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Preface

The past several decades have seen an increased interest in re-

turning to the ancient sources of the Christian faith. There 

has been an expanding interest in the academic field known 

as patristics, which is the study of the Christian writers of the 

first five centuries. There have been new commentary series that 

have drawn their explanations of the Scriptures from these early 

Christian authors. There has also been an increased interest in 

understanding what the early Christians believed. This book has 

been written to serve as a gateway into the beliefs and teachings 

of the early Christians. The doctrines treated in this book are 

those set forth in the Nicene Creed of the fourth century. I have 

used the creed to provide the topics discussed in the various 

chapters; however, the book is not a commentary on the creed. 

The inclusion of these topics in this important creed means that 

they were central topics in the early Christians’ understanding of 

their faith. Some of the chapters focus on the topics before they 

reached their final formulation in the creed. Others reach some 

years beyond the creed as understandings expressed there were 

fleshed out in later debates. The chapter on Scripture (ch. 2) is 

an exception. There is no doctrine of Scripture in the statements 

of faith found in the Nicene Creed. A very definite concept of 

(Unpublished manuscript—copyright protected Baker Publishing Group)
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 Preface

Scripture, however, is presupposed and used in the creed. It is 

for this reason that I have included this chapter.

I have written this book to be used in undergraduate classes 

introducing students to the study of Christian doctrine. Short 

excerpts from original sources are placed in sidebars so the 

student can get an idea of how some of the early Christians 

reasoned and expressed themselves on these topics. The transla-

tions of these excerpts are my own, except where a translator or 

translation is indicated at the end of the excerpt. Each chapter 

concludes with questions for discussion and suggestions for 

further reading. These readings are primarily in translations 

from original sources. The book does not presuppose any special 

understanding or skills in theology. It is intended to be a primer. 

It might also be found useful for church groups interested in 

coming to grips with the roots of the Christian faith. It is offered 

in the service of him who said, “Take my yoke upon you, and 

learn from me. . . . For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light” 

(Matt. 11:29–30 NRSV).

Ronald E. Heine

October 2011
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1

What Is Classical Christian Doctrine?

Let that which you heard from the beginning 

remain in you.

1 John 2:24

Identifying the Major Personalities
Irenaeus: A Christian bishop in Lyons, France, in the last quarter of the second 
century; he was raised in the ancient Christian center of Smyrna (see Rev. 1:11 
and 2:8) on the coast of Asia Minor (modern Turkey), where he knew Polycarp.

Polycarp: Bishop of Smyrna from the early to the mid-second century; may have 
known the apostle John; recipient of a letter from Ignatius; martyred at age eighty-
six in the mid-second century.

Ignatius: Bishop of Antioch in Syria in the early second century; martyred in 
Rome, probably in the reign of Trajan (AD 98–117); authored seven letters as he 
was being taken to Rome to be executed.

“Doctrine” is a term that is often misunderstood. It is sometimes 

connected with particular views of the end of the world or with 

complicated views about who can receive salvation. Some Chris-

tians think that they hold no doctrines. They just believe in Jesus. 

But when one claims to believe in Jesus, that implies that one 

(Unpublished manuscript—copyright protected Baker Publishing Group)
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believes certain things about Jesus, such as who he was or is and 

why believing in him is important. All Christians have always 

held doctrines about Jesus and other topics related to Jesus. It 

is important, therefore, to understand what these doctrines are 

and why they came to be. This book introduces the most basic 

doctrines of the Christian faith that have been held by a major-

ity of Christians since the earliest centuries of the faith. I have 

called them classical Christian doctrines. But because the terms 

“classical” and “doctrine” can both be ambiguous, let’s begin by 

offering definitions for what these terms will mean in this book.

A Definition of  “Classical”

The word “classical” is somewhat elastic in its uses. We speak, 

for example, of classical music, classical architecture, and clas-

sical literature. I did my doctoral work in classical philology. 

In each of these uses the word “classical” has differing impli-

cations. “Classical music” may refer to a particular style of 

music, particular composers, a particular period of time in 

which the music was composed or, as is more usually the case, 

to a combination of some or all of these factors. “Classical 

architecture” usually refers to the architecture of the ancient 

Greeks and Romans stretching from perhaps the sixth century 

BC through the second century AD. “Classical literature” is 

usually the literature specific to a culture and may be delin-

eated differently in the various cultures. In English-speaking 

culture “classical literature” certainly includes the works of 

authors like Chaucer and Shakespeare, but it is by no means 

limited to them. “Classical philology,” on the other hand, in 

the Western academic world refers specifically to the study of 

the language and literature of the ancient Greeks and Romans. 

The classical period of the Greek language and literature is 

considered to begin with the Homeric epics called The Iliad and 

The Odyssey and to end with the writings of the great tragic 

and comic poets, the Athenian orators, and the philosophical 

(Unpublished manuscript—copyright protected Baker Publishing Group)
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writings of Plato. When I was a university student, one of 

the professors in the classics department frequently referred 

to all Greek literature written after about the end of the fifth 

century BC as composed in the period of the decadence of the 

language. Unfortunately, he was on the examination commit-

tee for my dissertation, and I had written on a treatise of one 

of the church fathers who lived in the fourth century AD. He 

commented that I had done a good job on my dissertation, 

but that it should probably never have been written!

