Irenaeus, On the Detection and Refutation of the Knowledge Falsely So-Called
Abridged translation by Robert M. Grant

It’s annoying that: the translation is abridged; it has  endnotes rather than footnotes; there is a lack of clarification at certain points in the translation; only Heresies is translated not Demonstration. Introduction to Irenaeus isn’t particularly great.
1.6.2 good behaviour is necessary for salvation. (This is what Gnostic claim normal Christians teach, it is ambiguous whether Irenaeus shares this belief)

1.8.1 Heretics treat the scriptures similarly to an image of a king that they pull apart and make into the picture of a dog.

1.9.4 A similar thing could be done with Homer to destroy the meaning

1.10.1 A summary of Christianity similar to Nicene Creed. Interesting is the end – does he mean that some people have always been righteous? Or that they were born Christians?

1.10.2 All the Churches in the world concur as to the true faith: Germany, Ibernia, Celts , Orient, Egypt, Libya etc, and the “middle of the world” (Jerusalem?).

1.21.1 God is the creator ex nihilo and there will be a resurrection for everyone.

1.28.1 It is the clear teaching of the church that Adam will be saved. [in what sense?]

1.27.2 Marcion “circumcised” the Gospel of Luke and cut bits out of Paul. He believed in a historical Jesus.

1.27.4 Marcion is the only heretic to “circumcise” the gospel.

2.10.1 The “solution” of a problem must explain it, not raise bigger questions.

2.22.3 The Gospel of John records 3 Passovers. Thus Christ clearly preached for at least that time.

2.22.4 “he sanctified every age by the resemblance we have with him”. Infants, children, young men, elders, masters and dead – he became all these to sanctify them all.

2.22.5 John lived into the time of Trajan.

2.22.5-6 Ages 30-40 are still young man, 40-50 is becoming an elder. John 8:56-57 says that Jesus taught in this age range (40-50) and oral tradition is unanimous.

2.26.3 Nothing happens without God’s knowledge.

2.28.2 “The Scriptures are perfect, since they were spoken by God’s Word and his Spirit”

2.28.3 Perhaps God doesn’t reveal everything clearly “not only in this age but in the age to come, so that God may be always teaching and man always learning from God?”

2.28.3 “All scripture, given us by God, will be found consistent”

2.32.4 Miracles take place in the Church: Exorcisms, foreknowledge of future, visions, prophecy, healing sick, even dead being raised. (cf 2.31.2)

2.35.3 Scripture uses many names for the same God, “the one God and Father who contains all and gives existence to all.”

3.1.1 The Apostles knew all the Gospel and it doesn’t need “correcting” or improving on. “Collectively and individually they had the Gospel of God.”

3.1.1 Matthew published among the Hebrews in their language when Peter and Paul were in Rome. After they died Mark, follower of Peter, wrote Peter’s account. Luke wrote Paul’s gospel. John wrote his later at Ephesus.

3.3.2 All the churches can trace direct lines of succession from Apostles. An example is Rome – the “greatest” (biggest? In capital?). Everyone must agree with it because its doctrines have been passed down by the successors to the Apostles.

3.3.4 Irenaeus met Polycarp in Irenaeus’ “early youth”. Polycarp teaches the same Truth as does the church of Ephesus.

3.3.4 John lived into the time of Trajan.

3.4.1 On any theological questions it is best to ask the views of the most ancient churches in which the Apostles lived.

3.4.2 A list of Christian doctrine similar to Nicene creed. Jesus came “in order himself through himself to united man with God”. “and will come in glory as Saviour of those who are saved and Judge of those who are judged, sending into eternal fire those who disfigure the truth and despise his Father and his own advent.”

