift. But it is important to keep in mind that they were attempting to counter rampant antinomianism (rejection of law and commandments) among Christians. The attitude that pervades them grows out of the same concern as the book of James in the New Testament: “Faith without works is dead.” However, their prescribed antidote to the poison of antinomianism seems at times as bad or worse than the poison itself.

It would be wrong to hold the apostolic fathers in contempt or to reject them as implicit heretics merely because they did not fully understand and correctly communicate those dogmas of the church that were carved out only much later. It is to their credit that they stood up against Gnosticism and other perversions of the faith in spite of their own failings at many points.

The role of the apostolic fathers in the story of Christian theology is an ambiguous one. Especially the Protestant Christian’s attitude toward that role and contribution will be ambivalent. On the one hand, the apostolic fathers provided a bridge between the apostles and orthodox, catholic Christianity and helped preserve and establish a relatively unified and theologically sound church. On the other hand, to one degree or another, they fell far short of handing on in their traditions the pure gospel of salvation as a gift that is not of works but of grace alone. Paul wrote to the Philippians, “Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling; for it is God who is at work in you, enabling you both to will and to work for his good pleasure” (2:12-13 NRSV). The apostolic fathers emphasized the first part of the message and most often neglected the second.

At about the same time that many of the apostolic fathers were writing to instruct Christians in right belief and conduct, another group of Christians in the Roman Empire were writing letters to pagan critics and Roman authorities defending the integrity of Christianity against misunderstandings and persecution. These writers are known as the apologists, and their part of the story of Christian theology comes next.










CHAPTER 3

The Apologists Defend the Faith


The story of Christian theology is deeply influenced by philosophy—especially Greek (Hellenistic) philosophy. That comes as a surprise and often as a shock to Christians who assume that Christianity and philosophy are opposed to one another. That assumption is not at all uncommon and indeed is to be found very early in the story of Christian theology. One of the most influential church fathers, Tertullian, was appalled at the extent to which some of his contemporaries were using Greek philosophies such as Platonism and Stoicism to explain Christian ideas to pagan audiences. As already quoted, Tertullian asked in rhetorical indignation, “What indeed has Athens to do with Jerusalem? What concord is there between the [Platonic] Academy and the Church? What between heretics and Christians?”1 One rift running right down the middle of Christian theology from very early on has been that between Christian thinkers who wish to meet critics on their own ground and argue the faith reasonably and even philosophically, and Christian thinkers who see that endeavor as a dangerous accommodation to enemies of the faith. Tertullian represents the latter approach.

The apologists were Christian writers of the second century who attempted to defend Christianity against pagan opponents such as Celsus. While a few of them like Tertullian rejected the philosophical approach, most of the apologists attempted to demonstrate similarities between the Christian message and worldview and the best of Greek philosophy. A few even considered Christianity “true philosophy” and attempted to show its superiority as philosophy to Hellenistic thought. In the process, of course, they had to compare and contrast the two in a way that implied their commensurability. That is, they could not be wholly dissimilar as Tertullian thought. While this idea was scandalous to Tertullian and some other early Christian thinkers, it was widely accepted in portions of Christianity, especially Alexandria and Rome, the two most important centers of culture in the Roman Empire.

The apologists’ enterprise of examining and defending Christianity in light of Greek philosophy was not entirely new. A century or more earlier the Jewish scholar Philo had attempted to wed Judaism and Greek philosophy in Alexandria, Egypt. His great influence there among both Jews and Gentile God-fearers probably helps to explain why Alexandrian Christians in the second and third centuries were most open to this project of explaining the Bible and Christian beliefs philosophically. Some of the apologists emulated Philo’s positive evaluation of Greek philosophers. Philo, for instance, had taught that Plato’s philosophy and Moses’ teachings were both based on divine revelation and at heart were similar if not identical. In order to make this work he had to interpret the Hebrew Scriptures allegorically. By using that method, he was able to blend Greek and Hebrew ways of thinking about God, creation and humanity. Philo’s approach to Jewish thought was already widely accepted (though not without controversy) among Jews of the diaspora, and Christian apologists of the second century built on that foundation in order to show a similar consistency between the best of Hellenistic thought and their own fairly sophisticated versions of the Christian message.

Of course the apologists could also point back to Paul as a precursor and model. Acts 17 recounts the story of Paul’s encounter with Greek philosophers in Athens in which he quoted some of their own poets and attempted to find a point of contact for his message in their belief in an “unknown God.” Paul’s attempt at Athens may be rather slim support for what some of the second-century Christian apologists tried to accomplish, but at least dialogue between an apostle and Greek thinkers in which the former quoted the authorities of the latter lent some credence to what they were trying to do.


Greek Philosophy

Before discussing who these apologists were and how they contributed to the story of Christian  theology, it will be helpful to briefly consider the main contours of the Greek philosophy many of them saw as an ally of Christian theology.

When the second-century Christian defenders of the faith looked around them in the Roman Empire and attempted to discover modes of thought that would help them communicate with thoughtful, reflective pagans such as Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius, they saw all kinds of possibilities that simply had to be rejected. For example, the empire was rife with mystery religions—secretive initiation cults full of elaborate myths about dying and rising gods and paths to immortality through secret initiation ceremonies involving such things as being baptized in the blood of a slaughtered bull. There were also the occult philosophies of various magicians such as Apollonius of Tyana and Pythagoras, whose followers banded together secretly to put into practice their paranormal powers and study the esoteric meanings of numbers and heavenly bodies. Then there were the various temple ceremonies and myths about the Greek and Roman pantheons of gods and goddesses of Olympus such as Zeus and Apollo and Diana.

The second-century Christian apologists chose instead to defend the truth of Christianity on the basis of the philosophies of Platonism and Stoicism—or an amalgam of the two—that were widely accepted as superior to the other options mentioned above. Celsus, for example, simply assumed that all right-thinking, educated, seriously reflective people of the empire understood and believed in “the true doctrine,” by which he meant a hybrid philosophy combining elements of Platonism, Stoicism and Epicureanism. While the Christian apologists found little of value in the Epicurean ingredient of the recipe, they found much common ground between the Christian life and worldview and the generic blend of Platonism and Stoicism that made up the common Greek philosophy of much of the Roman Empire in the second century.2

Greek philosophy rejected the polytheism of popular religion as well as the myths and initiation ceremonies of the mystery religions. That is not to say that all educated and reflective Roman citizens who believed in Greek philosophy completely avoided involvement with the temple rituals and initiations of pagan religion. But they tended to demythologize them and look upon these cults as fraternal organizations for fun and fellowship (or sensual satisfaction). Like Celsus, most educated and thoughtful people of the empire considered “true doctrine” to include belief in a single deity whose exact identity is beyond human knowledge but who shaped the universe and rules over it as a kind of benevolent and just despot. Those who leaned more toward Stoicism than Platonism tended to identify the divine with nature and its orderly course. In any case, Greek philosophy was monotheistic rather than polytheistic and contended strongly for the ultimately spiritual nature of the reality behind and beneath the visible things. It also affirmed the immortality of souls and the importance of living a “good life” of ethical behavior that sought the balance between extremes and avoided pure sensuality and selfishness.

