
22 October, 2014

Theology of St. Irenaeus:  
Heresy & Orthodoxy in the Second Century
Matthew J. Thomas, D.Phil in Theology, Christ Church 



01

St. Irenaeus

✤ Who is St. Irenaeus? 	

✤ “[T]he most important Christian 

controversialist and theologian between 
the apostles and the third-century 
genius Origen”  
- Robert Grant	


✤ “Irenaeus establishes a foundation and 
identifies Christianity in a manner that 
becomes a given for most Christian 
history thereafter”  
- John Behr	


✤ “He is theology’s founding father”  
- Hans Urs von Balthasar
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Life of St. Irenaeus
✤ Born c. 130 - 140 AD	

✤ Raised in the East, grew up hearing Polycarp, 

Bishop of Smyrna and disciple of John the 
Apostle	


✤ Made Bishop of Lyon after death of the former 
Bishop (Pothinus) following persecution in the 
city in 177 	


✤ Writes On the Detection and Refutation of False 
Knowledge, or Against Heresies (Haer.) c. 180, 
along with Demonstration of the Apostolic 
Preaching (Epid.)	


✤ Thought to have died c. 202 AD, perhaps as a 
martyr	


✤ Later remembered as an ecumenically 
significant figure: Eastern father who wrote in 
Greek, but a Bishop in the Latin West
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Irenaeus’ Against Heresies

✤ Irenaeus’ primary work, the title of which 
may be misleading	


✤ “While Irenaeus is provoked by the 
censures of the heretics, his chief concern is 
positive; the response far exceeds the 
stimulus.”  
- Eric Osborn, Irenaeus of Lyons	


✤ Quickly gained a wide influence: in the 
early third century, used by Clement of 
Alexandria, Tertullian (Carthage), and 
Hippolytus (Rome)	


✤ A fragment of Against Heresies dated to c. 
200 AD (III.9.3, citing Matt 3:16-17) found 
at Oxyrhynchus in Egypt (P.Oxy 405)
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Irenaeus’ Against Heresies

✤ Understanding Irenaeus’ methodology in 
Against Heresies	


✤  G.K. Chesterton on Aquinas: 

“At the top of his fury, Thomas Aquinas 
understands, what so many defenders of orthodoxy 
will not understand. It is no good to tell an atheist 

that he is an atheist; or to charge a denier of 
immortality with the infamy of denying it; or to 

imagine that one can force an opponent to admit he 
is wrong, by proving that he is wrong on somebody 
else's principles, but not on his own. After the great 

example of St. Thomas, the principle stands, or 
ought always to have stood established; that we 

must either not argue with a man at all, or we must 
argue on his grounds and not ours.”
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Part I: Heresy in the Second Century 
Irenaeus and the Gnostics
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Irenaeus’ Against Heresies

✤ Who is Irenaeus writing against?	

✤ A wide array of figures and bodies; 

predominately the gnostics, a loose term for a 
diverse variety of second century groups	


✤ Common features of the gnostics:	


✤ Focus on secret knowledge: elitism	


✤ Strong spirit / body dichotomy	


✤ Reinterpreting the figure of Jesus within a 
different narrative framework 	


✤ Analogy to the gnostic picture of Christ
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Gnostic interpretation
Haer. I.8.1: “By transferring passages, and dressing them up anew, 
and making one thing out of another, they succeed in deluding many 
through their wicked art in adapting the oracles of the Lord to their 
opinions. Their manner of acting is just as if one, when a beautiful 
image of a king has been constructed by some skillful artist out of 
precious jewels, should then take this likeness of the man all to 
pieces, should rearrange the gems, and so fit them together as to 
make them into the form of a dog or of a fox, and even that but 
poorly executed; and should then maintain and declare that this was 
the beautiful image of the king which the skillful artist constructed…
In like manner do these persons patch together old wives’ fables, and 
then endeavour, by violently drawing away from their proper 
connection, words, expressions, and parables whenever found, to 
adapt the oracles of God to their baseless fictions.”
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Engaging the Gnostics

✤ Exposition  
Haer. IV.pref.2: “The man… who would 
undertake their conversion, must possess an 
accurate knowledge of their systems or schemes 
of doctrine. For it is impossible for any one to 
heal the sick, if he has no knowledge of the 
disease of the patients. This was the reason that 
my predecessors—much superior men to 
myself, too —were unable, notwithstanding, to 
refute the Valentinians satisfactorily, because 
they were ignorant of these men’s system.” 