3.7.1 Paul often mixes up sentences (“hyperbata”). Thus 2 Cor 4:4 “the God of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers” should be read as: “Among whom God” + pause + “of this age blinded the minds of unbelievers” = “God blinded the minds of the unbelievers of this age.” He calls them unbelievers of this age because they won’t inherit the age to come. [Or perhaps because they’ll believe then?]
3.7.2 Paul does this sort of thing frequently because he was getting enthusiastic and carried away. Gal 3:19 should be read: “What then is the law of works? Ordained through angels, it was established by the hand of a mediator until the seed to which it was promised should come.” 2 Thess 2:8-9 should be read: “And then will be revealed the Lawless One, whose coming will take place, by the working of Satan with all power and signs and portents of falsehood, he whom the Lord Jesus will kill with the breath of his mouth and will destroy by the appearing of his coming.” ie the coming of the antichrist (not Jesus) is by the working of Satan.

3.8.1 Mammon means “greedy” in the Samaritan dialect (Aramaic) and “glutton” in Hebrew. [Apparently Irenaeus is entirely wrong here, and it is clear from elsewhere also that he doesn’t speak these languages]

3.9.3 Christ did not descend into Jesus at the baptism. They were both the same (Jesus and Christ): The Word of God.

3.11.7 The Ebionites use Matthew. Marcion circumcised Luke. Those who distinguish Jesus from Christ prefer Mark. Valentinus uses John.

3.11.8 The Church breathes imperishibility (on men) and makes men live.

3.11.8 Irenaeus reflect on the numerical significance of a four-fold gospel.

3.11.8 John speaks of primal power and glory, Luke of Christ’s priestly nature, Matthew of his humanity, Mark of his prophetic character.

3.11.8 The New Covenant “renews man and recapitulates everything in itself, that which by the Gospel raises men and wings them for the celestial kingdom.”

3.11.9 Some heretics fall into unforgivable sin by rejecting the Gospel of John and the existence of the Holy Spirit and its giftings to the church (and hence sin against the spirit)

3.13.3 Quotes Gal 2:5 as saying “we yielded for the moment in subjection, so that the truth of the gospel might be preserved among you.” (just a mistake on Irenaeus’ part? Left out a not? Note says “not” is in Marcion and most NT MSS)

3.13.3 Paul’s chronology in Galatians agrees with Luke’s in Acts.

3.14.1 The “we” passages show Luke was with Paul.

3.14.1 Luke is also mentioned in 2 Tim 4:10-11 and Col 4:14.

3.14.2 Paul declares in Acts 20:25-28 that he has passed on “the whole council of God to you.”

3.18.3 Paul gives “the reason for the incarnation: ‘Since by man came death, by man came also the resurrection of the dead.’ (1 Cor 15:21)”

3.18.3 “Christ suffered for us, slept and rose again, descended and ascended, the Son of God become Son of man.”
3.19.1 Those who deny his Godhood “remain and die in slavery to the primal disobedience, [the original sin and the death it caused] not yet mingled with the word.” Deniers do not get eternal life (ie resurrection to live forever) They are gods but they die like men (Psalm 82:6-7): Those who reject the gift of adoption and despise it… “depriving man of his ascension to God and being ungrateful to the Word of God who became incarnate for them. For this the Word of God became man, and the Son of God Son of man, that man, mingled with the Word and thus receiving adoption, might become a Son of God. We could not receive imperishibility and immortality unless we had been united to imperishibility and immortality. And how could we have been united with imperishibility and immortality unless imperishibility and immortality had first been made what we are, so that what was perishable might be absorbed by imperishibility and what was mortal by immortality (1 Cor 15:53-4) ‘that we might receive adoption as sons’ (Gal 4:5)?”

3.19.2 Humans aren’t properly called God.

3.19.3 “…every man who is found in life will rise when the time for his condemnation for disobedience is passed.” [Purgatory? Or stay dead for different lengths of time based on sin?]

3.20.2 God allowed man to know death to learn by experience that from which he had been liberated, so man would love God more for His gifts. When man remains humble and loving God will give him greater glory and man will progress to be like Christ. Christ was incarnate: to condemn sin and expel it, to call man to be like him, raising man into the Kingdom, giving man the ability to see and comprehend God. He came “to accustom man to perceive God and to accustom God to dwell in man”.