What might “classical Christian doctrine” mean? One of 

the implications of the adjective “classical” in all the examples 

considered in the preceding paragraph is that for something to 

be called classical, it must have endured. If Shakespeare’s plays 

had not been read and performed after their first performance 

in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, they would 

not be considered classical. There is also an appeal factor in 

things that are labeled classical. They have a quality that ap-

peals to and is recognized by a large number of people. Many 

people find them pleasing or, in the case of doctrines, correct.

What I mean by “classical Christian doctrine” in this book 

is those doctrines that were accepted as true by most Christians 

before the end of the first four centuries of the Christian era. 

The classical expression of these doctrines is found in summary 

format in the Nicene Creed.1 This creed was drawn up by the 

first ecumenical council of the church, at Nicaea in AD 325, 

and was supplemented with a slight addition a few years later 

at the second ecumenical council, at Constantinople in AD 381. 

It has been, and continues to be, the most widely used expres-

sion of the Christian faith in the world. It is still today recited 

regularly in the worship services of Orthodox, Roman Catholic, 

and Protestant churches around the world.

This book is not a study of the Nicene Creed as such, but the 

creed provides the general doctrines that are considered in this 

book. Some of the chapters, however, are about doctrines that 

1. The text of the Nicene Creed of AD 381 can be found in ch. 3.

(Unpublished manuscript—copyright protected Baker Publishing Group)
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were proposed as ways of understanding a particular topic but 
were ultimately rejected as inadequate by the larger group of 
Christians. Looking at some of the rejected viewpoints helps us 
better understand why Christians expressed a particular doctrine 
as they did, or why it was important to discuss a particular topic 
at all. A few of the doctrines discussed reached their final form 
of expression several years after the drawing up of the creed 
by the Council of Nicaea. Some were added at the Council of 
Constantinople in AD 381.

It was during the first four centuries of the Christian era 
that all the major doctrines of the church were set forth. These 
doctrines continue to be foundational for all later thought about 
what it means to be Christian. The importance of this period 
of time for Christian doctrine gives it the right to be considered 
the classical period of the Christian faith, and those doctrines 
defined in this period, classical Christian doctrines.

A Definition of  “Doctrine”

The other term that needs to be defined is “doctrine.” Christians 
often talk about doctrine. It is a regular part of the Christian 
vocabulary, so much so that it is sometimes thought to be a 
concept that belongs to church language alone. The English 
word “doctrine” is derived from the Latin word doctrina, which 
means “teaching” or “instruction.” Every field of knowledge has 
a body of teachings that make up its doctrine. These teachings 
constitute the core of that discipline’s self-understanding. Every 
person who practices that discipline shares these teachings and, 
in more or less completeness, follows them. If one is an analyti-
cal philosopher, for example, he or she will share with other 
analytical philosophers a particular view of reality, language, 
ways of speaking about reality, and ways of approaching and 
solving problems. The same could be said of nuclear physicists, 
biologists, ecologists, or any others who participate in a branch 
of learning or belief system. Each branch of learning has a body 

of doctrine. Those doctrines involve how people who share that 

(Unpublished manuscript—copyright protected Baker Publishing Group)
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discipline understand their discipline, and what they commu-

nicate about it, both in discussions with others who share the 

discipline and to those outside the discipline.

When we speak of “Christian doctrine,” then, we are speaking 

of the Christian system of belief or the common core of Christian 

teaching that determines Christian self-understanding—that is, 

what it means to be a Christian. This represents what Christians 

believe in common and what they communicate to others. Chris-

tian doctrines have been defined by George Lindbeck as “com-

munally authoritative teachings regarding beliefs and practices 

that are considered essential to the identity . . . of the group in 

question.” “[T]hey indicate,” he continues, “what constitutes 

faithful adherence to a community.”2 This last statement points to 

something very important about doctrines. They set boundaries.

Doctrines and Boundaries

Doctrines define acceptable and unacceptable views.3 Christian 

doctrines are definitive by nature; that is, they define what it 

means to be Christian. The Christian writers of the classical 

period of Christian doctrine spoke often of heresies. A heretic 

was someone who believed and taught a doctrine that was not 

accepted by the larger body of Christian believers.

Irenaeus wrote a large treatise at the end of the second cen-

tury AD that he called An Examination and Overthrow of  What 

Is Falsely Called Knowledge. (This work is usually referred to 

simply as Against Heresies, which is the title that will be used 

throughout this book.)

The treatise is almost completely devoted to the heresy known 

as gnosticism. There were groups other than the gnostics who 

also held views that the larger body of Christians did not accept, 

but the issues raised by the gnostics were the subject of most 

2. George A. Lindbeck, The Nature of  Doctrine (London: SPCK, 1984), 74.
3. See Thomas C. Oden, The Rebirth of  Orthodoxy (San Francisco: Harper-

SanFrancisco, 2003), 132–36.
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discussions of heresy in the second century. Gnostics believed 

and taught a number of things about Jesus that the larger body 

of Christians did not accept as true. Some gnostics, for example, 

did not believe that Jesus had a real body of flesh. They thought 

he only appeared to have such a body. Without a body of flesh, 

he could not, of course, suffer and die. This view contradicted 

some core beliefs that the majority of Christians held about 

Jesus and what he had done for them.