✤ Parody 
✤ Adoption and deconstruction of logic 
✤ Contrast with the apostolic tradition
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Exposition of the Gnostics

!
!
!
Haer. I.31.4: “Even to give an account of them 
is a tedious affair, as thou seest.”



The Gnostics: Valentinus

Haer. I.11.1: “The first of them, Valentinus, who adapted the principles of the heresy called 
‘Gnostic’ to the peculiar character of his own school, taught as follows: He maintained that 
there is a certain Dyad (twofold 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. He 
next states that from Logos and Zoe ten powers were produced, as we have before mentioned. 
But from Anthropos and Ecclesia proceeded twelve, one of which separating from the rest, and 
falling from its original condition, produced the rest of the universe. He also supposed two 
beings of the name of Horos, the one of whom has his place between Bythus and the rest of the 
Pleroma, and divides the created Æons from the uncreated Father, while the other separates 
their mother from the Pleroma…” 



The Gnostics: Valentinus (cont.)

“… Christ also was not produced from the Æons within the Pleroma, but was brought forth by 
the mother who had been excluded from it, in virtue of her remembrance of better things, but 
not without a kind of shadow. He, indeed, as being masculine, having severed the shadow from 
himself, returned to the Pleroma; but his mother being left with the shadow, and deprived of her 
spiritual substance, brought forth another son, namely, the Demiurge, whom he also styles the 
supreme ruler of all those things which are subject to him. He also asserts that, along with the 
Demiurge, there was produced a left-hand power, in which particular he agrees with those 
falsely called Gnostics, of whom to we have yet to speak. Sometimes, again, he maintains that 
Jesus was produced from him who was separated from their mother, and united to the rest, that 
is, from Theletus, sometimes as springing from him who returned into the Pleroma, that is, 
from Christ; and at other times still as derived from Anthropos and Ecclesia. And he declares 
that the Holy Spirit was produced by Aletheia for the inspection and fructification of the Æons, 
by entering invisibly into them, and that, in this way, the Æons brought forth the plants of 
truth.”



The Gnostics: Secundus

Haer. I.11.2: “Secundus again affirms that the primary Ogdoad consists 
of a right hand and a left hand Tetrad, and teaches that the one of these is 
called light, and the other darkness. But he maintains that the power 
which separated from the rest, and fell away, did not proceed directly 
from the thirty Æons, but from their fruits.”



The Gnostics: ‘Another teacher’

Haer. I.11.3: “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 [apart from themselves, as an emanation] 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 the Æons.”



Irenaeus’ response: Parody

Haer. I.11.4: “…it is most manifest that [such a gnostic] confesses the things which [are] his 
own invention… 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 from 
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.” 
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The Gnostics: 
Numerology

✤ Another common interpretative method of various gnostics 
was to find secret knowledge in texts by means of key 
numbers. For example, one would identify the key as the 
number six (which was the number of letters in Jesus’ name 
in Greek, Ιησους) and interpret the rest of scripture in 
accordance with this key, which would involve reference to 
a different set of deities that somehow were related to the 
number six.  

