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About the Author

Irenaues is a man about whom we have few historical details.  Much of his history is gleaned from his own writings.  From piecing these and other sources together we can surmise a partial but apparently accurate outline of his life in relationship to the Church.  He first appears bearing a letter from the confessors of Lyon to the Church of Rome in 177 AD.  At that time he held the office of presbyter.  He was probably a student of Justin Martyr.  Upon his return from Rome he became bishop at Lyons, following the martyr Pothinus in that position.  Eusebius, who provides a history of Irenaeus, also credits him as leader of Christians in Gaul.  Our last evidence of Irenaeus is a letter to Pope Victor in the late 190’s.  It is probable, by his silence on the many controversies arising after the death of Pope Victor in 198, that he died around the same time.  There is no evidence that his death was martyrdom, but he is counted as a bishop and a martyr.

About his beliefs, intentions, and lasting reputation we know considerably more.  Irenaues occupies a frequented and paradoxical place in modern study of the Fathers of the Church.  Often credited with being the first systematic theologist, he certainly never saw himself as such.  Though he embraced tradition passionately, he was quite inventive which resulted in moving the Church to a new of clarity.  Though he was no cosmopolitan, logician, or philosopher, he was the frontrunner to Origen, who was all of those things. The Refutation and Overthrow of the Knowledge Falsely So Called was written to confront the Gnostic heresies of Irenaeus’ day, but he seemed to inject some of their own thrilling mysticism into his elocution of redemption.  Where many of his counterparts were still relying heavily on Old Testament writings and concepts, Irenaeus utilized nearly all of the New Testament books.  He often wrote elegantly and with inspiration, but at times was vague, meandering, or factually incorrect.  Perhaps the most relevant paradox is that he was writing about a controversy particular to his time - Gnosticism - yet his works are frequently used, not just as antiquated relics but living breathing prescient ideas, in discussing Christianity’s modern controversies.  

About the Context

The Refutation and Overthrow of the Knowledge Falsely So Called, also known as Five Books Against the Heresies defends the “true” Christian faith against heretical Gnostic teachings.  This work was written around 180 AD, when a plethora of Gnostic teachers were claiming, to varying degrees and with different levels of plausibility, to be Christian - in many cases even more Christian than what was to become the orthodox Church.

This work is written in the genre of heresiology, the study of heresies, and catena, a connected series of texts written by early Christian theologians.  It is in prosaic - though not at all dull or unimaginative - book form.  Book I reviews the Gnostic heresies; Book II refutes these heresies; Book III states Christian doctrine using Scripture and tradition; Book IV defends the unity of the two covenants against Marcion; Book V explores redemption, the transition to and a description of the world to come.

Irenaeus’ response is deeply contextual.  He is directly responding to the context by defending the Church against a significant doctrinal threat, Gnosticism, of its time.  He is also responding with the tools of his context by quoting New Testament sources extensively in his work.  It is interesting to note that this work, so deeply contextual, has remained one of the most relevant of its time to current Christian issues, such as the authority of tradition.

Theme Exploration: Invention Defends Tradition

One of the salient themes in The Refutation and Overthrow of the Knowledge Falsely So Called is Irenaeus’ use of invention: novel scriptural interpretations, metaphorical allegory as explanation and newly created traditions to staunchly defend the Church.  He makes significant use of these inventive elements to maintain the exiting order.

New (or heretofore minority) Scriptural Interpretations

In several places, principally in Books III and V, Irenaeus makes use of new or uncommon scriptural interpretations.  He employs these to support the superiority and truth of the Church.  A prime example of this is his explanation of how those who sacrifice or suffer injustice will be recompensed, as promised by God.  To say that these rewards will be reaped after death is not an uncommon interpretation of Scripture.  He extends his interpretation of the Kingdom, however, to encompass a novel and intriguing concept of the Sabbath.

Where are the hundredfold rewards in this age, the dinners offered to the poor, and the suppers for which a reward is received?  These thing are [to be] in the times of the Kingdom…on the seventh day, which is sanctified, in which God rested from all his works which he made; this is the true Sabbath of the just, in which they…will have a table prepared before them by God, who will feed them with dainties of all kinds.

Metaphorical Allegory as Explanatory Tool

In the Old Testament, vivid imagery was usually reserved for the rehearsing of Israel’s history, or to express sights seen by prophets transported to the heavens.  Irenaeus uses vivid imagery in a new way, as an allegorical defense of Church tradition. The clearest example of this can be seen in his defense of the four - no more, no less - Gospels in the Church.  This example also makes use of novel scriptural interpretation.

The Gospels could not possibly be either more or less in number than they are.  Since there are four zones of the world in which we live, and four principal winds…For the cherubim have four faces, and their faces are images of the activity of the Son of God…a lion…an ox…the face of man…a flying eagle…Now the Gospels, in which Christ is enthroned, are like these…John expounds his princely and mighty and glorious birth…According to Luke…the fatted calf was already being prepared…Matthew proclaims his human birth…Mark takes his beginning from the Prophetic Spirit…showing a winged image of the gospel.

Creating New Traditions to Defend the Rule of Faith
Irenaeus staunchly defends the truth of the Church’s Scripture, teachings, and traditions.  In defending and lifting up the worth of the Church’s traditions, he seems to “make up” some new traditions.  The most notable of these “new” traditions are: the unity of the Church; and the Church of Rome as the original, oldest, and unquestioned leader of all the churches.

…the Church…believes these things [everywhere] alike, as if she had but one heart and one soul, and preaches them harmoniously, teaches them, and hands them down, as if she had but one mouth…the meaning of the [Christian] tradition is one and the same.

The Church he is defending must be seen as monolithic for his arguments against aberrations of its teachings and practice to have the most weight.  Throughout the text, he lifts up the unity of the Church as a truth that has been so since it’s inception.  This allows Gnosticism to be seen as an outsider, as opposed to a variation within the Church.  However, by his own writings, when he later writes to the Roman Church warning it not to excommunicate churches who celebrate Easter on a different date, and numerous other pieces of history, we know that the various communities which formed the Church had significant differences in Scripture, teaching and practice.

…pointing out the tradition which that very great, oldest, and well-known Church, founded and established at Rome by those two glorious apostles Peter and Paul…put to shame all of those who in any way…gather as they should not…for every church must be in harmony with the Church because of its outstanding pre-eminence.

The Church at Rome was certainly not the oldest, and there is no clear evidence that Peter and Paul ever made it to Rome to found a church.  Though Irenaeus may have lacked the historical evidence that we possess today, he did have the New Testament epistles to other churches predating - or at least paralleling - the Church of Rome’s appearance and a lack of positive evidence on which to base his claims about Peter and Paul.  He clearly creates “new” tradition in order to present a powerful head of the Church with which to centralize Christian traditions.

In these ways this overall compelling and comprehensive work, The Refutation and Overthrow of the Knowledge Falsely So Called, puts Irenaues in the somewhat paradoxical position of using the new to defend the old.

� Cyril Richardson, Ed., Early Christian Fathers (New York, Simon & Schuster, 1996), 394.


� Ibid, 382-383.


� Ibid, 360.


� Ibid, 372.