Some gnostics seem to have denied that Jesus had a real body 

as early as the first century, for a few of the later writings of 

the New Testament allude to the issue. The author of 2 John, 

for example, warns his readers that “many deceivers have gone 

out into the world, who do not acknowledge that Jesus Christ 

came in flesh” (v. 7). John asserts in the prologue of his Gospel 

that “the Logos [Word] became flesh and lived among us” (John 

1:14). Both 2 John and the Gospel of John were probably writ-

ten in the last decade of the first century. In the early second 

century Ignatius warned against such views when he wrote to 

the Christians at Tralles in Asia Minor, “Do not listen whenever 

anyone speaks to you apart from Jesus Christ. Jesus descended 

from David’s family, born of Mary. He truly was born, and ate, 

and drank. He was truly persecuted by Pontius Pilate, truly 

crucified and died, . . . and he was truly raised from the dead” 

(Ign. Trall. 9.1–2). Everything Ignatius mentions has to do with 

the physical nature of Jesus. It is a doctrinal statement defining 

one of the important boundaries about belief in Jesus Christ. 

He lived on this earth in a real body of flesh.

Polycarp, whom Irenaeus knew as a young man in Smyrna, 

raises the same issue in his letter To the Philippians:

Whoever does not acknowledge that Jesus Christ has come in 

flesh is an antichrist, and whoever does not acknowledge the 

testimony of the cross belongs to the devil, and whoever crafts 

the sayings of the Lord to meet his own desires and says there is 

no resurrection or judgment is Satan’s firstborn child. Therefore, 

let us forsake the folly of the many and their false teachings 

(Unpublished manuscript—copyright protected Baker Publishing Group)
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and return to the doctrine that was handed down to us from the 

beginning. (Pol. Phil. 7.1–2)

The doctrines of the early Christians stated what they con-

sidered to be the truth about Jesus Christ. They marked the 

boundaries of what was acceptable and what was unaccept-

able to believe about him. It was not acceptable to believe 

that he was a divine being that lacked a real human body and, 

therefore, did not participate fully in the humanity that we 

humans know. As we will see in later chapters, it was also not 

acceptable to believe that his status was anything less than 

that of God himself.

By the end of the second century these doctrines about Jesus 

and God were being summarized in creed-like statements some-

times called the rule of faith, and sometimes called a baptismal 

Irenaeus on the Universal Belief of the Church

The church, although scattered throughout the whole world, . . . has received from 
the apostles and their disciples the faith in one God the Father Almighty, “who 
made the heaven and the earth and the sea and everything in them [Acts 4:24],” 
and in one Christ Jesus, the Son of God, who was made flesh for our salvation, and 
in the Holy Spirit, who proclaimed through the prophets the ways of salvation 
and the coming of our beloved Christ Jesus the Lord and his birth from the virgin 
and his suffering and resurrection from the dead and his ascension into heaven 
in the flesh, and his return from heaven in the glory of the Father to “sum up all 
things” [Eph. 1:10] and to raise all human flesh so that “every knee might bow of 
things in heaven and on earth and under the earth and every tongue confess” 
[Phil. 2:10–11] to Christ Jesus our Lord and God and Savior and King according 
to the good pleasure of the invisible Father. . . . The church, although scattered 
in the whole world, as we said previously, has received the message and this 
faith and carefully preserves it as if it lived in one house. . . . The churches situ-
ated in Germany have not believed or handed on anything different, nor those 
in Spain or France, or those in the East, or in Egypt or Libya, or those situated in 
the mid-part of the world. . . . Like the sun . . . which is one and the same in the 
whole world, so too the light, the message of the truth, shines everywhere and 
enlightens all people who want to come to knowledge of the truth.

Irenaeus, Against Heresies 1.10.1, 2
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confession because it would be repeated by a person about to 
be baptized. The doctrines contained in these statements of 
faith were considered to go back to the teachings of the apostles 
and to represent what Jesus Christ himself had taught them. 
They were believed to be found in the writings of the apostles 
in the Scriptures. It was this connection with Christ through 
the teachings of the apostles found in the Scriptures that gave 
authority to the doctrines accepted by the earliest Christians.

Classical Christian doctrine, as the phrase is used in this 
book, refers to those doctrines the church accepted in the first 
four centuries of its existence and gave expression to primarily 
in the Nicene Creed. These classical doctrines, which have de-
fined the belief of the church from its most ancient days, are 
the doctrines surveyed in this book.

Points for Discussion

 1. Define the term “doctrine” from your own understanding 
of the concept.

 2. Do you think doctrine is important to the church? Why?
 3. Do you think doctrine was important to the early 

Christians?
 4. Collect as many statements from the New Testament as 

you are able that say something about doctrine. What do 
these statements teach us?

 5. Does Jesus’s question in Matthew 16:15 suggest anything 
about doctrine or its importance?

Resources for Further Reading

Heine, Ronald E. “What Is Christian Doctrine?” Stone-Campbell Journal 
1, no. 1 (1998): 45–57.