✤ Irenaeus engages this method on its own ground (picking 
the number five) to show how such a manner of 
interpretation becomes arbitrary:
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Irenaeus’ response: Adoption 
and deconstruction of logic

Haer. II.24.4: “Soter is a name of five letters; Pater, too, 
contains five letters; Agape (love), too, consists of five 
letters; and our Lord, after blessing the five loaves, fed with 
them five thousand men. Five virgins were called wise by 
the Lord; and, in like manner, five were styled foolish. 
Again, five men are said to have been with the Lord when 
He obtained testimony from the Father,—namely, Peter, and 
James, and John, and Moses, and Elias… Moses delivered 
the law to the people in five books. Each table which he 
received from God contained five commandments. The veil 
covering the holy of holies had five pillars. The altar of 
burnt-offering also was five cubits in breadth… And there 
were five kings of the Amorites, whom Joshua the son of 
Nun shut up in a cave, and directed the people to trample 
upon their heads. Any one, in fact, might collect many 
thousand other things of the same kind, both with respect to 
this number and any other he chose to fix upon, either from 
the Scriptures, or from the works of nature lying under his 
observation. But although such is the case, we do not 
therefore affirm that there are five Æons above the 
Demiurge; nor do we consecrate the Pentad, as if it were 
some divine thing.”
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Why bother?
✤ For the contemporary reader, the payoff is with 

Irenaeus’ positive counter-statements of the apostolic 
tradition	


✤ For example, contrast of gnostic thought with the 
apostolic tradition on unity and disunity in doctrine: 	


!
Haer. I.21.5: “[S]ince they differ so widely among 
themselves both as respects doctrine and tradition, 
and since those of them who are recognised as being 
most modern make it their effort daily to invent some 
new opinion, and to bring out what no one ever 
before thought of, it is a difficult matter to describe 
all their opinions.”



Irenaeus’ response: Contrast with the apostolic tradition

Haer. I.10.2: As I have already observed, the Church, having received this preaching and this 
faith, although scattered throughout the whole world, yet, as if occupying but one house, 
carefully preserves it. She also believes these points [of doctrine] just as if she had but one soul, 
and one and the same heart, and she proclaims them, and teaches them, and hands them down, 
with perfect harmony, as if she possessed only one mouth. For, although the languages of the 
world are dissimilar, yet the import of the tradition is one and the same. For the Churches which 
have been planted in Germany do not believe or hand down anything different, nor do those in 
Spain, nor those in Gaul, nor those in the East, nor those in Egypt, nor those in Libya, nor those 
which have been established in the central regions of the world. But as the sun, that creature of 
God, is one and the same throughout the whole world, so also the preaching of the truth shineth 
everywhere, and enlightens all men that are willing to come to a knowledge of the truth. Nor 
will any one of the rulers in the Churches, however highly gifted he may be in point of 
eloquence, teach doctrines different from these (for no one is greater than the Master); nor, on 
the other hand, will he who is deficient in power of expression inflict injury on the tradition. For 
the faith being ever one and the same, neither does one who is able at great length to discourse 
regarding it, make any addition to it, nor does one, who can say but little diminish it.
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Why bother?
✤ For Irenaeus, why bother writing all this?  
✤ Most fundamentally, concern for the gnostics themselves 
!
Haer. III.5.2: “For no persons of any kind would act properly, if 
they should advise blind men, just about to fall over a precipice, 
to continue their most dangerous path, as if it were the right one, 
and as if they might go on in safety. Or what medical man, 
anxious to heal a sick person, would prescribe in accordance with 
the patient’s whims, and not according to the requisite medicine? 
!
Haer. IV.pref: 1: “By transmitting to you, my very dear friend, this 
fourth book… you also, as you have requested, may obtain from 
me the means of confuting all the heretics everywhere, and not 
permit them, beaten back at all points, to launch out further into 
the deep of error, nor to be drowned in the sea of ignorance; but 
that you, turning them into the haven of the truth, may cause them 
to attain their salvation.”



