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Irenaeus (c. 130–c. 200 CE) probably was born and grew up in (or close to) Smyrna in Asia
Minor. We can deduce this from his letter to Florinus in which he writes that he in his youth
had been listening to the teaching of Polycarp (this letter is mentioned by Eusebius of
Caesarea in his Church History; Eus. Hist. eccl. 5.20.1–7). Polycarp was bishop in Smyrna and
died around 150 CE. If Irenaeus’ remarks can be trusted, he received his basic introduction
to and education in Christian theology from Polycarp and the Johannine circle connected
to Asia Minor. It was important for Irenaeus to stress his close relation to John the apostle
and evangelist in order to underline the truth of his interpretation of Christianity. It is thus
clear from the letter to Florinus that Irenaeus used the authority of Polycarp against his
adversaries. At an unknown time and for unknown reasons, Irenaeus moved to the West,
where he settled in Lyon in the Rhône Valley. We know, however, that he was not killed
during the persecution of the Christians in Lyon in 177 CE, which indicates that he was not
in Lyon at that time. Since we also know that he was appointed bishop of the congregation
in Lyon (Eus. Hist. eccl. 5.23.3; 5.24.11), we can assume that his appointment as bishop came
after the persecution, during which the previous bishop was killed (Hist. eccl. 56.1.29–31).
His appointment as bishop suggests that Irenaeus was known by the congregation in Lyon
before the persecution in 177 CE – and consequently that he had been in Lyon in the
preceding years – but that he was away or hiding during the persecution for one reason or
the other. One possibility is that in 177 CE, he was in Rome working as a mediator in the
then-ongoing conflict about the time for the celebration of Easter since Eusebius describes
Irenaeus as involved in these discussions (Hist. eccl. 5.23). As far as we know, Irenaeus
continued as bishop in Lyon until he died sometime around the year 200 CE.

Writings

Two major texts written by Irenaeus have survived. The first is his most extensive work,
Adversus haereses (Against Heresies) in five books. Against Heresies was written while
Irenaeus was bishop in Lyon between 180 and 200 CE. We do not know exactly when, but in
the preface (Iren. Haer. 1, preface 3), he excuses himself for no longer being able to master
the Greek language at a proper level because he has spent so long among barbarians. This
may be a customary literary convention, but it also signals that he had actually spent quite a
long time in Lyon when he wrote his books against the so-called gnostics. His aim with the
work was to describe and reject the teaching of the gnostics, something that he
accomplishes in the first two books. To these two books, he added three books in which he
described his own theology. Against Heresies was written in Greek, but only parts of the
work have survived in Greek. Fortunately, an old Latin translation of the entire work from
the 3rd or 4th century CE has survived. This translation is faithful to the original Greek text,
which can be deduced from a comparison between the Latin text and Greek fragments. The
second extant text by Irenaeus is called Epideixis tou apostolikou kērygmatos
(Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching) and is a short description of the Christian faith
probably intended for catechetical purposes. This treatise was considered lost until an
Armenian translation was discovered in a monastery in Jerevan in 1904. The Greek text is
lost. In addition to these two extant works, Irenaeus also wrote other texts. Thus, small
fragments of some texts and the titles of others have been preserved by other early



Christian writers, especially Eusebius (Hist. eccl. 5.20–27). These texts are mainly letters
written for example to some of his gnostic enemies, to other Christian congregations, or to
other bishops. However, it is likely that larger treatises were probably also among the now
lost works.

Theology

Irenaeus’ theology took its shape from his conflict with the gnostics. In his major work
Against Heresies, he describes and refutes a number of gnostic groups and their theological
ideas. Main topics in the conflict between Irenaeus and the gnostics were how to interpret
the scriptures (the Old and New Testaments), the question of ongoing revelation, the
concept of God and Christ, and how to understand creation and salvation (Iren. Haer. 1.1,
preface; 1.1–10). It is much debated in the research whether Irenaeus’ descriptions of the
gnostic ideas are reliable (see e.g. Markschies, 1992, 405), but it is certain that in Irenaeus’
opinion, these gnostics polluted true Christianity and that the struggle against what
Irenaeus claimed to be heresy was the context in which he developed his own theology. As
a consequence, Irenaeus’ theology is focused on creation, the incarnation and work of
Christ, and the future salvation including the resurrection of the flesh. The central and
all-encompassing point in his theology is the concept of recapitulation: the idea that the
incarnated Logos Christ resumes all the previous history of creation and the Fall in himself
and in his work and brings human beings together with the whole creation forward to the
future perfection. The concept of recapitulation is based on the idea that the world
including human beings was created by the Logos Christ, who brought into being that
which God the Father decided to create. When God the Father considered creating human
beings in his own image, he involved the Logos in his considerations (“Let us create […],” in
Gen 1:12–27). Human beings were innocent children placed in a perfect garden where
everything necessary for their growth toward maturity was available. The whole creation,
including human beings, was thus created with the full potential for perfection, although
humans were simultaneously created as immature beings with a free will that eventually
led them to act against God’s will (Iren. Epid. 2–16; Haer. 4.37–39; 5.12.3).