3.21.9-10 Christ recapitulated Adam. Through Adam’s sin came death and through Christ’s work came “justice” which “produced the fruit of life for the men formerly dead.”

3.22.2 By taking on flesh from the earth, Christ “recapitulated [it] in himself, saving what he had formed.” [ie Creation]

3.22.3 Luke’s 72 person genealogy has numerical significance representing a link between the end and beginning: Adam and Christ.

3.22.4 Mary parallels Eve. Eve caused the Fall and Mary the salvation. Luke does his genealogy in reverse because Christ gave life to those who came before him, not vice versa.

3.23.3 God curses the ground rather than man himself because he did not want to utterly destroy man, only punish him.

3.23.3 The eternal fire has been prepared for the angels not for man, but those who persevere in wickedness “without penitence and return, will justly experience” it.

3.23.8 Tatian was wrong to deny Adam’s salvations. For “where sin abounded, grace superabounded” (Rom 5:20)

3.25.3 God is “merciful, good, and patient, and he saves those he should and judges those who deserve judgement; and his justice is not cruel, since his goodness goes before it.”

3.25.4 God will judge those who have not “lived worthily of his gift but have lived in pleasures and carnal passions, opposing his benevolence and blaspheming the one who gave them such great benefits.

3.25.5 Plato acknowledges that God is both a judge and good.

4.6.2 Jesus “recapitulates” in himself what he had formed.
4.11.2 “man receives progress and growth toward God… man, being in God, will always advance toward God. God will never cease to benefit and enrich man, nor will man cease receiving benefit and wealth from God.” The grateful man will receive goodness and glory, “the man who is ungrateful and spurns the one who fashioned him and is not subject to his Word will receive just judgement.”

4.13.1 Mentions “justified” by law and “justified by faith” as if both were true. (=shown to be righteous?)

4.14.1 God didn’t create out of a need [for help etc] but in order to have someone to bless. He ask for us to follow him not because he needs our service, but because he offers salvation. “To follow the Saviour is to share salvation, just as to follow the light is to perceive the light. Those who are in the light do not illuminate the light but are illuminated and made splendid by it.” God doesn’t “need human service, but to those who follow and serve him he provides life and imperishibility and eternal glory” out of mercy and goodness. God prepared man to share in His glory, which they will.

4.15.1 Whoever does not obey the 10 commandments does not have “salvation”.

4.14.3 & 4.15.2 God’s reason for the (complex) law was to wean Israel off such things and eventually onto the Spiritual law. What was of real importance in the law was the 10 commandments.

4.15.2 “God has always preserved both human free will and his own exhortation, so that those who disobey may be justly judged for having disobeyed, and those who obey and believe will be crowned with imperishibility.”

4.20.1 God’s greatness is immeasurable and his love great. The Son is the Word and the Spirit is the Wisdom.

4.20.2 “mankind reached imperishibility” from the flesh of Jesus.

4.20.3 The Spirit was with God before creation and is His Wisdom. The Father’s love is known through Christ. Christ’s coming in the flesh achieved “the mingling and communion of God and man.” Christ freed us from every spirit of transgression, making us able to serve him in holiness and justice, that “man might come into the glory of the Father” through the Spirit.

4.20.6 “Therefore men will see God in order to live, become immortal by the vision and attaining to God.”

4.20.7 The Father’s invisibility means that man “would always have a goal toward which to advance”

4.20.7 Jesus made “God visible to men… so that man might not be totally deprived of God and perish. For the glory of God is the living man, and the life of man is the vision of God. If the revelation of God by the creation already gives life to all the beings living on earth, how much more does the manifestation of the Father by the Word give life to those who see God!”

4.22.1 Confusing bit about “the human race inheriting God at the end”.

Christ worked so that just as humans were “enslaved by the death we owed”, we “might come into the life of God.” Quotes Baruch/Pseudo-Jeremiah (as Jeremiah) saying God preached the Good News of salvation to the dead. Irenaeus notes that Christ saved those who lived before the incarnation also.