22 October, 2014

Part II: Orthodoxy in the Second Century 
Theology of St. Irenaeus



Theology of St. Irenaeus  
I: Incarnation and Salvation
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I: Incarnation and 
Salvation

✤ Irenaeus and the various heretical groups generally agree 
that there was a historical person Jesus, and commonly 
attribute their systems to him; the Incarnation, however, 
constitutes the most consistent point of difference:  
 
Haer. III.11.3: “Not one of the heretics is of the opinion 
that the Word was made flesh. If you examine their creeds 
carefully, you will find that, in every one of them, the 
Word of God is presented as without flesh and incapable 
of suffering, as is ‘the Christ who is above.’”  
 
Haer. III.19.1: “For it was for this that the Word of God 
became man and the Son of God became the Son of Man, 
namely, that man, commingled with the Word of God and 
receiving adoption, might become the son of God.”  
 
Rather, Jesus’ hunger and eating of food, becoming 
weary, and weeping demonstrate his humanity: “For all 
these are tokens of the flesh which had been derived from 
the earth, which He had recapitulated in Himself, bearing 
salvation to His own handiwork.” (Haer. III.22.2)
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I: Incarnation and 
Salvation

✤ Recapitulation: “What [Irenaeus] means is 
this: the second Adam is the repetition, in 
divine truth, of the first Adam, the Adam who 
turned away from God. The second Adam 
repeats the whole natural development of man 
at the higher level of divine reality. Sinful, lost, 
and wandering man is not just put back on 
course by the companionship of love; more 
profoundly, he is taken into that love.”  
- Hans Urs von Balthasar  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I: Incarnation and 
Salvation

Haer. V.1.1: “For in no other way could we have learned the 
things of God, unless our Master, existing as the Word, had 
become man. For no other being had the power of revealing 
to us the things of the Father, except His own proper Word. 
For what other person ‘knew the mind of the Lord,’ or who 
else ‘has become His counsellor?’ (Rom 11:34) Again, we 
could have learned in no other way than by seeing our 
Teacher, and hearing His voice with our own ears, that, 
having become imitators of His works as well as doers of His 
words, we may have communion with Him, receiving 
increase from the perfect One, and from Him who is prior to 
all creation.  
… Since the Lord thus has redeemed us through His own 
blood, giving His soul for our souls, and His flesh for our 
flesh, and has also poured out the Spirit of the Father for the 
union and communion of God and man, imparting indeed 
God to men by means of the Spirit, and, on the other hand, 
attaching man to God by His own incarnation, and bestowing 
upon us at His coming immortality durably and truly, by 
means of communion with God,—all the doctrines of the 
heretics fall to ruin.”



Theology of St. Irenaeus 
II: The Scriptures
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II: The Scriptures

!
“Irenaeus is a Biblicist, and the first great 

representative of Biblicism.”  
- Reinhold Seeberg 

!
!

Irenaeus is “a Biblical theologian” and “indeed 
homo unius libri.”  

- John Lawson
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II: The Scriptures
✤ Earliest patristic sources use the Hebrew scriptures and 

writings of what becomes the New Testament (cf. 1 Clement)  

✤ Irenaeus witnesses to a more developed stage of the canon, 
both with respect to concept and content  

✤ Advocates for four gospel canon (contra heretics, who often 
pick only one), defends use of LXX as following Apostles  

✤ Within Against Heresies, cites every book of what becomes the 
New Testament, save for Philemon, 2 Peter, 3 John, and Jude  

✤ Cites 1 Clement and Shepherd of Hermas in the same manner 
as other scriptures as well, along with books held by Protestants 
as deuterocanonical (Wisdom of Solomon, Susanna, Bel and 
the Dragon, Baruch)  

✤ Knows of Gospel of Truth and Gospel of Judas, rejects them as 
recent innovations  
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✤ The Scriptures are fundamentally books about Christ:  
Haer. IV.26.1: “If anyone, therefore, reads the Scriptures with 
attention, he will find in them an account of Christ, and a 
foreshadowing of the new calling. For Christ is the treasure 
which was hid in the field, (Matt 13:44) that is, in this world 
(for ‘the field is the world’ (Matt. 13:38)); but the treasure hid 
in the Scriptures is Christ, since He was pointed out by means 
of types and parables.”	