The god of Greek philosophy was considered the arché, or ultimate source and origin of all things, even though it did not create the universe ex nihilo (out of nothing). Rather, it was seen as the source from which all things in the universe flow by emanation like rays from the sun and as the origin of order and design in everything. God is simple substance, completely free of body, parts or passions, immutable (unchangeable) and eternal (timeless). He (or it) is everything that finite creation is not—the epitome of metaphysical and moral perfection untouched by finitude, limitation, dependency, emotion, passion, change or decay.

The influence of such a philosophical theology on Philo in first-century Judaism is clear. He and other “Jewish philosophers [of the Hellenistic world] were eager to explain Old Testament ideas in relation to the highest levels of Greek theology, notably Middle Platonism.”3 Philo saw many similarities between the god of Greek philosophy who was one, metaphysically and morally perfect, and the creator and judge of all souls, and the Yahweh of the Hebrew tradition, who was the Creator, lawgiver and judge of everyone. Moses and Plato fit together nicely in Philo’s version of Jewish Middle Platonism. This was the Jewish precedent for the Christian apologists’ task of persuasively communicating Christian ideas to educated and reflective Romans. They were simply standing on Philo’s shoulders and building a Hellenistic-Christian superstructure on his Hellenistic-Jewish foundation.




The Category of Apologists

Who were these Christian apologists and exactly what did they contribute to the story of Christian thought? Of what value was that contribution?

As in the case of the apostolic fathers, there is no universal agreement about the category of the apologists. The category itself is, of course, a later invention of church historians and theologians. Lists of the apologists vary, and much of the diversity arises from attempts to include or exclude the author of the anonymously written Epistle to Diognetus and Origen and Tertullian.

The latter two lived and worked into the third century and in many ways stand apart from the other apologists as more highly developed and sophisticated in their theological approaches and contributions. Because they mainly wrote speculative and original Christian theologies (especially Origen) and antiheretical works (especially Tertullian) and because of their massive literary productions, they are often categorized more as “teachers of the church” than as apologists. Each one did, however, write apologies (defenses of Christian faith). Origen and Tertullian will be given separate treatment from the apologists in this recounting of the story of Christian theology in spite of the fact that they are often considered to belong in that category.

The Epistle to Diognetus is often listed with the apostolic fathers. Due to the fact that its author is completely unknown and to its clearly apologetic purpose and content, here it will be included with the apologists even though it is not highly philosophical in nature.

The apologists were Christian writers of the second century who were trying to influence relatively humane Roman emperors such as Marcus Aurelius and Antoninus Pius to take Christianity seriously if not as true. Most of them wrote open letters to these and other emperors and officials of the Roman Empire in which they attempted to explain the truth about Christian belief and behavior, often in philosophical ways. Church historian Robert Grant explains their purpose and contribution well: “These writers were contemporaries of the gnostics [and apostolic fathers] but took a very different path. Instead of esoteric spiritualism the apologists confidently used philosophical reason, and though they attacked philosophers they used their language whenever they could. They thus created the basic method of traditional Christian theology.”4 Grant’s assertion about traditional Christian theology’s “basic method” may be controversial. Certainly not all of it has been as heavily philosophical as many of the apologists’ writings. Throughout the story of Christian theology, philosophy’s use has been hotly debated and many have blamed the apologists for going too far in allowing Greek ideas to shape their own thinking about God. But Grant is right that “the major apologists gave Christianity a theology related to philosophy”—for better or worse.5

Besides the Epistle to Diognetus, the second-century Christian apologists were Aristides, Justin Martyr, Melito of Sardis, Athenagoras of Athens, Tatian and Theophilus of Antioch. Although their exact dates and other details of their lives are often unknown, all probably lived completely within the second century within the borders of the Roman Empire. Some were bishops and some were laymen. Some became martyrs and some of their deaths are unknown. All of them individually and together shaped the story of Christianity largely by making sure that it did not retreat under withering criticism into an underground existence as just another mystery religion. They helped develop Christian thought into theology proper—intellectual and reasonable examination and defense of the Christian message.

Of all the apologists three stand out as especially major characters in Christian theology’s story. That is because of the highly developed nature of their thinking about God and because of their influence on later Christian thinkers such as Irenaeus, Origen and even Athanasius. They are Justin Martyr, Athenagoras and Theophilus.





Justin Martyr

Without doubt Justin Martyr deserves his reputation as “the most important second-century apologist”6 because of his creative ideas about Christ as cosmic Logos and about Christianity as true philosophy. Many later Christian thinkers simply assumed the truth of Justin’s suggestions and arguments in these areas and built on them in developing their own theologies. Justin was born into a Greek family in Palestine sometime in the first half of the second century. Very little is known of his pre-Christian life except that he became a philosopher of the Platonic school and then left that in favor of Christianity after a conversation with a mysterious old man. Tradition (from Eusebius) has it that Justin continued to wear his philosophical robe or tunic after converting to Christianity—no doubt a matter of some gossip and controversy among Christians in Rome when Justin arrived there to begin teaching Christianity around 150. It  is clear from Justin’s writings that he considered himself a Christian philosopher—a philosopher of Christ—just as he had been a philosopher of Plato. Also clear is that he considered the two compatible at many points. He referred to Plato’s teacher Socrates as a “Christian before Christ.” It may have been against Justin that Tertullian coined his famous rhetorical question “What has Athens to do with Jerusalem?”

Some of Justin’s writings have been lost, but extant are three fairly brief but profound apologetic works. The First Apology of Justin (Apology I) was probably written in 155 on the occasion of Polycarp’s martyrdom. It is a strongly worded and bold address to Emperor Antoninus Pius calling for a more just treatment of Christians. Justin exposed the evil practice of persecuting Christians merely because of their religious affiliation apart from any examination of behavior. He contradicted the prevalent rumors about Christians and argued that Christians are good citizens—although they may find it necessary to practice civil disobedience now and then—who worship God reasonably. Justin called on the emperor to reverse his decrees of persecution against Christians even though, he wrote, “we reckon that no evil can be done us, unless we be convicted as evil-doers, or be proved to be wicked men; and you, you can kill, but not hurt us.”7

Folded within his pleas for justice were expositions of Christian beliefs and defenses of them. He argued that Plato—almost certainly the emperor’s favorite philosopher—was indebted to Moses! He explained Christian worship and sacraments and explained why Christians reject idols.