4.22.2 Christ did not come just for those who lived post-Incarnation, “but for all the men who from the beginning feared and loved God as they were able and lived in justice and piety toward their neighbours and desired to see Christ and hear his voice.”

At Christ’s second coming they will be raised to life and inherit the Kingdom.

4.24.1 Christ became man “in order to struggle for humanity, defeat the enemy of man, and give his work the victory over its adversary.”

4.24.2 All “who believe in [follow?] him [Christ] will become imperishable and impassable and will attain the kingdom of the heavens.”

4.27.1-2 Christ proclaimed himself and his offering of remission of sin to the dead, and “the just and the prophets and patriarchs” believed in him.

4.33.8 The true “Gnosis” [knowledge] is the teaching of the apostles and that of the universal church in succession to the apostles, which has the correct collection of scriptures and correct interpretation of those scriptures.

4.35.4 Christ came “in order to confound unbelievers and reclaim the fruit of justice.”

5.pr. Christ “because of his immeasurable love became what we are in order to make us what he is.”

5.1.1 Had Christ not come to us, we couldn’t learn the mysteries of God. “by imitating his [Christ’s] works and doing his words we have communion with him… and receive growth from him”

5.2.2 Our fleshly bodies are saved. Christ redeeming us by his blood, was the event of his becoming man and taking on flesh.

5.2.3 The flesh receives “eternal life” [ie immortality]

5.12.2 Adam inclined toward evil and lost his life, but if a man inclines to good he will get life [immortality] through the spirit.
5.12.3 The Lord came because our fleshly bodies die and he desired to make us alive again.

5.12.4 The Spirit works in the flesh to make it “mature and receptive of imperishibility” Man is renewed by the knowledge of God, and renewed in His image.

5.12.5 Paul preached a historical Jesus.

5.13.2 Because the heretics seize on certain words or phrases and misunderstand them and then proof-text with them they misunderstand the entire saving plan of God.

5.14.1 Paul is not criticising the physical flesh itself. Christ saved in himself what had perished in Adam.

5.14.2 Christ took the same flesh as us, thus “through himself effecting communion with him and obtaining his salvation.” Christ’s flesh reconciled our flesh that was captive to sin and brought it into friendship with God.
5.14.3 By his flesh and blood, Christ redeemed us, and remitted our sins and saved us.

5.14.4 Christ’s “flesh and blood are what make life for us”. Paul’s criticism of “flesh” was of carnal actions, not physical flesh. We were redeemed at the coming of Christ in flesh.

5.18.3 Christ is the maker of the world, was made man, invisibly contains everything that was made, governs all, was made flesh in his own region, and hanged from the wood, “in order to recapitulate everything in himself.” His people did not receive him, and those who don’t receive him don’t receive life [immortality presumably]. Those who did receive him become children of God [getting immortality presumably].

5.19.1 There are many fitting parallels between the time of Adam and Christ, especially between Eve and Mary. By this “the bonds were dissolved by which we had been tied to death.”

5.19.2 Some heretics deny that the soul and body can receive eternal life [ie immortality].

5.20.1 The teaching of the Church is from the bishops who are successors of the apostles, it is the same throughout the world. The heretics are all scattered and without agreement. The entire Church hopes “for the same salvation of the whole man, that is, of soul and body… and the same way of salvation is shown forth in the whole world.”

5.20.2 Christ brings those who obey his preaching into the paradise of life, by “recapitulating in himself everything in heaven and on earth” (Eph 1:10) He did this “by uniting man to the Spirit and placing the Spirit in man”. This spirit is what allows us to see, hear and speak. [ie our minds?]
5.21.1 Christ defeated the devil. Through Adam mankind went to death, through the man of Christ we “ascend into life”, “death won the prize over us by a man” and now “by a man we… win the prize over death.”