!
✤ Clear interpretation within the context of the apostolic 

doctrine and presbyters:  
Haer. IV.32.1: “And then shall every word also seem 
consistent to him, if he for his part diligently reads the 
Scriptures in company with those who are presbyters in the 
Church, among whom is the apostolic doctrine, as I have 
pointed out.”

II: The Scriptures



Theology of St. Irenaeus: 
III: Ecclesiology 
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III: Ecclesiology

✤ As with the early Christian sources 
preceding him, Irenaeus holds to a clear, 
structured understanding of the church 
that is governed by the successors of the 
Apostles  

✤ Against the gnostics, points to this 
succession of guarantors of the faith as 
proof of the antiquity of Orthodox belief 
and practice 

!
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III: Ecclesiology
Haer. III.3.1: “It is within the power of all, therefore, in 
every Church, who may wish to see the truth, to 
contemplate clearly the tradition of the apostles manifested 
throughout the whole world; and we are in a position to 
reckon up those who were by the apostles instituted 
bishops in the Churches, and [to demonstrate] the 
succession of these men to our own times; those who 
neither taught nor knew of anything like what these 
[heretics] rave about. For if the apostles had known hidden 
mysteries, which they were in the habit of imparting to 
‘the perfect’ apart and privately from the rest, they would 
have delivered them especially to those to whom they 
were also committing the Churches themselves. For they 
were desirous that these men should be very perfect and 
blameless in all things, whom also they were leaving 
behind as their successors, delivering up their own place of 
government to these men; which men, if they discharged 
their functions honestly, would be a great boon [to the 
Church], but if they should fall away, the direst calamity.” 
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III: Ecclesiology
Haer. III.3.2-3: “Since, however, it would be very tedious, in 
such a volume as this, to reckon up the successions of all the 
Churches, we do put to confusion all those who, in whatever 
manner, whether by an evil self-pleasing, by vainglory, or by 
blindness and perverse opinion, assemble in unauthorized 
meetings; [we do this, I say,] by indicating that tradition 
derived from the apostles, of the very great, the very ancient, 
and universally known Church founded and organized at Rome 
by the two most glorious apostles, Peter and Paul; as also [by 
pointing out] the faith preached to men, which comes down to 
our time by means of the successions of the bishops. For it is a 
matter of necessity that every Church should agree with this 
Church, on account of its pre-eminent authority, that is, the 
faithful everywhere, inasmuch as the apostolical tradition has 
been preserved continuously by those [faithful men] who exist 
everywhere.”  

“The blessed apostles, then, having founded and built up the 
Church, committed into the hands of Linus the office of the 
episcopate. Of this Linus, Paul makes mention in the Epistles to 
Timothy. To him succeeded Anacletus; and after him, in the 
third place from the apostles, Clement was allotted the 
bishopric…”



- Catholic-Orthodox Joint Coordinating Committee (4, 6), 2008 draft

“Catholics and Orthodox agree that, from apostolic times, the Church of Rome 
has been recognised as the first among the local Churches, both in the East and in 

the West… Irenaeus emphasised that the Church of Rome was a sure reference 
point for apostolic teaching. With this Church, founded by Peter and Paul, it was 

necessary that every Church should agree (convenire), ‘propter potentiorem 
principalitatem,’ a phrase which can be variously understood as ‘because of its 
more imposing origin’ or ‘because of its greater authority’ (Adv.Haer., 3, 3, 2).”

Excursus: Haer. III.3.2



Haer. III.2-4 represents “an excursus arguing that this 
preaching has been preserved publically by the 
successions of presbyter-bishops in the various 

churches, pre-eminently in Rome.”

- John Behr, Irenaeus of Lyons: Identifying Christianity (125)

Excursus: Haer. III.3.2



“Irenaeus clearly gives the church of Rome a place of 
eminence and authority within the wider church… [later on, 
Luther] came to argue increasingly that the bishop of Rome 

had deserted the apostolic tradition, an eventuality that Irenaeus 
does not appear to have imagined could take place.”