At the end of his First Apology Justin addressed the emperor courageously: “If these things seem to you to be reasonable and true, honour them; but if they seem nonsensical, despise them as nonsense, and do not decree death against those who have done no wrong, as you would against enemies. For we forewarn you, that you shall not escape the coming judgment of God, if you continue in your injustice; and we ourselves will invite you to do that which is pleasing to God.”8

For reasons unknown, Justin was himself executed in Rome by Roman authorities in 162. His Apologies reveal more than a few hints that he foresaw such a fate—at least as a very real possibility. Whether or not emperors actually read his open letters is debatable, but almost without doubt they were read by some Roman officials. While their bold assertiveness may have contributed to Justin’s own death, the Apologies almost certainly gave Christians greater courage to keep pressing for justice from Roman authorities who claimed to be reasonable and fair.

Justin’s Second Apology (Apology II) was addressed to the Roman senate around 160. Its tone has a certain desperation as Justin recounts examples of unjust and irrational treatment of Christians by the emperor and other Roman officials. Here the apologist pulled out every stop and argued that Roman treatment of Christians arose out of ignorance and prejudice and that it was only for Christians’ sakes that God hesitated to wreak ruin upon the world. He compared Christ favorably with Socrates (a great hero of most Roman senators and other educated, upper-class Romans) and concluded by stating of Christians that “our doctrines are not shameful, according to sober judgment, but are indeed more lofty than all human philosophy,” and asking his Roman readers to judge quickly in a manner becoming piety and philosophy “for your own sakes.”9 Justin probably meant that God’s judgment was imminent due to their persecution of Christians.

Justin’s third and final extant work is the Dialogue with Trypho the Jew. It contains Justin’s autobiographical reflections about his philosophical journey and conversion to Platonism and then to Christianity and his theological explanations of how Christian belief in the incarnation—which the Jewish philosopher Trypho considered absurd—is consistent with monotheism.

Through his writings Justin explored and explained the concept of Christ as the Logos of God in order to explicate Christian beliefs. For him, this idea—rooted in both Greek and Hebrew thought—was the key to unlocking the mysteries of the Christian gospel. In his account of doctrine, the Logos is God’s preexistent Spirit—a second God—who became incarnate in Jesus Christ. Justin was one of the first Christians to explain the Logos and Spirit concept in relation to the Father using the analogy of fire. He told Trypho that the Son’s (Logos’s) generation from the Father in no way diminishes the Father because, like fire kindled from fire, “that from which many can be kindled is by no means made less, but remains the same.”10 Although Justin did not clearly or completely work out the distinction between the Logos and Spirit as two persons of the Trinity—a task yet to be fulfilled by later Christian theologians—he was beginning the process of trinitarian reflection in response to Trypho’s accusation “You endeavor to prove an incredible and well-nigh impossible thing: that God endured to be born and become man.”11

Justin identified Jesus Christ with the “cosmic Logos,” who is God’s offshoot and agent in creation. Clearly he was interpreting the opening verses of John’s Gospel as well as borrowing from Hellenistic ideas about the Logos. Almost every Greek philosophy—as well as Philo’s Hellenistic Jewish theology—had a role for a being known as the Logos. In every case the Logos was thought of as a mediating being between the one God and creation. Justin was saying, “That is who we mean when we Christians speak of Christ—he is the cosmic Logos known to Greeks.”

This Logos (Christ) was in the world before Jesus Christ. He spoke through both Jewish prophets and Greek philosophers. Justin called him the Logos spermatikos—the “seed of the Logos”—in every human being and the source of all truth whenever it is understood and uttered. One of the most famous passages in early Christian literature appears in Justin’s Apology II and expresses his view of the universal, cosmic Logos who is Christ:

I confess that I both boast and with all my strength strive to be found a Christian; not because the teachings of Plato are different from those of Christ, but because they are not in all respects similar, as neither are those of the others, Stoics, and poets, and historians. For each man spoke well in proportion to the share he had in the spermatic word [logos spermatikos] seeing what was related to it…. Whatever things were rightly said among all men, are the property of us Christians. For next to God, we worship and love the Word who is from the unbegotten and ineffable God, since also he became man for our sakes, that, becoming a partaker of our sufferings, He might also bring us healing.12


Thus Justin used the cosmic Logos concept to explain why Christians may embrace all truth as God’s truth—whatever its human source may be—and why Christians can believe in and worship Jesus Christ as God (a “second God”) without rejecting monotheism. Christ as the universal Logos preexisted Jesus as God’s Son as fire taken from fire—somewhat less than God himself but of God’s own nature and substance. The same Christ as universal Logos is the source of all truth, beauty and goodness. But Justin argued that only Christians know the Logos fully because he became flesh in Jesus Christ. In this way Justin established a Christian tradition of Logos Christology that replaced Spirit Christology and reached toward the doctrine of the Trinity while at the same time expressing a Christian appreciation of philosophy and culture as rooted in the activity of the Logos before he became incarnate as Jesus Christ.





Athenagoras of Athens

Like Justin, Athenagoras the Athenian was both a philosopher and a Christian. Among other documents he wrote A Plea for the Christians in the form of an open letter to Emperor Marcus Aurelius when he was about to visit Athens. Like Justin and other apologists, he tried to persuade the emperor to cease persecuting Christians, and one of his main strategies was to refute the most common false accusations and rumors about them. But more pertinent to the story of Christian theology is Athenagoras’s reflections on Christian belief about God and his Son, Jesus Christ.

Apparently Athenagoras believed that it would help the emperor to stop persecuting Christians if he understood that Christians believed in a God much like he believed in. Marcus Aurelius was a philosopher most influenced by Stoicism, whose god was virtually equated with the immutable and perfect order of the universe. Certainly the Stoics affirmed one god and rejected polytheism even if they came close to embracing a pantheistic view of god and the world. In any case, the most significant portions of Athenagoras’s Plea has to do with the Christian doctrine of God.