McGrath, Alister E. The Genesis of  Doctrine. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans; 
Vancouver, BC: Regent College Publishing, 1990. See ch. 6.

Oden, Thomas C. The Rebirth of  Orthodoxy. San Francisco: Harper-
SanFrancisco, 2003. See chs. 3, 4, 9.
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2

Christian Scripture

The Source of Classical Christian Doctrine

Then he opened their mind to understand the 

scriptures.

Luke 24:45

Identifying the Major Personalities
Polycarp: Bishop of Smyrna in the mid-second century and author of a letter to 
the Christians at Philippi.

Marcion: Christian teacher in the mid-second century who rejected Christian 
use of the Old Testament.

Justin Martyr: Christian apologist and teacher in Rome in the mid-second century; 
first to apply the term “Gospels” to Christian writings about Jesus.

Irenaeus: Bishop of Lyons, France, in the last quarter of the second century; first 
to refer to nearly all the writings of our New Testament.

Classical Christian doctrine is built on Scripture. All the chap-

ters that follow in this book represent attempts of the early 

Christians to understand the teachings of the Scriptures. Our 
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word “Scripture” is the translation, via the Latin language, of 

a Greek word that means “writing.” But what were the Scrip-

tures, or writings, that those early Christians were attempting 

to understand? We Christians of the twenty-first century have 

an automatic answer to that question. We can point to a copy of 

the Bible and say this is what they were interpreting. The most 

common usage of the word “Scripture” today is in reference to 

the book we label the Bible.1 Scripture, in other words, refers 

to what Christians consider to be the authoritative book about 

Jesus and God’s revelation in relation to him. But the answer 

to our question was not so automatic or obvious in the first 

few centuries of the Christian era. The early Christians had to 

wrestle with the question of what writings belonged in what 

we so easily refer to as Scripture.

I stated in the preface and again in chapter 1 that the doc-

trines discussed in this book are those that are represented in 

the Nicene Creed. There is, however, no statement of what con-

stitutes Scripture in the Nicene Creed. Nor is there any ancient 

evidence suggesting that there was any discussion of this subject 

at the Council of Nicaea, which produced the creed. The main 

discussions about what would constitute Christian Scripture 

took place in the second and third centuries. These discussions 

occurred not in the context of church councils but in local de-

bates about which books were appropriate for reading in the 

worship of the church or should be considered authoritative in 

determining Christian teaching. We have an example of such 

a local debate from the end of the second century in a letter of 

Serapion, bishop of Antioch, to the church in Rhossus, which 

lay not far northwest of Antioch. Serapion’s office of bishop 

seems to have extended over Rhossus as well as Antioch. When 

Serapion visited the troubled church, he thought the division was 

over a dispute about whether a Gospel claiming to come from 

Peter could be read in the church. Not knowing the contents of 

this Gospel well, and assuming that the conflict was only about 

1. “Scripture” may also be used to refer to the sacred writings of other religions.
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reading it in the church, he said it could be read. Later, when he 

had read the Gospel carefully, he discovered that it contained 

false teachings about Christ. He then revoked the permission 

he had granted for the Gospel of  Peter to be read in the church.2 

We will look at some broader-based discussions concerning 

Scripture in relation to crises in the second-century church in 

the sections that follow.

The earliest Christians derived their doctrine from Scrip-

ture. This does not mean, of course, that they did not interpret 

Scripture in presenting what they considered to be its teachings, 

or that they were not influenced by factors outside of Scrip-

ture in their interpretations. It is only to say that Scripture was 

the source from which they mined the ore of their doctrines. 

What we are looking at in this chapter is the development of 

the concept of Christian Scripture in the period preceding the 

Nicene Creed.

The Scriptures of  the Earliest Christians

The writings that constitute what Christians today call the New 

Testament began to be composed perhaps as early as fifteen years 

after the death and resurrection of Jesus and continued to ap-

pear over the next fifty years.3 They were not, however, usually 

considered to be Scripture in the first century of the Christian 

era.4 The earliest Christians did not, therefore, have what we 

call the New Testament. Scripture for them meant the Hebrew 

Scriptures, which Christians today call the Old Testament. The 

Hebrew Scriptures were the authoritative books of the Jew-

ish people. The first Christians used these books because they 

were Jews by birth. They believed that Jesus of Nazareth was 

the Jewish Messiah that they had anticipated on the basis of 

2. This letter of Serapion is preserved in Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 6.12.
3. This is based on the assumption that a few of Paul’s letters may have ap-

peared in the mid-40s and that the Johannine literature appeared in the mid-90s.
4. The one possible exception is the rather ambiguous statement about Paul’s 

letters in 2 Pet. 3:15–16.
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certain texts in the Hebrew Scriptures. They read the Hebrew 

Scriptures in a translation into the Greek language made years 

earlier by the Jewish community and used by Jews throughout 

the world who spoke Greek rather than Hebrew. This translation 

is called the Septuagint. It is what constituted Scripture for the 

first Christians. All references to Scripture in our New Testa-

ment are to what we today call the Old Testament.5

The Hebrew Scriptures have continued to be an essential part 

of Christian Scripture from the beginning of the church to the 

present day. The New Testament alone is not Christian Scrip-

ture. It is Old Testament plus New Testament that is Christian 

Scripture. The church has insisted on this combination ever 

since the books of the New Testament came to be considered a 

part of Christian Scripture. We will see in a later section in this 

chapter how the larger church in the second century rejected 

the attempt of a minority to discontinue the use of the Old 

Testament as Christian Scripture.