This argument is directed against the gnostics who, according to Irenaeus, considered the
created world as a bad and imperfect invention of the Demiurge (Gnosis/Gnosticism) – the
creator of the material universe, different from the highest and unknowable God (e.g. Haer.
1.18.1–2). Because God created human beings as children aimed at growth toward maturity,
they were inexperienced and thus vulnerable and easy to mislead. Following the biblical
story, this was what happened. The devil misled the newly created children to eat of the
fruit of the tree from which God had forbidden them to eat (Epid. 15–16; Haer. 3.23.5–6; see
further Jacobsen, 2005). Irenaeus thus claims a perfect original condition, but with room for
growth toward maturity. This is important because Irenaeus’ whole theology of
recapitulation is about how human beings return to and perfect this original condition.

Having been misled by the devil, the children were expelled from the perfect condition in
the garden. According to Irenaeus, the consequence of this was that they became mortal
and lost their ethical perfection. There was thus both an ethical and an ontological
consequence of the Fall. Humans were now subject to death and became prone to acting
unethically in this life. To avoid total destruction of creation, God had to act through his
Logos.



The incarnation of the Logos was God’s way to handle the crisis of the creation. As
incarnated, the Logos could fight the devil and present himself as the perfect human being
to be followed by other human beings. Being placed under the same condition as other
humans, the Logos recapitulated the disobedience of the first and all following human
beings by being obedient and by not giving in to the temptations of the devil. The
paradigmatic illustration of the ethical aspect of the recapitulation was, according to
Irenaeus, the New Testament story of Christ’s temptation by the devil in the desert (Matt
4:1–11; Iren. Haer. 5.21), while the paradigm of the ontological perfection of the Logos Christ
was his resurrection from death after having died on the cross (e.g. Haer. 5.7). This shows
quite clearly how Irenaeus understood the acts of salvation that he calls recapitulation: the
Logos Christ was incarnated into the same human condition as all other humans. When he
was tempted – like all humans will be – he resisted the temptation: he recapitulated human
disobedience by being obedient, and he thus became an example to follow for other
humans. In the same way, the Logos Christ was (as all other humans) placed under the
power of death even though he was not disobedient. He broke, however, the power of death
by his resurrection. In this way, he recapitulated the death of humans and brought them
back to life. This is the ontological aspect of the Logos Christ’s recapitulation. According to
Irenaeus, this act of recapitulation brought fallen human beings back to the starting point,
back to the garden. This starting point was, however, not a state of perfect maturity but one
of growth. This means that human beings after Christ’s acts of recapitulation were brought
back to a position where growth was again possible as long as they took the Logos Christ as
an example to be followed.

In the first stages of modern Irenaeus research, scholars argued that Irenaeus’ theology was
inconsistent at this point (see e.g. Harnack, 1907; Loofs, 1930). They claimed that he had
used many different sources, which he had more or less copied and pasted and brought
together without smoothing out the inconsistencies among the sources. Thus, he ended up
with two incompatible lines in his theology. The first was a line of recapitulation that
understood recapitulation and salvation as a return to the original perfect state of creation,
while the second was a line of growth, which saw salvation and recapitulation as a process
of growth toward a future perfect condition. This is a consequence of exaggerated source
criticism, which was typical of earlier stages of historical criticism, and which is also well
known in other fields, such as biblical studies. Irenaeus probably included different sources
in his writings, but he was able to combine them in a proper way. In this case, this means
that he combined the idea of salvation and recapitulation as a return to the original state of
creation with the idea of growth toward a future perfection because he considered the
original state of creation as a state of growth.

As described above, Irenaeus sees recapitulation as a process of growth. In the present life,
human beings can grow ethically if they follow the example of Christ, but they will still be
subject to death, to ontological decay. To Irenaeus, the church is the right place for growth
in this life. The church is, so to say, an image of the first garden and an anticipation of the
perfect garden in which the saved will live after the resurrection (Haer. 5.20.2). In Irenaeus’
congregation, new Christians apparently had to undergo catechetical instruction before
baptism. A central part of this instruction was to memorize and learn the meaning of the
so-called regula veritatis (rule of truth). This was a short formulation of the most important
contents of Christian belief. Having this rule of truth inscribed on his or her heart, the



Christian would be able to judge between true and false preaching of Christianity. As such,
this was a fence against the gnostics’ false teaching (Haer. 1.9–10). It seems to have been the
bishop’s responsibility to teach the catechumens.