- Christopher Hall, Learning Theology with the Church Fathers (229, 233)

Excursus: Haer. III.3.2



“Irenaeus gives no ground for attributing priority to Rome.”

– Eric Osborn, Irenaeus of Lyons (129)

Excursus: Haer. III.3.2



“The Church of Rome, as the Apostolic Church of the West, had 
great weight… But it was regarded as only one witness to the truth, 

and especially to the Churches in the West, which were not 
apostolic. S. Irenaeus refers to Rome in no other way than he does 

to the Asiatic Churches, or any other which had the Gospel 
preached to them by the Apostles.” 

- E.B. Pusey, “The Rule of Faith” (41), 1851

Excursus: Haer. III.3.2



 Notes in Ante-Nicene Fathers

✤ Background: ANF produced in reaction to Oxford’s Library of the Fathers, which was perceived as 
too Catholic. Translation and original note are by Roberts and Donaldson, Scottish Presbyterians:  
 
Roberts and Donaldson, note:  
“The Latin text of this difficult but important clause is, ‘Ad hanc enim ecclesiam propter potiorem 
principalitatem necesse est omnem convenire ecclesiam.’ Both the text and meaning have here 
given rise to much discussion. It is impossible to say with certainty of what words in the Greek 
original ‘potiorem principalitatem’ may be the translation. We are far from sure that the rendering 
given above [‘its pre-eminent authority’] is correct, but we have been unable to think of anything 
better.” (III.3.2 n 3313)  

✤ Additional note by A. Cleveland Coxe, American editor and Episcopalian Bishop of Western New 
York: 
 
A. Cleveland Coxe, additional note:  
“[A most extraordinary confession. It would be hard to find a worse… Here it is obvious that the 
faith was kept at Rome, by those who resort there from all quarters. She was a mirror of the 
Catholic World, owing her orthodoxy to them; not the Sun, dispensing her own light to others, but 
the glass bringing their rays into a focus.]” (III.3.2 n 3313)

Excursus: Haer. III.3.2



 
But in case this isn’t obvious, an “Elucidation” is attached to the end of Haer. Book III in ANF: 

 
“…our learned translators have unaccountably admitted a very inaccurate translation of the 
crucial paragraph in book iii. cap. iii. sect. 2, I have shown in the footnote at that place.… 

  
…[this text] is fatal to the claims of the Papacy… Taking the entire argument of our author 

with the context, then, it amounts to this: ‘We must ask, not for local, but universal, testimony. 
Now, in every Church founded by the apostles has been handed down their traditions; but, as it 
would be a tedious thing to collect them all, let this suffice. Take that Church (nearest at hand, 
and which is the only Apostolic Church of the West), the great and glorious Church at Rome, 
which was there founded by the two apostles Peter and Paul. In her have been preserved the 
traditions of all the Churches, because everybody is forced to go to the seat of empire: and 

therefore, by these representatives of the whole Catholic Church, the apostolic traditions have 
been all collected in Rome: and you have a synoptical view of all Churches in what is there 

preserved.’” (III.Elucidation) 

Ante-Nicene Fathers, A. Cleveland Coxe, “Elucidation”

Excursus: Haer. III.3.2
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III: Ecclesiology
Haer. III.4.1: “Since therefore we have such proofs, it 
is not necessary to seek the truth among others which 
it is easy to obtain from the Church; since the 
apostles, like a rich man [depositing his money] in a 
bank, lodged in her hands most copiously all things 
pertaining to the truth: so that every man, whosoever 
will, can draw from her the water of life. For she is 
the entrance to life; all others are thieves and 
robbers... For how stands the case? Suppose there 
arise a dispute relative to some important question 
among us, should we not have recourse to the most 
ancient Churches with which the apostles held 
constant intercourse, and learn from them what is 
certain and clear in regard to the present question? 
For how should it be if the apostles themselves had 
not left us writings? Would it not be necessary, [in 
that case,] to follow the course of the tradition which 
they handed down to those to whom they did commit 
the Churches?”