The Addition of  Christian Writings to the Writings 
of  the Hebrew Scriptures

The earliest Christians used the Scriptures of the Jewish com-

munity, but they did not read them as other members of the 

Jewish community read them. The law of Moses was the most 

important part of the Scriptures for the larger Jewish com-

munity. The Mosaic law, and its interpretations by the rabbis, 

directed the way the Jewish people lived. Christians, however, 

considered Christ to have been the fulfillment of the Hebrew 

Scriptures. For Christians, therefore, from the beginning these 

writings were useful primarily for what they could learn from 

them about Christ. A common Jewish objection to the Chris-

tian use of the Hebrew Scriptures was that Christians claimed 

to worship the God revealed in those writings, but they did 

5. See Ronald E. Heine, Reading the Old Testament with the Ancient Church 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007), 31–46.
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not keep the law, which was central to the Hebrew Scriptures.6 
Christians read the Hebrew Scriptures in the Greek translation, 

looking for teachings about or by Christ. The concluding chapter 

of Luke’s Gospel indicates that Jesus himself taught his follow-

ers to read the Hebrew Scriptures in this way.7 Throughout his 

ministry, Jesus had made his own teachings equal to those of 

Moses. His followers had heard him say, “You have heard that 

the ancients said. . . . But I say to you . . .”8 All of the sayings that 

Jesus attributes to “the ancients” come from the law of Moses. 

Statements such as these by Jesus suggested that his teachings 

were on a par with, or even superseded, the teachings of Moses 

and the prophets as an authority for his followers.9

Jewish Objection to Christian Use of the Hebrew Scriptures

You [Christians] hope to gain something good from God although you do not 
keep his commands. Are you unaware that, “That soul which is not circumcised 
on the eighth day will be cut off from its generation” [Gen. 17:14]? . . . You, then, 
despise this covenant outright and neglect the things that follow, and still 
attempt to convince yourselves that you know God although you do none of 
the things those who fear God do.

Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho the Jew 10.3–4

The message about Jesus was called the gospel (“good news”) 

by the early Christians. It was the story of Jesus told by the 

apostles in their preaching. The apostles had been with Jesus 

and had seen his deeds and heard his teachings firsthand. They 

were eyewitnesses to the story of Jesus. There were, of course, 

other eyewitnesses to some of Jesus’s activities and teachings. 

But these others were not on a par with the apostles as eye-

witnesses, because the apostles were those closest followers who 

6. Justin, Dialogue with Trypho the Jew 10.
7. See Luke 24:13–32, 44–48.
8. Matt. 5:21–22, 27–28, 31–32, 33–34, 38–39, 43–44.
9. See Denis M. Farkasfalvy, “The Early Development of the New Testament 

Canon,” in The Formation of  the New Testament Canon, by William R. Farmer 
and Denis M. Farkasfalvy (New York: Paulist Press, 1983), 97–178.
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had been with him continually throughout his ministry. They, 

therefore, constituted the highest court of appeal when it came 

to authenticating what Jesus had done or said. When the words 

and deeds of Jesus began to be written down, it was natural for 

the Christians to treat these accounts as Scripture in the same 

way they treated the writings of Moses and the prophets.

Paul’s writings are the earliest Christian writings that we 

possess. They contain hints of understandings among the early 

Christians that later resulted in their expanding what they con-

sidered to be Scripture beyond those writings that made up the 

Hebrew Scriptures. Paul recognized three sources of authority 

in his letters. First, of course, he recognized and used the He-

brew Scriptures as authority. He did not, however, use them to 

regulate how Christians should live, as the Jews used the law 

to define and regulate their lives. The main authority of the 

Hebrew Scriptures for Christians was the testimony they were 

understood to bear to Christ. Paul used them to validate his 

message about Jesus. In Romans 15:3–4, for example, he cites 

the words of Psalm 69:9 as descriptive of Jesus and says further, 

speaking of the Hebrew Scriptures in general, “For whatever was 

written in former days was written for our instruction” (NRSV; 

emphasis added). Second, Paul knew and used traditions about 

Jesus and sayings of Jesus as a source of authority. In his First 

Letter to the Corinthians he gives instructions about marriage 

based on a teaching of Jesus.10 In other passages he grounds 

his instructions in traditions about Jesus that he has received 

from the other apostles.11 Jesus’s words, and events from his life 

recounted by the apostles, were considered a source of authority 

by Christians. Finally, Paul considered the office of apostle itself 

to carry authority. In the verses about marriage from 1 Corin-

thians 7 quoted in the sidebar, Paul carefully distinguishes the 

teaching of Jesus on the subject of marriage from what he him-

self says on a further matter about which he knows no teaching 

10. 1 Cor. 7:10–11; cf. Mark 10:11–12; Luke 16:18.
11. 1 Cor. 15:1–11; see also 11:23–25.
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of Jesus. But it is quite clear that he expects his own words, as 

those of an apostle, to carry authority as well.12

In his letters, then, Paul looked to the Hebrew Scriptures, to 

the sayings and story of Jesus, and to his own office of apostle 

as sources of authority. These three sources of authority sug-

gest the shape that the Christian canon of Scripture later took: 

