














































Long before the controversies of 
the fourth and fifth centuries, the 
church had already been dealing 

with heresy for some time. Early on 
teachers arose who said they had special 
access to Jesus’s “real teachings.” So 
early on the church had to come up with 
methods for discerning truth and reject-
ing error.

Our account is compiled, condensed, 
and modernized from Philip Schaff’s 
multi-volume history of Christianity.

Secret knowledge
The most significant and wide-
spread heresy of the second Chris-
tian century was Gnosticism, the an-
cient church’s equivalent to modern 
rationalism. It stimulated the devel-
opment of catholic theology by op-
position.

The Greek word gnosis denotes all 
schools of philosophical or religious 
knowledge, in distinction to super-
ficial opinion or blind belief. The 
New Testament makes a plain con-
trast between true and false gnosis. 
In the bad sense, the word applies 
to an over-valuation of knowledge. 

The Gnostics regarded Christianity 
as consisting essentially of a higher 
knowledge and they regarded them-
selves as its sole possessors. They 
looked with contempt upon mere 
men of the soul and of the body. They 
viewed themselves as an intellectu-
al aristocracy, a higher caste in the 
church. Their teachings mixed Chris-
tianity with foreign elements that 
completely obscured the true essence 
of the gospel.

Gnosticism was an integration of 
heathen philosophy and religion 
with Christian ideas. It endeavored 
to harmonize the creation of the ma-
terial world and the existence of evil 



with the idea of an absolute God who 
is immaterial and perfectly good. 

The common characteristics of 
nearly all the Gnostic systems were 
(1) dualism: the assumption of an eter-
nal antagonism between good God 
and bad matter; (2) the demiurgic no-
tion: the separation of the creator of 
the world, also known as the demiur-
gos or archon, from the true God, thus 
explaining the existence of evil in the 
world; and (3) docetism: the assertion 
that any apparently human element 
in the person of the redeemer was 
merely deceptive appearance.

The redeemer was denied actual 
contact with sinful matter. His hu-
man birth, his sufferings and death, 
were explained by Gnosticism as a 
deceptive appearance, a transient 
vision, a spectral form, which he as-
sumed only to reveal himself to the 
material eyes of men. 

The Gnostic Christ was really 
nothing more than the ideal spirit of 
himself. The central fact in the work 
of Christ, according to the Gnostics, 
was not his death on the cross or his 
Resurrection, but the communication 
of special knowledge, the gnosis, to 

a small circle of initiated followers, 
prompting and enabling them to 
strive with clear consciousness after 
the ideal world and the original unity.

Gnosticism mashed together Orien-
tal mysticism; Greek philosophy; Al-
exandrian, Philonic, and Cabbalistic 
Judaism; and Christian ideas of salva-
tion—as if the ancient world had ral-
lied all its energies to make out of its 
diverse elements some new thing. It 
opposed the real, substantial univer-
salism of the catholic church with an 
ideal, shadowy universalism of spec-
ulation. But this fusion of all systems 
served in the end only to hasten the 
collapse of eastern and western hea-
thenism, while the Christian element 
came forth purified and strengthened 
from the crucible.

Gnosticism’s refutation came from 
Irenaeus (c. 180). “Hold on,” he said in 
effect. “If there is any secret knowledge, 
the successors of the apostles would know 
about it.” His main argument against 
Gnosticism—one of the strongest that 
could be made at the time—was to point 
to the unbroken transmission of truth 
through a succession of bishops. Other 

defenders of the faith picked up his argu-
ment, which became known as the princi-
ple of apostolic succession.

Irenaeus, the great opponent of Gnos-
ticism explained the institution of bish-
op as a diocesan office (that is, an office 
of the church whose representatives 
were each linked to a specific place or 
area, a diocese). Bishops continued the 
work of the apostles, carrying on the 
catholic tradition, and upholding doctri-
nal unity in opposition to heretical vaga-
ries. Irenaeus held in special regard the 
bishops of the original apostolic church-
es (especially the church of Rome) and 
spoke with great emphasis of an unbro-
ken episcopal succession as a test of ap-
ostolic teaching and a bulwark against 
heresy.