First, Athenagoras quoted various Greek poets and philosophers in order to remind the emperor that the best of Hellenistic thought was monotheistic. He then proceeded to assure the emperor that Christians were not “atheists” as one popular cavil claimed:

That we are not atheists, therefore, seeing that we acknowledge one God, uncreated, eternal, invisible, impassible, incomprehensible, illimitable, who is apprehended by the understanding only and the reason who is encompassed by light and beauty, and spirit, and power ineffable, by whom the universe has been created through His Logos, and set in order, and is kept in being—I have sufficiently demonstrated.13


Interesting to note is how Athenagoras described the God  Christians believe in. While there is no debate about the biblical basis of such divine attributes as “uncreated” and “eternal” and few would question that God is “invisible” (apart from the incarnation in Jesus Christ), many Christian scholars have questioned whether Athenagoras was perhaps unduly influenced by Greek ideas of divinity when he characterized God as “impassible” (incapable of suffering or emotional feeling) and “incomprehensible” (beyond human understanding). Especially when he affirmed that the God Christians believe in is “apprehended by the understanding only and the reason,” doubts arise about the relative weight of Hebrew versus Greek thinking in his doctrine of God.

Athenagoras described God primarily with negative attributes. That is, he explained what God is not rather than what God is. Later Christian theologians labeled this approach “apophatic theology,” and it became a major part of the story of Christian theology. Apparently Athenagoras and later apophatic thinkers assumed that God’s perfection means being unlike anything created. Thus God can only be truly described by saying what he is not rather than what he is. He is not imperfect, and to change or suffer or even be comprehensible by the human mind is to be tainted by creaturely imperfection. The result, of course, was a gradual diminishing of the biblical God’s personal nature. Of course neither Athenagoras nor any other Christian thinker rejected God’s personal being, but some of the ways in which they began to describe God seem to be more like the transcendent origin and ground of all things (arché) in Greek philosophy, which is rather abstract, than the very concrete, personal and interactive God of the Hebrew Bible and apostolic writings.

Athenagoras continued his Plea to the emperor by answering the charge that it is ridiculous that God should have a Son. This was a common point for ridiculing Christian belief. Christians spoke often and adoringly of God’s Son, Jesus Christ. Why would educated, reflective pagans such as Celsus and Marcus Aurelius find this offensive and evidence of ignorance and superstition? For one thing, the full Christian doctrine of the Trinity had not yet been developed. It was only latent or incipient within Christian thought. It seemed to pagans that Christians were simply contradicting themselves by saying that God is one and that God has a Son who is worthy of worship. It also seemed to imply some imperfection in God if he gave birth to a Son. Did he become a father? Can God “become” anything? How can one be a father of a son eternally? These and many other questions were largely unanswered by Christians at the time Athenagoras and other apologists wrote. To many pagan opponents of Christianity, the whole idea of God giving birth or having a Son sounded mythological.

Athenagoras presented one of the first theological explanations of the doctrine of the Trinity in order to clear away the misconceptions and objections against Christian belief: “We acknowledge a God, and a Son his Logos, and a Holy Spirit, united in essence—the Father, the Son, the Spirit, because the Son is the Intelligence, Reason, Wisdom of the Father, and the Spirit an effluence, as light from fire.”14 This is perhaps the earliest relatively clear statement of the doctrine of the Trinity in Christian theology. In that same context Athenagoras also stated that the Logos is God’s “first product” even though he was not brought into existence, as he always had existed within God as his Logos. Athenagoras did not delve into the thorny issue of how the Logos (Son of God) is incarnate in Jesus Christ. He simply assumed that the emperor and other readers knew that this Logos is the very same Christ Christians worship and that he is believed to be eternally in the Father and yet to have “come forth” from the Father. The details are left unresolved.

Both Justin and Athenagoras made use of a well-known Greek idea that is also found in apostolic writings—the Logos—to solve certain problems inherent in Christian belief and worship. Their intentions were good. Some of the unintended consequences are troubling. Later Christian thinkers of the third and fourth centuries wrestled mightily with questions of the Logos’s relation to God the Father. However, the apostolic fathers cannot be faulted for using the idea as a bridge between Christian teaching about God and Greek philosophical theology.




Theophilus of Antioch

The last apologist to be considered here is Theophilus of Antioch, who wrote three books To Autolycus around 180. Little is known about Theophilus other than that he was bishop of the Christians in Antioch—one of the most important cities of the empire for pagans and Christians alike. He succeeded as bishop the person who succeeded Ignatius on his martyrdom in 115, probably the year Theophilus was born. Theophilus died of an unknown cause sometime in the 180s.

Autolycus was Theophilus’s pagan friend, and the latter wrote his three books to respond to disparaging comments he had made about Christianity. Theophilus’s modern translator says of his apologetic books that “the whole treatise is well fitted to lead an intelligent pagan to the cordial acceptance of Christianity.”15 Theophilus’s apologetic writings are less philosophical than either Justin’s or Athenagoras’s. He even criticized Greek literature and philosophy. His own influence seems to have come mainly from Hellenistic Judaism but without the strong allegorizing method of interpreting Scripture. Theophilus well represents the Antiochene approach to biblical interpretation, which tended to be more historical and literal than the Alexandrian allegorical method.

Theophilus is noted in the story of Christian theology for first introducing the concept of creatio ex nihilo—creation out of nothing. That is not to say that other and even earlier church fathers did not believe it. But Theophilus explicitly contradicted the Greek tendency to view the universe as eternal. After quoting the opening verses of Genesis, he averred that “this, sacred Scripture teaches at the outset, to show that matter, from which God made and fashioned the world, was in some manner created, being produced by God.”16

In spite of the influence of Greek thought on the apologists generally, at this one point Theophilus managed to steer Christian thought away from the Greek consensus. How perfect, after all, is a God who has a finite counterpart such as matter to wrestle with from all eternity? Eternal matter would limit God. If God is truly infinite and perfect, then the universe must be created freely and out of absolutely nothing.

Like the other apologists Theophilus used the concept of Logos to explain God’s relationship with the world. The Logos is God’s agent in creation and in speaking through the prophets. He is eternally within God and is emitted (literally, “belched”) into being by the Father so that the perfect Father, God, can relate to the world of time and creation and speak by the Logos through the prophets:

God, then, having His own Word internal within His own bowels, begat Him, emitting Him along with His own wisdom before all things. He had this Word as a helper in the things that were created by Him, and by Him He made all things. He is called “governing principle” [arché], because He rules, and is Lord of all things fashioned by Him. He, then, being Spirit of God, and governing principle, and wisdom, and power of the highest, came down upon the prophets, and through them spake of the creation of the world and of all other things. For the prophets were not when the world came into existence, but the wisdom of God which was in Him, and His holy Word which was always present with Him.17


Theophilus’s thinking about the Trinity was a bit confused. He failed properly to distinguish between the Word (Logos) of God and the Spirit of God. Other early Christian theologians simply adjusted this so that God’s Spirit is his eternal Wisdom and the Son is his eternal Word (Logos). Interesting to note, however, is that Theophilus clearly interpreted the Son of God (Word, Logos) as eternal in God. Later orthodoxy rejected the idea that God “emitted” him just before creation, however, because this implies change in both God the Father and his Word.