Hebrew Scriptures, Gospels, and writings of apostles.13 This 

is not to suggest that Paul determined the shape of the later 

Christian canon. Paul’s letters probably reflect general Chris-

tian understandings of authority that were afloat among the 

earliest Christians. From the beginning, the Christians looked to 

the story of Jesus and the teachings of the apostles as carrying 

authority in addition to the Hebrew Scriptures. The story of 

Jesus and the teachings of the apostles, however, were not yet 

in written form in the earliest days of the Christian community.

By the first half of the second century, the apostles were no 

longer living. Their letters to churches or individuals, along 

with their recollections of the story of Jesus as preserved either 

in their own words or in the writings of others, were widely 

known but had not yet been gathered into a single collection. In 

the Christian writings produced during this period, individual 

12. 1 Cor. 7:12; see also 7:39–40.
13. Cf. François Bovon, “The Canonical Structure of Gospel and Apostle,” in 

Studies in Early Christianity (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2003; repr., Grand Rapids: 
Baker Academic, 2005), 163–77.

Paul’s Distinction between His Own Words and the Lord’s

To those who are married I command, actually not I but the Lord, that a wife not 
be separated from her husband, but if she is already separated, let her remain 
unmarried or be reconciled to her husband, and that a husband not divorce 
his wife. Now to the rest, it is I who speak, not the Lord: If any brother has an 
unbelieving wife and she consents to live with him, let him not divorce her. 
And if any wife has an unbelieving husband and he consents to live with her, 
let her not divorce her husband.

1 Corinthians 7:10–13 (emphasis added)
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letters of Paul are sometimes referred to, but they are not yet 

cited as Scripture. In the letter known as 1 Clement, written 

perhaps in the last decade of the first century and addressed 

to the Christians at Corinth, the author refers to a letter that 

Paul had written to them––our 1 Corinthians––and summarizes 

what Paul said in 1 Corinthians 1:12.14 Likewise, Polycarp, in his 

letter To the Philippians, refers to Paul having written to them.15 

A number of phrases that clearly come from what we call the 

epistles in the New Testament can be found in the Christian 

literature written in the first half of the second century. These 

phrases are never introduced as Scripture, however, nor are they 

identified as coming from a letter of Paul, Peter, or John.16 The 

writings of apostles were known in this period, but they were 

not yet considered to be on a par with the Hebrew Scriptures. 

It seems that the Gospels were the first to be recognized by 

the early Christians to be equal in authority to the Hebrew 

Scriptures. Justin, writing in the mid-second century in Rome, 

refers to the memoirs of the apostles, which, he says, are called 

14. 1 Clem. 47.1–3.
15. Pol. Phil. 11.3.
16. The passages from 1 Clement and Polycarp discussed above are exceptions 

to this statement.

Early Citations of Unidentified Phrases from Apostolic Writings

For everyone who does not confess that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is 
antichrist [see 1 John 4:2–3], and whoever does not confess the testimony of 
the cross is of the devil [see 1 John 3:8]. Whoever perverts the sayings of the 
Lord to his own desires and says there is no resurrection or judgment is the 
firstborn of Satan. Therefore, let us forsake the vanity and false teachings of the 
multitudes and return to the word that was delivered to us from the beginning 
[see 1 John 1:1; 2:24], being sober in relation to prayers, and persevering in 
fasting [see 1 Pet. 4:7], entreating the God who sees all things not to bring us 
into temptation [see Matt. 6:13], as the Lord said. The spirit is willing, but the 
flesh is weak [see Matt. 26:41].

Polycarp, To the Philippians 7
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Gospels. He states that these are read, along with the writings of 

the Hebrew prophets, in the worship assemblies of the church.17 

By the end of the second century nearly all the writings of our 

New Testament can be found cited by Irenaeus and Tertullian.18

Two Challenges to the Apostolic Faith 
in the Second Century

The church faced two crises in the second century that threat-

ened to turn Christian faith in directions different from those it 

had taken based on the teachings of the apostles. These threats 

came from gnosticism and Marcionism. The rise of the latter 

can be dated with some precision. The date of the rise of gnosti-

cism is ambiguous. I will treat gnosticism first, as it most likely 

was the earlier of the two threats to what came to be known as 

orthodox Christian faith.