5.24.1 The devil was lying to Christ (Luke 4:6) when he claimed authority over the earth, that power is God’s.

5.24.2 “Man, separating from God, became so savage that he considered his kinsman by blood an enemy” and descended into all manner of evil. Therefore God made men afraid of other men to instil some justice and moderation into the world [through the State and its legal system]. God will punish unjust judges. The legal system was established by God not the devil.

5.24.3 The devil was lying in Luke 4:6. Kings are appointed by God in his justice that reaches all equally. The devil is merely an apostate angel who can only try to seduce and lead astray men and “gradually blind the hearts of those who hear him”.

5.28.3 “The world will come to an end in as many millennia as the days in which it was made.” The world will end in the 6,000th year.

5.28.4 The Son and Spirit are “the Hands of God”. During the existence of earth, mankind is growing in the image and likeness of God. The Church is being purified during this time through suffering. There will be a final tribulation before the victors are “crowned with imperishibility”.

5.30.1 Some copies of Revelation give the number of the beast as 666, others as 616. 666 is correct, the other probably caused by miscopying.

5.30.3 Speculation on the name of the antichrist based on 666 is unreliable. “Titan” is Irenaeus’ best guess. John saw the vision recorded in Revelation “toward the end of the reign of Domitian.” [ie ~92AD]

5.31.2 Christ spent 2 days “in the lower regions of the earth” between his death and resurrection. Similarly, when we die we will “go into the invisible place assigned… by God and will stay there until the resurrection while waiting for it.” Then we will rise bodily, like Christ “and thus will come to the vision of God.”

5.33.3 The new creation will be super-fertile and nature will be blessed.

5.33.4 Papias, who heard John, wrote 5 books. The texts about the lion lying down with the lamb etc are meant literally. The animals will be subject to man, and all become herbivores like they were before the fall.

5.35.1 The just will be resurrected after the Antichrist has come [and gone?], “the just will reign on earth, growing because of the vision of the Lord. Thanks to him, they will grow accustomed to contain the glory of God the Father and will receive the life with the holy angels and communion and unity with spiritual realities in the kingdom.” Normal people who survived the Antichrist will then be ruled by these resurrected saints. Irenaeus quotes Baruch as “Jeremiah”. (He apparently does this 6 times; 3.20.4, 4.22.1, 4.33.1, 4.33.12, 5.31.1, Demonstration 78… what about 5.35.2?)

5.35.2 Quotes Baruch again as Jeremiah. The fiery lake in Revelation which death and Hell are thrown into is what Jesus meant by “Gehanna” and “eternal fire”. While reigning “the just will experience imperishibility and prepare themselves for salvation”. Finally there will be a completely new earth and heavens and a universal resurrection to final judgement, and grief will be forgotten. Irenaeus appears to think John the Apostle wrote Revelation. This is all literally true, not allegorical. Man will really rise, really experience “imperishibility and grow and be strong in the times of the kingdom, so that he may be receptive of the glory of the Father. Then when everything is renewed, he will really live in the city of God.”

5.36.1 “God knew everything in advance” that the temporal world would achieve [Ambiguous as to whether this means every detail or the general idea that man would fall and grow] “man will be renewed in imperishibility so that he can no longer grow old” and in the new world “man will dwell, conversing with God in a manner always new… forever and without end”.

5.36.2 There will be degrees of glory based on the merits of the individual. [perhaps an implication that they can keep progressing?]

5.36.3 The kingdom of the just will start at the end of the 6000th year of earth history and last for 1000 years.

5.con. In humanity “are achieved the mysteries of God”, through the spirit man is “made concorporate with the Son.” Christ came because God wanted “the creation to hold the Word and ascend to him, thus surpassing the angels and coming to be in the image and likeness of God”.
Comments on Irenaeus

Robert M. Grant, Irenaeus of Lyons, 1997, London, Routledge

31. Irenaeus gets it very wrong every time he tries to translate Hebrew. His explanation of “Mammon” is wrong. He thinks the Jews lost eternal life by killing Christ. (4.28.3) A lot of the law is symbolic not literal (5.8.3) He believes the Old Testament in Hebrew was miraculously preserved, miraculously translated into Greek and miraculously rewritten by Esdras after they were destroyed. (3.21.2, cf 2 Esdras 14:20-22)

32. Believed the legend of 70 different translators all rendering the LXX the same. Accepted the full authority of the LXX. “The idea that the canon should be confined to Hebrew books never occurred to him.”