It was also the bishop’s task to interpret the Bible in the church. Irenaeus, in fact, makes it
clear that the Christians should not read the Bible on their own but listen to the bishop’s
reading and the interpretations of the Bible in the church as a means to growth (Haer. 4.33;
5.20). This is likewise a way to safeguard the community and the individual Christians
against gnostic misinterpretations of the Bible. According to Irenaeus, the Bible and oral
tradition, which were summed up in the regula veritatis, were two equally important
sources of Christian truth that did not contradict each other. Both the Bible and tradition
were thus in the hands of the bishops (Irenaeus counted almost the same writings as
belonging to the Bible that were later included in the biblical canon; Haer. 3.1).

Living their lives in the church under the protection and guidance of the bishop, the
Christians would improve ethically, but they would still be subject to physical death, and
this could not be overcome in this life. However, Christ’s ontological recapitulation would
lead to the resurrection of the dead. In Irenaeus’ opinion, the resurrection would take place
by the end of this world or eon, and it would, he imagined, be something similar to the
resurrection described in John’s Apocalypse (see Haer. 5.31–36). According to the
Apocalypse, there will be two resurrections. The first will be the general resurrection where
all humans will rise before the judge. The non-Christians will be punished according to the
descriptions in the Apocalypse, whereas the Christians will live a life in abundance for a
long period. Irenaeus does not mention that this period will last 1,000 years, but he is
nonetheless a representative of the millenarist theology characteristic of some theological
traditions from Asia Minor. After this period, the final end will come, after which the
Christians will live in mature perfection with God, and the non-Christians will be destroyed.

During the medieval period, it was generally held that Irenaeus never included these
millenarist traditions in his writing against the gnostics, but that it was added to his work
later on. Accordingly, the last five chapters of Against the Heresies (Haer. 5.31–36) were most
often not included in the scribes’ medieval copies of his treatise. The idea that millenarism
was not a part of Irenaeus’ original theology was probably a consequence of the rejection of
the millenarist eschatology at the Council in Ephesus in 431 CE. In modern Irenaeus
research, scholars have debated whether the millenarist theology was Irenaeus’ own, or
whether it was one of the traditions that he had added from a previous source without
subscribing to it and without integrating it in his theological concept (see e.g. Busset, 1915,
278–282; Loofs, 1930, 300–338; Sharl, 1941, 85–93). The argument for this is that the idea is
only found in the last five chapters of Book 5 of Adversus haereses and, as such, is not an
integral part of the previous books. On the other hand, other and more recent scholars tend
to accept the millenarist eschatology as genuine Irenaean (e.g. Wingren, 1947, 220–222;
Nielsen, 1968, 83; Donovan, 1997, 163–169).

In any case, millenarism is not the most important element in Irenaeus’ eschatology.
Instead, the idea of the resurrection of the flesh takes a central place. Just as it was
important for Irenaeus to show that God created humans with material bodies and that
these bodies were good and created in accordance with the image of God, so it was also
essential for him to show that human beings would be resurrected as a unity of soul and



body – obviously a claim directed against the gnostics who claimed that salvation was to get
rid of the material body. Irenaeus dedicated almost the entire fifth book of Against the
Heresies to argue for this point of view. This demonstrates how important it was for him to
defend the resurrection of the fleshly body, but it also shows that it was a complicated
claim. He could find some support for the idea in the biblical texts, for example in the
stories about the resurrection of Jesus and in the healing accounts. He argued that the
incarnated Logos would not have healed physical diseases if the perspective was only this
short life. Christ healed because the body would live forever. There were, however, also
major obstacles in the biblical texts against his claim, mainly in Paul, who in 1 Cor 15 claims
that the body changes from being a physical or psychical body to being a spiritual body
through death and resurrection. Paul even says (1 Cor 15:50) that flesh and blood cannot
inherit the kingdom of God. It took Irenaeus several chapters (Haer. 5.9–14) to turn Paul’s
argument in favor of his own point of view. Irenaeus’ solution was to claim that Paul in 1 Cor
15:50 was not talking about the concrete physical flesh and blood but about those people
who lived according to the flesh and blood. Thus, Paul did not claim that the body of flesh
and blood could not inherit the kingdom of God, but that those who lived their lives
unethically could not inherit the kingdom.

It seems as if Irenaeus’ theology and its inherent refutation of gnostic ideas were not very
influential in his own period and in the immediately following years. The different types of
Gnosticism and Gnosticizing forms of Christianity survived for quite a number of years after
Irenaeus’ death, as we know from the translations of the gnostic texts found at Nag
Hammadi, and as we know from, especially, Alexandrian Christianity. Moreover, his
millenarist views were also condemned at the Council of Ephesus in 431 CE. Later on,
Irenaeus’ works and ideas gained more influence – not least his insistence on the
resurrection of the flesh – especially in the West as it became increasingly open to more
concrete interpretations of Christianity.