The Gnostics and a Different Jesus

Sometime in the mid-second century it became important to 

the church to define which writings about Jesus should be ac-

cepted and used as the authoritative statements about his life and 

teachings. Various subgroups of Christians had formed around 

teachers who had either composed a Gospel or accepted Gos-

pels other than the four accepted by the wider church. Modern 

scholars have labeled these subgroups gnostics, which is from 

the Greek word meaning “knowers.”19 Gnostics believed that 

they were in possession of secret knowledge about deity and the 

meaning of human life. Some of the Gospels used by the gnostics 

said nothing about Jesus’s death and resurrection; some denied 

17. Justin, 1 Apology 66.3; 67.3.
18. The only writings in our New Testament that cannot be found in Irenaeus 

are James, Jude, 2 Peter, and 3 John.
19. For a brief survey of some basic beliefs of the gnostics, see Michael Allen 

Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism” (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996), 
7–28. Gnostic Gospels in English translation can be found in The Nag Hammadi 
Scriptures, ed. Marvin Meyer (New York: HarperCollins, 2007).
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that he had had a physical body; one even made Judas a hero 

rather than a villain in his betrayal of Jesus. The teachings and 

writings of the gnostics made the church aware of its need to 

define what constituted a valid description of the life and work 

of Jesus and what did not. A major criterion that arose during 

the time of the gnostic crisis has been called the criterion of 

apostolicity. This rather daunting phrase means simply that any 

teaching claiming to come from Jesus or to be about Jesus must 

have as its source either an apostle or an immediate disciple of 

an apostle. It would be too much to say that the gnostic crisis 

of the mid-second century caused the church to decide which 

writings would constitute the collection that would define the 

acceptable description of Jesus and his teachings. The crisis 

was, however, a factor in moving the church in that direction.

Marcion and the Rejection of  the Christian Use 

of  the Old Testament

The time of Marcion’s activities can be dated rather precisely. 

He was excommunicated by the church in Rome in AD 144 for 

his heretical teachings. After this he formed his own group of 

Christians.20 His significance for our discussion is that he argued 

that the church could not use the Hebrew Scriptures. They were 

addressed, he argued, only to the Jewish people. He believed that 

Jesus of Nazareth had been not the Jewish Messiah sent by the 

God of the Old Testament but the son of a God unknown until 

the appearance of Jesus in the fifteenth year of Tiberius Caesar, 

as Luke identifies the date of Jesus’s baptism in the third chapter 

of his Gospel. Marcion thought that only what the apostle Paul 

taught could be trusted, and even some of Paul’s writings, he 

feared, had been tampered with by Jewish-leaning Christians. 

In the absence of the Hebrew Scriptures to define and support 

the Christian message about Jesus, Marcion drew up a list of 

works that would be recognized as authoritative in his churches. 

This list contained the Gospel of Luke, which Marcion edited by 

20. For a brief survey of Marcion, see Heine, Reading the Old Testament, 70–73.
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removing certain sections, and ten letters of Paul, also edited in 

places: Galatians, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Romans, 1 and 2 Thes-

salonians, Ephesians, Colossians, Philemon, and Philippians.21

The larger body of Christians disagreed with Marcion on 

three major points regarding his views on the sacred writings of 

the church. First and foremost, they disagreed with him about 

the Christian use of the Hebrew Scriptures. These, as we saw 

above, constituted the entirety of Christian Scripture in the 

earliest period of the church, and they had continued to be the 

highest written authority recognized in the church. This treasure 

of what was considered to be testimony about Jesus could not 

and would not be jettisoned by the church. Second, Marcion 

recognized only one Gospel. While we do not have any listings 

from the church as early as the time of Marcion, in just a few 

years, before the end of the second century, the larger church 

would insist that there are four Gospels, no more and no fewer. 

Finally, Marcion recognized the teachings of only one apostle. 

The church recognized the teachings of at least three: Matthew, 

John, and Paul (and Peter).22 Again, it would be too much to say 

21. Marcion’s works are all lost. We derive most of our information about him 
from Tertullian’s large treatise Against Marcion, which can be found in vol. 3 of 
The Ante-Nicene Fathers.

22. The authorship of 2 Peter, especially, was questioned by some early 
Christians.

Marcion on the Identity of Christ

Marcion has laid down the position that the Christ, revealed in the days of 
Tiberius for the salvation of all nations, was from a previously unknown god. He 
is a different being than the one who has been appointed by God the creator 
for the restoration of the Jewish state. This latter is yet to come. Between these 
two beings he interposes the separation of a great and absolute difference. It 
is as great a difference as that between what is just and what is good, or be-
tween the law and the gospel. In short it is as great as the difference between  
Judaism and Christianity.

Tertullian, Against Marcion 4.6; ANF 3:351 (translation modified)
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that Marcion’s teachings caused the church to draw up its own 

list of acceptable writings. He must, however, have caused the 

church to think seriously about the growing need for such a list.