Theophilus had little or nothing to say about Jesus Christ. Like other secondcentury apologists he was more interested in the status of the Logos-being who became incarnate in Jesus Christ than in the historical man Jesus himself. This is understandable in that the apologists were all attempting to answer questions and concerns posed by Greek and Roman pagans, and their most pressing concerns about Christian theology had to do with Christ’s status vis-à-vis God. The solution is found in the preexistent, heavenly Logos, not in the historical life of the man Jesus.




The Apologists’ Ambiguous Legacy

What did apologists like Justin, Athenagoras and Theophilus contribute to the story of Christian theology? Much indeed. But like the apostolic fathers, they left an ambiguous legacy. If not for the apologists and their work, Christianity may very well have been reduced to an esoteric mystery religion or else a mere folk religion without any influence in the wider public sphere of culture. The apologists took the Christian message public and defended it vigorously and rigorously against misunderstandings and false accusations. In the process they launched Christian theology beyond the bare, minimal reflections of the apostolic fathers onto a new plane of formal, rational thought about the implications of the apostolic message for Christian belief about God, Christ, salvation and  other important beliefs. They also attempted to relate and communicate those ideas to the wider world of pagan culture—much like Paul’s endeavor at Athens. From the apologists on, official Christian theology would be public and not just a private belief system for the initiated few.

The apologists also contributed much to the story of Christian theology in the way of initial reflection on the all-important Christian beliefs about God and Jesus Christ, and in the process began laying the foundation for the full-fledged doctrine of the Trinity yet to be constructed. Unfortunately, most of them had little to say about the historical Jesus, whom they all believed to be the incarnation in time and material existence of the eternal Son of God. Their main concern, however, was to explicate the meaning of Christian belief in Jesus Christ as God incarnate. In order to explain this to non-Christian Greeks and Romans, they turned to the well-known concept of the cosmic Logos—a spiritual mediator between the divine world and the material world. Although they often confused the preexistent Logos with the Holy Spirit—or at least failed appropriately to distinguish them—the apologists made clear Christian monotheism as belief in one God, the Father of all; his emanation, the Logos (Son of God), who is eternal in him and comes forth from him into the world; and the Holy Spirit, who is the Father’s Wisdom and Power.

The apologists’ use of Greek philosophy has been hotly debated among Christians. Seventeenth-century French Christian thinker Blaise Pascal declared, “The God of the philosophers is not the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob!” Many critics accuse the apologists of unwittingly creating a hybrid of Hebrew and Christian thought about God with Greek—especially Platonic—notions of deity. The influential Protestant church historian Adolf Harnack called this the “Hellenization of Christianity” and traced its course from the apologists on through later church fathers. Other church historians defend them and their theologies against such accusations. Perhaps Robert Grant is closest to the accurate assessment of the apologists when he writes that “in spite of their inadequate semiphilosophical theology, the apologists did maintain much of the biblical teaching.”18 Their tendency toward an overemphasis on God’s infinity and perfection—defined in Greek philosophical terms—contributed to difficulties Christians later experienced in understanding and explaining the incarnation—God in human flesh experiencing human sufferings, limitations and even death. And yet one finds many gems of Christian truth and great insights into Christian living in their writings.

Until the final quarter of the second century, Christianity lacked any single great teacher. No single apostolic father or apologist stands out as head and shoulders above the rest. None were great systematic thinkers who pulled together Christian belief in a coherent whole that was both truly biblical and intelligible to inquiring pagan minds. The first great systematic theologian in the story of Christian theology is Irenaeus, bishop of Lyons. His contribution to that story comes next.










CHAPTER 4

Irenaeus Exposes Heresies


Christianity’s first theologians were the apostolic fathers, and they wrote primarily to exhort, encourage and instruct Christian churches in the transitional time after the deaths of the apostles. Their letters were brief and directed at specific problems. A few of them such as Ignatius of Antioch began to reflect on the meaning of Christian beliefs and practices and add their own words to those of the apostles. No Christian apostle ever referred to the Lord’s Supper as the “medicine of immortality.” This was the beginning of Christian theology, but not a very auspicious one. The apologists added their voices to the chorus of Christian theology by writing to non-Christian authorities to explain Christian beliefs and practices. In the process they often interpreted them using non-Christian philosophy. Like the apostolic fathers, however, the apologists barely went beneath the surface in exploring and explaining Christian belief as a whole. The apostolic fathers and apologists laid the foundation of Christian theology but did not build upon it. Irenaeus added at least the first story of a superstructure to that foundation.


Irenaeus’s Life and Ministry

Irenaeus was born in or near Smyrna in Asia Minor in about 120. As a young man he was tutored in Christian faith by the great bishop Polycarp of Smyrna, from whom he learned the traditions of Jesus’ disciple the apostle John. Sometime around midcentury Irenaeus was sent to the other end of the Roman Empire to be a presbyter (elder) among Christian emigrants from Asia Minor to Gaul (France). Irenaeus settled in Lyons on the Rhone River in southern Gaul and quickly rose in the ranks as a noted young leader among the Christians there.

In 177 Emperor Marcus Aurelius unleashed a terrible persecution of Christians in the Rhone Valley. Bishop Pothinus was killed along with hundreds if not thousands of Christian laypeople and presbyters. The accounts of this particular local persecution are terrifying to read. Apparently the local population devised ingenious and cruel methods of killing Christians. One popular method was packing Christians into small rooms without windows and closing the doors so that they slowly suffocated. Another means of execution was to sew them up in fresh animal skins and put them out in the hot sun to die by slow asphyxiation.

Irenaeus escaped death during the anti-Christian pogrom in Gaul because he had been sent to Rome to protest heresies that were being brought to Christians in his home region from there. During several journeys to Rome, he gained a reputation among Christians as a man skilled in diplomacy and mediation. While he was in Rome in the time of great persecution, he encountered a former disciple of Polycarp who had converted from apostolic Christianity to one of the fastest growing Gnostic cults—Valentinus’s school of Gnosticism. Irenaeus was dismayed then and was dismayed even more so when he returned to his own Christian community in Gaul and discovered that Valentinus’s and other forms of Gnosticism were catching on among Christians there.