Theology of St. Irenaeus 
IV: Mariology



01

IV: Mariology
✤ Romans 5 in Irenaeus’ theology  

✤ As with Justin Martyr, Irenaeus draws the parallel 
between Eve and Mary, but develops the 
theological significance of Mary’s role in salvation 
!

✤ The Magnificat is Mary “prophesying on behalf of 
the Church” (Haer. III.10.2)  

✤ In Christ’s Incarnation, it is “Mary alone co-
operating with the pre-arranged plan” (Haer. III.
21.7)
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IV: Mariology
Haer. III.22.4: “In accordance with this design 
[recapitulation], Mary the Virgin is found obedient, 
saying, ‘Behold the handmaid of the Lord; be it unto 
me according to thy word.’ (Luke 1:38) But Eve was 
disobedient; for she did not obey when as yet she was 
a virgin. And even as she, having indeed a husband, 
Adam, but being nevertheless as yet a virgin... having 
become disobedient, was made the cause of death, 
both to herself and to the entire human race; so also 
did Mary, having a man betrothed [to her], and being 
nevertheless a virgin, by yielding obedience, become 
the cause of salvation, both to herself and the whole 
human race... And thus also it was that the knot of 
Eve’s disobedience was loosed by the obedience of 
Mary. For what the virgin Eve had bound fast 
through unbelief, this did the virgin Mary set free 
through faith.”
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IV: Mariology
Haer. V.19.1: “For just as the former was led astray by the word 
of an angel, so that she fled from God when she had 
transgressed His word; so did the latter, by an angelic 
communication, receive the glad tidings that she should sustain 
God, being obedient to His word. And if the former did disobey 
God, yet the latter was persuaded to be obedient to God, in order 
that the Virgin Mary might become the patroness of the virgin 
Eve. And thus, as the human race fell into bondage to death by 
means of a virgin, so is it rescued by a virgin; virginal 
disobedience having been balanced in the opposite scale by 
virginal obedience. For in the same way the sin of the first 
created man receives amendment by the correction of the First-
begotten, and the coming of the serpent is conquered by the 
harmlessness of the dove, those bonds being unloosed by which 
we had been fast bound to death.” 
!
Epid. 33: “For it was necessary that Adam should be summed up 
in Christ, that mortality might be swallowed up and 
overwhelmed by immortality; and Eve summed up in Mary, that 
a virgin should be a virgin’s intercessor, and by a virgin’s 
obedience undo and put away the disobedience of a virgin.” 



Theology of St. Irenaeus 
V: The Eucharist
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V: The Eucharist

✤ As with earlier patristic sources, an 
emphasis on the reality of Christ’s 
presence in the elements of the Eucharist 
and its efficacy for salvation, which are 
here given greater definition 
!

✤ The heretics similarly identify the bread 
and wine as Jesus’ body and blood; 
Irenaeus argues that because they deny the 
Word of God’s presence in the Incarnation, 
so too should they deny Christ’s presence 
in the sacraments 
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V: The Eucharist
Haer. IV.17.4: “Those, again, who maintain that the things 
around us originated from apostasy, ignorance, and passion, do, 
while offering unto Him the fruits of ignorance, passion, and 
apostasy, sin against their Father, rather subjecting Him to insult 
than giving Him thanks. But how can they be consistent with 
themselves, [when they say] that the bread over which thanks 
have been given is the body of their Lord, and the cup His blood, 
if they do not call Himself the Son of the Creator of the world?” 
!
Haer. IV.17.5: “Then, again, how can they say that the flesh, 
which is nourished with the body of the Lord and with His 
blood, goes to corruption, and does not partake of life? Let them, 
therefore, either alter their opinion, or cease from offering the 
things just mentioned. But our opinion is in accordance with the 
Eucharist, and the Eucharist in turn establishes our opinion. For 
we offer to Him His own, announcing consistently the 
fellowship and union of the flesh and Spirit. For as the bread, 
which is produced from the earth, when it receives the 
invocation of God, is no longer common bread, but the 
Eucharist, consisting of two realities, earthly and heavenly; so 
also our bodies, when they receive the Eucharist, are no longer 
corruptible, having the hope of the resurrection to eternity.”
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V: The Eucharist
Haer. V.2.2-3: “He has acknowledged the cup (which is a 
part of the creation) as His own blood, from which He 
bedews our blood; and the bread (also a part of the 
creation) He has established as His own body, from which 
He gives increase to our bodies.  
 