The same view of the episcopal suc-
cession as the preserver of apostolic 
tradition and guardian of orthodox 
doctrine is found also in the earlier 
writings of Tertullian.

Marcion mutilated Scripture
By tossing out three of the accepted 

Gospels and several recognized letters 
of the apostles, Marcion highlighted the 



need for the church to specify which books 
it accepted as God-breathed. Marcion’s 
heresy was one of several factors that led 
individual bishops and church councils to 
list a definitive biblical canon.

Marcion was the son of a bishop of 
Sinope in Pontus and in his first fer-
vor gave his property to the church 
but was excommunicated by his own 
father, probably on account of his he-
retical opinions and contempt of au-
thority. Justin Martyr regarded him as 
the most formidable heretic of his day. 
Polycarp of Smyrna, meeting with 
Marcion in Rome, and being asked by 
him, “Do you know me?” answered, 
“I know the first-born of Satan.”

Marcion could see only the super-
ficial differences in the Bible, not the 
deeper harmony. So while he adhered 
to Christianity as the only true religion 
and gave a higher place to faith than 
did the other Gnostics, he sought to 
explain the differences between Old 
and New Testaments by the existence 
of three primal forces: (1) a good or 
gracious God, whom Christ first made 
known; (2) evil matter ruled by the 
devil, to which heathenism belongs; 
and (3) a righteous world-maker, who 
is the finite, imperfect, angry Jehovah 
of the Jews. 

Convinced that there is an irrecon-
cilable dualism between the gospel 
and the law, Christianity and Judaism, 
goodness and righteousness, Marcion 
wrote “Antitheses.” As he saw it the 
God of the Old Testament was as harsh, 
severe, and unmerciful as his law; he 
commanded, “Love your neighbor, but 
hate your enemy,” and ordered “an eye 
for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth;” but 
the God of the New Testament com-
manded, “Love your enemy.” The one 
is only just, the other is good.

Consequently Marcion rejected all 
the books of the Old Testament, and 
wrested Christ’s words in Matthew 
5:17 to say, “I am come not to fulfil the 
law and the prophets, but to destroy 
them,” the exact opposite of what 
Christ said. 

Utterly destitute of historical sense, 
he put Christianity into a radical 
conflict with all previous revelations 
of God; as if God had neglected the 
world for thousands of years until he 

suddenly appeared in Christ. In his 
view, Christianity has no connection 
whatever with the past, whether to 
the Jewish or to the heathen world, 
but had fallen abruptly and magi-
cally, as it were, from heaven. Christ, 
too, was not born at all, but suddenly 
descended into the city of Capernaum 
in the fifteenth year of the reign of Ti-
berius, and appeared as the revealer 
of the good God, who sent him. 

Jesus had no connection with the 
Messiah, announced by the Demi-
urge in the Old Testament; though he 
called himself the Messiah by way of 
accommodation to the understand-
ing of his age. His body was a mere 
appearance and his death an illusion, 
though they had a real meaning. 
Christ cast the Demiurge into Hades, 
secured the redemption of the soul 
(not of the body), and called the apos-
tle Paul to preach it. 

The other apostles were Judaizing 
corrupters of pure Christianity, and 
their writings were to be rejected to-
gether with the catholic tradition. In 
over-straining the difference between 
Paul and the other apostles, Marcion 
anticipated the rationalistic opposition 
to the Old Testament and to the Pasto-
ral Epistles of some modern critics.

Marcion formed a canon of his own, 
which consisted of only 11 books: 
an abridged and mutilated Gospel 
of Luke, and 10 of Paul’s epistles. 
He put Galatians first in order, and 
called Ephesians the Epistle to the 
Laodiceans. He rejected the pastoral 
epistles, in which the forerunners of 
Gnosticism are condemned, the Epis-
tle to the Hebrews, Matthew, Mark, 
John, the Acts, the general letters, and 
the Apocalypse. 