Used as scripture: 1-2 Esdras (3.21.1-2), 1 Enoch (4.16.2 from 1 En 12-16), Baruch (4.20.4 & 5.35.1-2 from Ba 3:37; 4:36-5:9; 5:2) and thought it was by Jeremiah. And the Greek additions to Daniel (3.25.6, 4.5.2, 4.26.3) from Dan 13-14 = Susanna.

33. Irenaeus places Jesus’ birth around the 41st year of Augustus since Augustus started truly reigning in 27BC, he must be thinking of Julius Caesars death in 44BS. Hence Jesus was born ~3BC and would have reached 49 during Cladius’ reign (41-54) which is when Irenaeus claims he died (3.21.3 – Birth, Dem 74 – Death)
He is certain of his belief that there were precisely 4 gospels. He had all of Paul’s letters as scripture.

34. But rejected Pauline authorship of Hebrews. He used 1 Peter as of Peter, perhaps 2 Peter 3:8 (5.28.3). He used 1&2 John as one epistle by John (3.16.5,8) 1 John 2:18-19, 21-22, 2 John 7-8, 1 John 4:1-3

He claims Revelation was written by John at the end of the reign of Domitian.

He doesn’t mention James or Jude.

35. Papias apparently knew John 1:44-45 as Andrew, Peter and Philip appear together in his wording.

36. “For Irenaeus and Papias, as well as this John… Jesus was a teacher of Jewish apocalyptic eschatology, much closer to the Apocalypse than to the Fourth Gospel”. But some quoted stories are found in the Apocalypse of Baruch which is a 1st century jewish work.

38. He used Clement and Hermas as authoritative and correct. Ambiguous as to whether he thinks of them as scripture – probably not. (3.3.3, 4.20.2)

39. Knew of Justin Martyr’s works and used Apology and the new lost Against All Heresies, also referred to what was probably a treatise against Marcion by Justin (4.6.2)

40. Irenaeus insists Justin was not responsible for Tatian’s errors (1.28.1)

44. Quotes Xenophanes five times without naming him and calls him a philosopher who knew the truth about God.

50-51. Jesus didn’t teach for 1 year claims Irenaeus. At the age of Baptism he was about 30 (Luke 3:23), perhaps close to 40 even. And he taught in his 40s (cf John 8:56-57). This tradition is affirmed by all the Presbyters who met John in Asia, who died in the reign of Trajan. He notes in Demonstration 74 that Pilate was the governor of Claudius Caesar.

Irenaeus’ writings and their surviving status:

Major work: On the Detection and Refutation of the Knowledge Falsely So-Called aka Against Heresy, aka Adversus Haereses aka Refutation and Overthrow of Knowledge falsely so-called aka Denunciation and Refutation of the So-called Gnosis aka Unmasking and overthrow of so-called knowledge. (against Gnosticism) FULL.

Minor works:

1. Proof of Apostolic Preaching aka Demonstration of Apostolic Preaching aka Demonstration aka Epideixis. (Summary of Christian faith, and its defence from Jewish Scriptures) FULL.

2. On the Ogdoad. (against Gnostic claims to apostolic traditions) FRAGMENT.
3. Concerning Knowledge aka On the Subject of Knowledge aka On Knowledge. (against Paganism) LOST
4. A book of miscellaneous discourses on Scripture. LOST

Letters:

1. On Schism. LOST

2. A letter to Florinus aka On the Monarchy of God aka Concerning the Sole Rule of God aka How God is not the cause of evil. FRAGMENT

3. A letter to Pope Victor on Paschal controversy. FRAGMENTS

4. Other letters to various people on the same subject. FRAGMENT