When, therefore, the mingled cup and the manufactured 
bread receives the Word of God, and the Eucharist of the 
blood and the body of Christ is made, from which things 
the substance of our flesh is increased and supported, how 
can they affirm that the flesh is incapable of receiving the 
gift of God, which is life eternal, which [flesh] is nourished 
from the body and blood of the Lord, and is a member of 
Him?—even as the blessed Paul declares in his Epistle to 
the Ephesians, that ‘we are members of His body, of His 
flesh, and of His bones.’ (Eph 5:30) He does not speak 
these words of some spiritual and invisible man, for a spirit 
has not bones nor flesh; (Luke 24:39) but [he refers to] that 
dispensation [by which the Lord became] an actual man, 
consisting of flesh, and nerves, and bones,—that [flesh] 
which is nourished by the cup which is His blood, and 
receives increase from the bread which is His body.”
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Haer. V.2.2-3 (cont): “And just as a cutting from 
the vine planted in the ground fructifies in its 
season, or as a corn of wheat falling into the 
earth and becoming decomposed, rises with 
manifold increase by the Spirit of God, who 
contains all things, and then, through the 
wisdom of God, serves for the use of men, and 
having received the Word of God, becomes the 
Eucharist, which is the body and blood of 
Christ; so also our bodies, being nourished by it, 
and deposited in the earth, and suffering 
decomposition there, shall rise at their appointed 
time.”

V: The Eucharist



Theology of St. Irenaeus 
Conclusion: Assorted treasures from Irenaeus



Assorted treasures from Irenaeus

On how God is known by His governance, Haer. II.6.2:  
“By way of parallel, shall not those who live under the empire of the Romans, although they 
have never seen the emperor, but are far separated from him both by land and sea, know very 

well, as they experience his rule, who it is that possesses the principal power in the state?”



On the dependability of truth, Haer. III.15.2:  
“For error is plausible, and bears a resemblance to the truth, but requires to be disguised; while 

truth is without disguise, and therefore has been entrusted to children.” 

Assorted treasures from Irenaeus



On how God shows himself to the world, Haer. III.20.2:  
“Just as the physician is proved by his patients, so is God also revealed through men.” 

Assorted treasures from Irenaeus



On the hands of God, Haer. IV.Pref:  
“Now man is a mixed organization of soul and flesh, who was formed after the likeness of God, 
and moulded by His hands, that is, by the Son and Holy Spirit, to whom also He said, ‘Let Us 

make man.’”

Assorted treasures from Irenaeus



On faith and works, Haer. IV.6.5:  
“Now, to believe in Him is to do His will.” 

Assorted treasures from Irenaeus



On the value of weakness, Haer. V.3.1:  
“The Apostle Paul has, moreover, in the most lucid manner, pointed out that man has been delivered 

over to his own infirmity, lest, being uplifted, he might fall away from the truth... did the Lord wish, in 
that case, that His apostles should thus undergo buffeting, and that he should endure such infirmity? 

Even so it was; the word says it. For strength is made perfect in weakness, rendering him a better man 
who by means of his infirmity becomes acquainted with the power of God.”

Assorted treasures from Irenaeus
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