Irenaeus became bishop of the Christians in and around Lyons and spent much of his time and energy fighting the growing influence of Gnosticism. He wrote five volumes known as Adversus haereses—Latin for Against Heresies. Although he wrote in Greek, because he and his fellow Christians in Lyons were mostly from Asia Minor, Irenaeus’s writings have survived only in Latin translations. The longer title for Against Heresies is A Refutation and Subversion of Knowledge Falsely So-Called. It was the first sustained critical examination and refutation of Gnosticism by an influential Christian leader, and because of Irenaeus’s link through Polycarp back to John, it was widely accepted as authoritative and contributed significantly to Gnosticism’s eventual decline among Christians. In the process of exposing Gnosticism, Irenaeus also developed a Christian interpretation of redemption that profoundly influenced the entire course and direction of Christian theology, especially in the Eastern regions of the Christian church where Greek was the main language. Some Eastern Orthodox theologians aver that all of theology is but a series of footnotes to Irenaeus. In any case, it would be difficult to overestimate his influence.

Irenaeus also wrote a little handbook of Christian doctrine entitled Proof of the Apostolic Preaching, also known as Epideixis, as a brief summary of his larger and more complex Against Heresies. This practice of writing a small introduction to Christian doctrine and theology for laypeople who might have difficulty reading and understanding the weightier books became a common practice for centuries to come. In Latin such a slim volume came to be called an enchiridion, a term meaning both “handbook” and “dagger.” Such little volumes of Christian teaching were considered weapons of spiritual warfare.

Irenaeus died in Lyons during a massacre of Christians in 202. Nothing is known for certain about the manner of his death, but he was counted a martyr and saint by both Greek-speaking Christians of the East and Latin-speaking Christians of the Western half of the Roman Empire. His greatest impact theologically, however, was in the East where he was born.

Irenaeus is a crucial figure in the story of Christian theology because he was instrumental in defeating Gnosticism and because he was the first Christian thinker to work out comprehensive theories of original sin and redemption. However, he was far from being a speculative thinker. Back in Alexandria, Egypt, some other younger contemporaries of Irenaeus would soon begin to develop speculative theologies that attempted to provide Christian answers to all the mysteries of reality. Irenaeus was not a philosophical theologian even though he went beyond the actual words of the apostles in order to provide a comprehensive and coherent apostolic account of sin and redemption that would be a powerful alternative to Gnosticism. A major modern interpreter of Irenaeus has rightly written that

no more than other Christian authors of his era does Irenaeus write out of an interest in the problems of theology for their own sake. His work is, in the strictest sense, occasional, motivated by pastoral rather than purely intellectual concerns. In consequence, what he has to say and the way in which he says it are jointly determined by the concrete situation to which he addressed himself.1


That “concrete situation” was Gnosticism and its growth among Christians in all parts of the Roman Empire. Irenaeus considered it a genuine threat to the gospel and to the survival of authentic Christianity. But his own explanation of the truth was shaped by his need to counter the false gospel of Gnosticism. That is not to say it was infected or corrupted by it. It is only to note that, as is so often the case, the heresy opposed indirectly shaped at least the form if not the content of the orthodoxy gradually being developed as its alternative. Thus if Irenaeus’s theology of redemption seems somewhat speculative at times, it is not because he set out to write an abstract, speculative theology but because he felt the need to provide Christians attracted to Gnosticism with a version of apostolic Christianity that would meet their needs for answers to certain questions about the origin of sin and evil and the hope of redemption.




Irenaeus’s Assault on Gnosticism

Irenaeus’s assault on Gnosticism was anything but the kind of cool, rational approach modern people might expect of a bishop or theologian. He clearly considered it foolish and sinister and wished to expose it once and for all as a complete corruption of the gospel in the guise of “higher wisdom for spiritual people.” In order to expose Gnosticism, Irenaeus spent months and years studying at least twenty distinct Gnostic teachers and their schools. He found that the most influential one was the Valentinian Gnosticism that had taken hold among Christians in Rome through the teachings of a Gnostic leader named Ptolemaeus. Therefore, he focused on exposing that one as ridiculous and false with the hope that all the others would be crushed by the weight of its fall.

Irenaeus’s approach to the critique of Gnosticism in Against Heresies was threefold. First, he attempted to reduce the Gnostic worldview to absurdity by showing that much of it was invented mythology with no foundation on anything other than imagination. This first strategy included exposing Gnosticism’s inner contradictions and fundamental incoherence. Its truth claims conflicted with one another. Second, he attempted to show that the Gnostic claim to authority going back to Jesus and the apostles was simply false. Finally, he engaged Gnostic interpretation of Scripture in debate and showed it to be unreasonable and even impossible.

In the background of Irenaeus’s polemical exposé of Gnosticism lie several assumptions. He clearly assumed that he had a special role and position as one tutored in Christianity by Polycarp, who in turn was mentored by John. Many of the Gnostics claimed that John was part of an inner group of Jesus’ disciples who received from the Savior a “secret teaching” not available to most Christians because they were not spiritually fit to understand it. While they could find hints of their own worldview and gospel in apostolic writings, they had to rely on a secret oral tradition as the main source of their authority. Irenaeus assumed that if such a teaching existed, Polycarp would have known of it and would have told him about it. That none of the bishops of the Christians recognized or acknowledged it seriously undermined the Gnostics’ claim.

Another basic assumption underlying Irenaeus’s critique of Gnosticism was that the Gnostics were the ones who broke the unity of the church. They were the schismatics. Irenaeus highly valued the church’s visible unity that consisted in the fellowship of the bishops appointed by the apostles. The Gnostics stood outside of that and were parasites on it. For Irenaeus and many of his readers this was a major strike against them.

One difficulty often encountered in reading Against Heresies is the sheer volume of Irenaeus’s recounting of Gnostic beliefs. It is easy to get bogged down in that and give up reading altogether. For example, Irenaeus explained the teaching of Valentinus regarding the origin of the world this way:

He maintained that there is a certain Dyad (two-fold being), who is inexpressible by any name, of whom one part should be called Arrhetus (unspeakable), and the other Sige (silence). But of this Dyad a second was produced, one part of whom he names Pater, and the other Aletheia. From this Tetrad, again, arose Logos and Zoe, Anthropos and Ecclesia. These constitute the primary Ogdoad…. There is another, who is a renowned teacher among them, and who, struggling to reach something more sublime, and to attain to a kind of higher knowledge, has explained the primary Tetrad as follows: There is [he says] a certain Proarche who existed before all things, surpassing all thought, speech, and nomenclature, whom I call Monotes (unity). Together with this Monotes there exists a power, which again I term Henotes (oneness). This Henotes and Monotes, being one, produced, yet not so as to bring forth… the beginning of all things, an intelligent, unbegotten, and invisible being, which beginning language terms “Monad.” With this Monad there co-exists a power of the same essence, which again I term Hen (One). These powers then—Monotes, and Henotes, and Monas, and Hen—produced the remaining company of Aeon.2