Historiography

Irenaeus plays an important role in the history of theology. This is evident already in
Eusebius’ Church History, where he is mentioned often. In the following centuries, Irenaeus’
theology was received and quoted extensively (see Steenberg, 2012). His importance
continued through the medieval period and into early modern and modern times, as shown
by the number of editions of Against Heresies, from Erasmus’ edition (1526) to the most
recent critical edition in Sources chrétiennes (P. Parvis, 2012). Modern research on Irenaeus
had for many decades mainly two foci, namely Irenaeus’ testimony about Gnosticism and
identifying the sources used in Against Heretics. Until the Nag Hammadi findings, Irenaeus
was one of the most extensive sources for Christian Gnosticism. After the discoveries in Nag
Hammadi, Irenaeus’ descriptions of the gnostics were in general rejected as unreliable
anti-gnostic polemics. Presently the evaluation of Irenaeus’ descriptions of the gnostics are
more diverse. Irenaeus research in late 19th century and the first half of the 20th century
was dominated by source critical studies that focused on identifying the sources behind
Against Heresies (e.g. Harnack, 1907; Loofs, 1930). G. Wingren’s work (1959) inaugurated a
change in that respect, claiming that Irenaeus might have included different previous
sources in his works, but managed to rework these sources into a coherent whole. During
the second half of the 20th century and the first decades of the 21st century, many different
aspects of Irenaeus’ works and theology have been studied, most often in their own right



without focusing on the relations to Gnosticism or to previous traditions. P. Foster and S.
Parvis’ collection of articles published in 2012 as the results of a research seminar reflects
this situation. This collection has three parts: one on Irenaeus’ life and context, another on
Irenaeus’ use of scriptural traditions, and a third on his theological legacy. The focus on
Irenaeus’ use of scripture in the second part of the collection reflects a general trend in
contemporary research in early Christian theology to focus on biblical exegesis. Strangely
enough, a full translation of Irenaeus’ Against Heresies into modern English is still missing,
even if attempts have been announced (Foster & Parvis, 2012, xii) and made (Unger, Dillon
& Steenberg, 1992–2012).

Behr, J., Irenaeus of Lyons: Identifying Christianity, Oxford, 2013.

Busset, W., Jüdisch-christlicher Schulbetrien in Alexandria und Rom, Göttingen, 1915.

Donovan, M.A., One Right Reading? A Guide to Irenaeus, Minnesota, 1997.

Foster, P., & S. Parvis, eds., Irenaeus: Life, Scripture, Legacy, Minneapolis, 2012.

Harnack, A. von, “Der Presbyter-Prediger des Irenäus (IV,27,1–32,2): Bruchstücke und
Nachklänge der ältesten exegetisch-polemischen Homilien,” in: A. von Harnack & P.
Kleinert, Philotesia: Paul Kleinert zum LXX Geburtstag, Berlin, 1907.

Jacobsen, A.-C., “The Importance of Genesis 1–3 in the Theology of Irenaeus,” ZAC 8, 2005,
299–316.

Loofs, F., Theophilus von Antiochien Adversus Marcionem und die anderen theologischen
Quellen bei Irenaeus, Leipzig, 1930.

Markschies, C., Valentinus Gnosticus? Untersuchungen zur Valentinianischen Gnosis mit
einem Kommentar zu den Fragmenten Valentins, Tübingen, 1992.

Nielsen, J.T., Adam and Christ in the Theology of Irenaeus of Lyons: An Examination of the
Function of the Adam-Christ Typology in the Adversus Haereses of Irenaeus, Against the
Background of the Gnosticism of his Time, Assen, 1968.

Parvis, P., “Packaging Irenaeus: Adversus haereses and Its Editors,” in: S. Parvis & P. Foster,
eds., Irenaeus: Life, Scripture, Legacy, Minneapolis, 2012, 183–198.

Sharl, E., Recapitulatio Mundi: Der Rekapitulationsbegriff des heiligen Irenäus und seine
Anwendung auf die Körperwelt, Freiburg im Breisgau, 1941.

Steenberg, M.C., “Tracing the Irenean Legacy,” in: S. Parvis & P. Foster, eds., Irenaeus: Life,
Scripture, Legacy, Minneapolis, 2012, 199–211.

Unger, D.J., J. Dillon & I.M.C. Steenberg, trans., Saint Irenaeus of Lyons: Against Heresies Book
1–3, ACW, New York, 1992–2012.



Wingren, G., Människan och Inkarnationen enligt Irenaeus, Lund, 1947; ET: R.
Mackenzie, Man and the Incarnation: A Study in the Biblical Theology of Irenaeus, London,
1959.