The Concept of  Canon and the Writings 

of  the New Testament

I have already used the term “canon” a few times in this 

chapter. It comes from a Greek word meaning “a standard or 

rule for measuring.” To illustrate its meaning I sometimes ask 

two or three students to go to the board and draw a line they 

think is twelve inches long. The lines always differ from one 

Irenaeus on the Four Gospels

The Gospels can be neither more in number nor fewer than they are. For because 
there are four inhabited regions of the world, and four general winds, and the 
church is scattered over the whole earth, and the gospel is the pillar and foun-
dation of the church and the breath of its life, consequently the church must 
have four pillars exhaling immortality from every quarter and making people 
live. Therefore, it is clear that the Logos, the maker of all things “who sits upon 
the cherubim” and holds all things together, has given us the gospel in fourfold 
form, but held together by the one Spirit. David, when requesting his presence, 
says, “You who sit upon the cherubim, appear” [Ps. 80:2]. For the cherubim have 
four faces and their faces are images of the activity of the Son of God. “The first 
animal,” it says, “is like a lion,” emphasizing his effectiveness, leadership, and kingly 
office. “And the second was like a calf,” pointing to his ceremonial and priestly 
position. “The third had the face of a person,” which clearly indicates his coming 
as a human being. “The fourth was like an eagle flying,” which reveals the gift 
of the Spirit hovering over the church [see Rev. 4:7]. The Gospels, therefore, on 
which Christ is seated, are in harmony with these beings. For the Gospel accord-
ing to John relates his authoritative and highly esteemed generation from the 
Father, . . . and that according to Luke, since he bears a priestly stamp, begins 
with Zacharias the priest making an offering to God. . . . The Gospel according to 
Matthew announces his birth as a human when it says, “The book of the genera-
tion of Jesus Christ, son of David, son of Abraham” [Matt. 1:1]. And that according 
to Mark begins from the prophetic Spirit . . . when it says, “The beginning of the 
gospel, as it is written in Isaiah the prophet” [Mark 1:1].

Irenaeus, Against Heresies 3.11.8
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another in length. Then I ask how we can know which, if any, 

of the three lines is actually twelve inches long. I take out a 

ruler, of course, and point out that we do not have to guess how 

long a line of twelve inches is. There is a recognized standard 

that we can put alongside the lines to see if they are too long, 

too short, or exactly correct. This is the implicit concept of a 

canon. It is a standard that allows one to judge whether some-

thing is correct or incorrect. The New Testament canon is the 

collection of writings judged by the Christians of the first two 

centuries to depict accurately the life and teachings of Jesus. 

The primary basis for inclusion in the canon was the proxim-

ity of the various authors of the documents to Jesus himself. 

Apostles were best because they had been eyewitnesses of the 

events and had heard the teachings. The chain of authority 

could not reach any further away than immediate disciples of 

apostles. They had, at least, known the eyewitnesses and had 

heard their teachings.

We have a list of recognized New Testament writings that 

dates probably from the end of the second century and, in all 

probability, derives from the church in Rome. It is called the 

Muratorian Canon, named after the man who discovered it in 

a library in Europe in the eighteenth century. The beginning 

of the document is missing. The first book mentioned is Luke, 

which is referred to as the third of the Gospels. Presumably 

Matthew and Mark had been mentioned in the missing part. 

John’s Gospel is called the fourth, followed by the Acts of the 

Apostles. Next comes a presentation of the Pauline epistles. 

Paul is said to have written to only seven churches by name: 

the Corinthians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, Galatians, 

Thessalonians, and Romans. The author notes that there are 

two letters to the Corinthians and to the Thessalonians. Paul 

also wrote to Philemon, to Titus, and twice to Timothy. Next 

the fragment says there are two forged Pauline letters, one to the 

Laodiceans and another to the Alexandrians. These forgeries 

are attributed to the Marcionite heresy. It adds that there were 

many additional letters that the church did not accept. The letter 
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of Jude and two letters of John are also said to be accepted, as 

are the Wisdom of Solomon and the apocalypses of John and 

Peter, though the author adds that he and others prefer the lat-

ter not to be read in the church. The Christian writing known 

as The Shepherd is also said to be rejected because of its recent 

authorship. The fragment closes with a list of heretics whose 

works are rejected.23

No church council made an official pronouncement about 

the New Testament canon until the Council of Trent in the six-

teenth century, but the list of books recognized as authoritative 

for Christian teaching had been consistent since at least the end 

of the second century.24 These writings, along with the Hebrew 

Scriptures, constitute Christian Scripture. These are the texts 

that were discussed and interpreted by the early Christians in 

arriving at the doctrines presented in this book.

Points for Discussion

 1. List some ways in which what the first Christians consid-

ered to be their Scriptures differs from what you consider 

to be Scripture today.

 2. How does the collection of books recognized today as 

Christian Scripture reflect traces of viewpoints already 

present in the writings of Paul?

 3. What is the most basic and important concept belonging 

to the idea of canon?

23. The Muratorian Canon can be read in Daniel J. Theron, Evidence 
of  Tradition (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1980), 106–13; also see §103 in A New 
Eusebius: Documents Illustrating the History of  the Church to AD 337, ed. 
J. Stevenson and W. H. C. Frend (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, forthcom-
ing). An alternative, later date for the Muratorian Canon has been proposed 
by A. C. Sundberg Jr. in “Canon Muratori: A Fourth-Century List,” Harvard 
Theological Review 66 (1973): 1–41.

24. Lists and discussions of acceptable and unacceptable books for use in the 
church from the first half of the fourth century can be read in Eusebius, Ecclesi-
astical History 3.3.1–5 and 3.25.1–7 (§289 in A New Eusebius) and in Athanasius, 
Letter 39. The latter can be found in NPNF, 2nd series, 4:551–52.
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 4. Provide a list of factors that seem to have convinced Chris-

tians in the second century of the need to draw up a list 

of recognized books to be used in the church.
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