Irenaeus stopped his laborious exposition of Gnostic metaphysics at this point and responded passionately with a parody of this so-called Christian view of creation based on allegedly higher knowledge and wisdom:

Iu, Iu! Pheu, Pheu!—for well may we utter these tragic exclamations at such a pitch of audacity in the coining of names as he has displayed without a blush, in devising a nomenclature for his own system of falsehood. For when he declares: There is a certain Proarche before all things, surpassing all thought, whom I call Monotes; and again, with this Monotes there co-exists a power which I also call Henotes,—it is most manifest that he confesses the things which have been said to be his own invention, and that he himself has given names to this scheme of things, which had never been previously suggested by any other. It is manifest also, that he himself is the one who has had sufficient audacity to coin these names; so that, unless he had appeared in the world, the truth would still have been destitute of a name. But, in that case, nothing hinders any other, in dealing with the same subject, to affix names after such a fashion as the following: There is a certain Proarche, royal, surpassing all thought, a power existing before every other substance, and extended into space in every direction. But along with it there exists a power which I term a Gourd; and along with this Gourd there exists a power which again I term Utter-Emptiness. This Gourd and Emptiness, since they are one, produced (and yet did not simply produce, so as to be apart of themselves) a fruit, everywhere visible, eatable, and delicious, which fruit-language calls a Cucumber. Along with this Cucumber exists a power of the same essence, which again I call a Melon. These powers, the Gourd, Utter-Emptiness, the Cucumber, and the Melon, brought forth the remaining multitude of the delirious melons of Valentinus…. If any one may assign names at his pleasure, who shall prevent us from adopting these names, as being much more credible [than the others], as well as in general use, and understood by all?3


If Irenaeus’s modern reader perseveres through the pages and pages of explanation of Gnostic systems and terminology, the reward is the occasional gem of wry humor and sarcasm that reveals something of Irenaeus’s personality and abhorrence of Gnosticism’s patently absurd worldview.

All of the major Gnostic sects and schools denigrated the physical creation and denied its origin in the supreme God of goodness and light. Most of them, including Valentinus’s school, introduced levels of emanations from God of pure spirit and light who gradually fell away and somehow ended up creating the material universe, including human bodies wherein sparks of the divine (souls, spirits) are imprisoned and entrapped. Against this view of creation Irenaeus affirmed the Christian doctrine of God as both Creator and Redeemer of material as well as spiritual existence. Against the Gnostics he quoted John 1:3 and other Old Testament and apostolic passages (later to be included in the New Testament) that treat God as the Creator of all things through his Word and Spirit, and he discounted their own interpretations of biblical references to angels and spiritual powers and principalities as fabulous and incredible.




Irenaeus’s Theory of Redemption

While Irenaeus’s critique of Gnosticism played a significant role in the story of Christian theology by exposing that belief system as heretical by biblical and apostolic standards, his real contribution to theology’s story lies in his own alternative vision to Gnosticism. Historical theologians have labeled that Irenaean contribution the “theory of recapitulation,” from the Latin term capitus, which means “head.” Without doubt Irenaeus himself used the Greek term anakephalaiosis, which comes from the root kephalē, which means “head.” Anakephalaiosis and recapitulatio literally mean “reheading” or “providing a new head.” Of course, Irenaeus was not thinking at all of a literal head, as the top part of a body, but of “head” as the source or origin of something, such as the head of a river or stream. In Against Heresies and in Proof of the Apostolic Preaching, Irenaeus laid out what he believed to be the apostolic Christian teaching about Christ’s work of redemption as providing a new “head” of humanity—recapitulation.

The Gnostics thought of Christ’s work as purely spiritual and denied the incarnation. For them Christ—the  heavenly redeemer—never did get entangled with flesh-and-blood existence. He came down through the levels of aeons and archons and either appeared as a human being without truly taking on human physical nature or else entered into the body of a human being known as Jesus of Nazareth in order to use it as his instrument for teaching about the spiritual origin of human souls. In either version of Gnostic Christology, Christ’s work did not require incarnation. His mission was merely to reveal a message to spirits. The material-physical dimension had nothing to do with it, and when Jesus was crucified, Christ was not in him or with him. The human life and death of the man Jesus, then, played no role in redemption. The Gnostics rejected the historical, physical life and death of Jesus from their soteriology (doctrine of salvation).

Irenaeus sought to show that the gospel of salvation taught by the apostles and handed down from them centered upon the incarnation—the human flesh-andblood existence of the Word, the Son of God. Therefore he emphasized every point of Jesus’ life as necessary for salvation. Christ’s work on our behalf went far beyond his teachings and extended to the incarnation itself. For Irenaeus (and most of the church fathers after him) incarnation itself was redemptive, not merely a necessary step toward either Christ’s teachings or the cross event. Rather the becoming human of the Son of God—God’s eternal Word (Logos) experiencing human existence—was what redeems and restores fallen humanity if they let it. This idea has come to be known as saving incarnation and is absolutely crucial to the entire course of the story of theology from Irenaeus on. That is why whenever a theology arose that somehow seemed to threaten the incarnation of God in Jesus, the church fathers reacted so strongly. Any threat to the incarnation—however subtle—was perceived as a threat to salvation. If Jesus Christ was not both truly human and truly divine, salvation is incomplete and impossible. The entirety of redemption hangs on the reality of Christ’s flesh-and-blood birth, life, suffering, death and resurrection as well as on his eternal power and deity.

For Irenaeus, then, the incarnation was the key to the entire history of redemption and to personal salvation. The incarnation itself was transformative. It began a process of reversing the corruption of sin that results in alienation from God and death. Anakephalaiosis, or recapitulation, was Irenaeus’s theological expression for how the physical incarnation of the Word in Jesus Christ works to transform humanity. In a literal sense the entire human race is “born again” in the incarnation. It receives a new “head”—a new source, origin, ground of being—that is unfallen, pure and healthy, victorious and immortal. It is “fully alive”—both physically and spiritually.

The Gnostics held out no hope for the human race as a whole or even for whole human beings. Only spirits—and only a few of them—had any hope of being transformed and that only through gnosis (knowledge). Irenaeus deeply implanted into the Christian consciousness a belief and a hope in Jesus Christ as transformer of the whole human race through his fusion of divinity with humanity in the incarnation.