Irenaeus, an enemy of all error and 
schism, showed the unity of the Old 
and New Testaments in opposition to 
the Gnostic separation, and made use 
of the four Gospels and nearly all the 
epistles in opposition to the mutilated 
canon of Marcion. 

To answer Marcion and meet other 
challenges regarding Scripture, bish-
ops and councils found it helpful to 
list the books accepted by the church 
as inspired.

Although the first explicit listing of 
the New Testament canon, in the form 
we have now, comes from two Afri-
can synods (393 at Hippo and 397 at 
Carthage), the whole church had al-
ready become nearly unanimous as to 
the number of the canonical books; so 
that there seemed to be no need even 



of the sanction of a general council. 
The Eastern church, at all events, was 
entirely independent of the North 
African in the matter. The Council 
of Laodicea (363) gave a list of the 
books of our New Testament with the 
exception of the Apocalypse. Yet the 
long-established ecclesiastical use of 
all the books, with some doubts as to 
the Apocalypse, is confirmed by the 
scattered testimonies of all the great 
Nicene and post-Nicene fathers: 
Athanasius, Cyril of Jerusalem, 
Gregory of Nazianzum, Epiphanius 
of Salamis, Chrysostom, etc.

A creed to counter heresy
By summarizing truths held in 

common by all Christians, the Apos-
tles’ Creed was a powerful counter-
weight to various heresies.

The sum of doctrinal tradition was 
contained in what is called the Apos-
tles’ Creed, which at first bore vari-
ous forms, but after the beginning of 
the fourth century assumed the Ro-
man form now commonly used.

I believe in God the Father, Almighty, Mak-
er of heaven and earth; 

And in Jesus Christ, his only begotten Son, 
our Lord; 

Who was conceived by the Holy Ghost, 
born of the Virgin Mary; 

Suffered under Pontius Pilate; was cruci-
fied, dead and buried; 

He descended into hell; 
The third day he rose again from the dead; 
He ascended into heaven, and sits at the 

right hand of God the Father Almighty; 
From thence he shall come to judge the 

quick and the dead; 
I believe in the Holy Ghost; 
I believe in the holy catholic church; the 

communion of saints; 
The forgiveness of sins; 
The resurrection of the body; 
And the life everlasting. 
    Amen.

The teachings of individual sec-
tions of the creed stood in refutation 
to specific heresies.

As to creation, Irenaeus and Tertul-
lian most firmly rejected the demiur-
gic views of Gnosticism, and insisted 
that God made the world as record-
ed in the book of Genesis, including 

matter, not out of any previous mate-
rial, but out of nothing or, to express 
it positively, out of his free, almighty 
will, by his word. Every creature, 
since it proceeds from the good and 
holy God, is in its essence, good. Evil, 
therefore, is not an original and sub-
stantial entity, but a corruption of na-
ture, and hence can be destroyed by 
the power of redemption. Without a 
correct doctrine of creation there can 
be no true doctrine of redemption as 
all the Gnostic systems show.

Passing to the doctrine of the Sav-
ior’s humanity, we find this asserted 
by Ignatius as clearly and forcibly as 
his divinity. Of the Gnostic Docetists 

of his day, who made Christ a spec-
ter, he said they are bodiless specters 
themselves, whom we should fear as 
wild beasts in human shape, because 
they tear away the foundation of our 
hope. He attached great importance 
to the flesh, that is, the full reality of 
the human nature of Christ, his true 
birth from the virgin, and his cruci-
fixion under Pontius Pilate; he called 
him God incarnate, whose death 
therefore was the fountain of life.

Irenaeus refuted Docetism at 
length. Christ, he contended against 
the Gnostics, must be a man like us if 
he would redeem us from corruption 
and make us perfect. As sin and death 
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