Exactly how does Irenaeus’s anti-Gnostic theory of redemption—recapitulation—work? That is, what is the mechanism by which the incarnation itself transforms and saves humanity? First of all, it must be understood that Irenaeus assumed a solidarity of humanity in both sin and redemption. That assumption is foreign to many modern Christians, who tend to think and live in a much more individualistic—if not atomistic—fashion. Irenaeus and his colleagues in the early church were no “Jesus-and-me” Christians. He believed and taught that what Adam did in the Garden of Eden (Gen 3) and what Jesus Christ did through his entire life (including his death) affected other human beings automatically because Adam and Jesus Christ (the “second Adam”) are not merely individuals but fountainheads of humanity.

In the background of this thinking, of course, stands Paul’s reflections on Adam and Christ in Romans 5. Without some awareness of that all-important passage, it is impossible to grasp what Irenaeus is teaching. His theory of recapitulation was an extended and sustained interpretation of Romans 5. Christ is very literally the second Adam of the human race, and in him “God recapitulated in Himself the ancient formation of man [Adam], that he might kill sin, deprive death of its power, and vivify man and therefore His works are true.”4

When Irenaeus wrote that in Jesus Christ God “recapitulated the ancient formation of man,” he meant that in the incarnation the Word (Logos) took on the very “protoplast” (physical source) of humanity—the body of Adam—and lived the reverse of Adam’s course of life that resulted in corruption. All of humanity is descended from that protoplast—the first Adam. Therefore in order to reverse the Fall and renew the race that fell because of Adam, the Word had to live through it in order to transform both it and its posterity. From Mary, then, the Word took “the very same formation” as Adam—not just one like it. Adam was in some mysterious way reborn of Mary as the humanity of Jesus Christ. For Irenaeus

if man is to be saved, it is necessary that the first man, Adam, be brought back to life, and not simply that a new and perfect man who bears no relation to Adam should appear on the earth. God, who has life, must permit His life to enter into “Adam” the man who truly hungers and thirsts, eats and drinks, is wearied and needs rest, who knows anxiety, sorrow and joy, and who suffers pain when confronted with the fact of death.5


This is Irenaeus’s “proof” of the incarnation against the Gnostics who denied it. Without the incarnation Christ could not have reversed the fall of Adam and redemption would not be accomplished. Sin and death would remain forever fundamental aspects of the human condition.

For Irenaeus, Jesus Christ provided redemption by going through the entire scope of human life and at each juncture reversing the disobedience of Adam. Whereas the first Adam disobeyed God and fell, introducing corruption and death into human existence, the second Adam obeyed God and lifted humanity up to a higher state than even Adam experienced before he fell.

The real crux of Christ’s accomplishment of redemption came at the event of temptation by Satan in the wilderness. When Satan came to Eve and to Adam, they were conquered and fell. When Satan came to Adam again in Christ, he was conquered and put down, and humanity through its connection with Christ achieved a great victory and regained life.

If the temptation was the crux, the cross and resurrection were the culmination of Christ’s work of recapitulation. By dying in obedience to God, Jesus Christ provided the ultimate sacrifice and conquered death. Those who willingly participate in Christ’s new humanity by choosing him rather than the first Adam as their “head” through repentance, faith and the sacraments receive the transformation made possible by the incarnation of the Son of God. They enter into a new humanity—a new race—with the hope of sharing in God’s own immortal, divine nature.

For Irenaeus, then, redemption was a process of restoring creation rather than one of escaping creation as in the Gnostics’ soteriology. It was a process of reversing the corruption that entered into creation through Adam’s fall, and “the end of this process is man’s entrance upon a life which is no longer subject to the limitations of generate existence; a life in which, in fact, the liabilities of creaturehood are overcome by the grace of God. This life is characterized by that incorruption which both results from and leads to the vision of God and the mirroring of God’s glory in man himself.”6 Irenaeus clearly envisioned salvation as transformation of humans into partakers of the divine nature (2 Pet 1:4). This idea of redemption—known to later church fathers as “divinization,” or “deification” (theosis)—lies in the background of Irenaeus’s vision of Christ’s work as recapitulation.

God’s purpose and goal in redemption is to reverse the sin, corruption and death introduced into humanity by Adam and lift humanity up to life and immortality. The incarnation accomplishes this as a possibility by fusing humanity with divinity. Humans may be “divinized” by solidarity with Christ while remaining humans and not becoming God himself. The basic contours of this vision of salvation are assumed by most later church fathers. During the Reformation of the sixteenth century, however, most Protestant theologians rejected or neglected it in favor of a more forensic (legal) and individualistic view of salvation as personal reconciliation with God.

By the end of the second century the story of Christian theology had progressed quite a way from its beginning and yet had far to go. Irenaeus’s theory of redemption as recapitulation represented a quantum leap of intellectual reflection beyond the simple moralism of some of the apostolic fathers. And yet it left much unanswered regarding the relationship between the Word and God the Father and regarding the Holy Spirit and the unity of all three. It also left unanswered questions about how redemption is applied to individuals and why some are included in Christ’s new humanity and some are not. These and many more questions come to the fore and provided grist for the mill of later theological debate and controversy.

At the end of the second century and opening of the third (200/201), Gnosticism and Montanism were waning in importance and influence. Other heresies were arising and would be dealt with by Tertullian and Cyprian and  other third-century church fathers. The bishops in apostolic succession were gaining a monopoly on authority in the churches so that more and more people within the churches and outside of them recognized one relatively united orthodox and catholic church of Christ represented by the bishops. This made it much easier to defeat the various heresies that arose, although, as we shall see, that struggle remained a challenging one. The idea of salvation as primarily received through sacraments, including infant baptism and the Eucharist, was becoming normative, although a few voices rose in protest. The church and its structure and theology were gradually becoming formalized and standardized. A certain line of orthodoxy represented especially by Ignatius, Justin Martyr and Irenaeus was widely recognized and acknowledged.

As the second century closed and the third century dawned, one great question stood on the horizon as yet to be resolved: What is the proper relationship between Greek philosophy and Christian thought? The apologists had not solved that complex problem. In fact, they had contributed to its deepening. Toward the beginning of the third century, two great North African church fathers appeared in the story of Christian theology to wrestle with this and related issues. Both of them laid foundations for later theological reflection in their own regions of North Africa. Clement of Alexandria founded the “School of Alexandria” in Greek-speaking Egypt and profoundly influenced the entire Eastern region of Christianity in the Roman Empire. Tertullian in Carthage led the Western, Latin-speaking region of Christianity in a different direction. Their differences help explain why the Great Church, both orthodox and catholic, eventually split up and went separate ways as Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic.
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