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Orthodoxy and Heresy

This lesson is entitled “The Rule of Faith: Ortheg@and Heresy.” The prayer for today will be from
Clement of Alexandria. We have met Clement seweras, particularly in the last lecture because
Clement is one of the most important of the apaiisgof the early church and a very influential chur
father. This prayer, which is in the study guidetfos lesson, is an interesting one. For one thieg

uses some unusual names for God such as “teaah@nstructor,” and “charioteer of Israel.” Thesea
names for God we may not normally use, but theyhatenappropriate names for God. Notice as well
that when Clement is praying about what it meartsaiee come into the Lord’s Church he says that we
have “sailed tranquilly over the billows of sin.hiE does not seem to me to be quite the right waay

it. At least | have not sailed tranquilly over thidows of sin. But we will pray it anyway. In theords

of Clement | suppose there is a certain tranquliditgertain rest—I know there is—that we experience
even in the midst of struggles with temptation, simd suffering. So we will think of it that way ae

pray these words from Clement. Notice how he stegytp express in words the doctrine of the Trinity
We have not yet come to the Council of Nicea, wiappened about 100 years after Clement of
Alexandria, when the church was able to put togatkdaith in the doctrine of the Trinity in wayisat
commended themselves to most Christians. But afpibint Christians were still struggling to express
that doctrine. We do not fully understand it buteatst we have words we can use, orthodox words the
church has approved of after the Council of Ni&a#.as | said, this takes place a long time betioee
Council of Nicea. With those words about the prayerwill now pray. Join with me as | read these
ancient words from Clement of Alexandria.

Be gracious, O Instructor, to us Thy children, Fathcharioteer of Israel, Son and Father, both
in one, O Lord. Grant to us who obey Thy precdpts, we may perfect the likeness of Thy
image, and with all our power know Him who is ¢foed God and not a harsh judge. And do
Thou Thyself cause that all of us who have ourvemation in Thy peace, who have been
translated into Thy commonwealth, having sail@ahduilly over the billows of sin, may be
wafted in calm by Thy Holy Spirit, by the inefalblisdom, by night and day to the perfect day;
and giving thanks may praise, and praising thdrk Father and Son, Son and Father, the Son,
instructor and teacher, with the Holy Spirit, allone, in whom is all, for whom all is one, for
whom is eternity, whose members we all are, whlmsg the heavens are; for the all good, all
lovely, all wise, all just one. To whom be gloogtbnow and for ever. Amen.

As we come to this lesson today we will talk absarme of the heresies that arose in the secondrgentu
that caused great concern for a long time in thky eaurch. One modern writer has spoken of the
second and third centuries as “a time of produatw@&usion” in the history of the church. As | have
been talking about early church history we do sgeaa bit of that confusion. But these people were
pioneers, leading the way in doing the great wdritedending the faith, stating the faith, and Iyithe
faith. We honor them for that even though they maday mistakes. It was a time of productive
confusion. This is certainly true in the area oftdoe. What should Christians believe? How should
they express their faith? What is right and whatrieng? There were many ideas floating around. Some
ideas that called themselves Christian—not Jewigiagan, but variations of Christianity—began to
develop. The church had to try to decide what yaalallowable, what is true and what is not. Giatju
there was an answer to that question. We callathsiver “orthodoxy,” the orthodox position of the
church. “Orthodoxy” means “right belief.” And welkaverything else heresies. Originally that word
simply meant “an opinion,” “a party,” or “group.”us eventually it came to mean something that is
wrong, something that is opposed to true teaching.
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The question is often asked, which came first?@idodoxy come first, followed by the heresies? Or
did the heresies arise first and then the churechsponse to the heresies moved to create whaalve c
orthodoxy? One modern scholar has put it this Wayearly Christianity there was no such thing as
orthodoxy but only different forms of Christianitpmpeting for the loyalties of believers.” This stdr
believed that there were many ideas out there iaatlyf some of those ideas won. Either the ideas of
the Roman church, which became the strongest, wgraesed on the entire church or, in some way
certain ideas won. So in his point of view the Bere come first. There were many ideas and then
gradually one idea became called orthodoxy. Inplaaticular way of reading history the orthodox are
simply the winners and the heretics are the loselsscribe that not because that is my view but
because | want you to see that this question igltatepeople have given much thought to. The early
church fathers did not view it that way. The eattyrch fathers said that orthodoxy came first duaoh t
the heresies. The heresies were the innovatioasidWv things. Orthodoxy was not. Eusebius of
Caesarea put it this way, “Orthodoxy does not leakestory. It is true eternally. Heresy has a Inigto
having arisen at particular times through partictéachers.” You can date the beginning of Montanis
and Marcionism and these other heresies that wealklabout. But orthodoxy does not have a
beginning. You cannot date it. Orthodoxy is etdygnimbe and heresies come later, according to
Eusebius.

We have to think about that critically as wellhirk we need to be a little more nuanced in ounans
to this question. Certainly | do not think we sthibahy the heresies came first, that there werdgtssof
ideas out there and somehow the church decidexkéosome of those and reject others. Nor can we go
the other way and say orthodoxy was always thestegisiit comes to be held eventually in the church.
Eusebius said, “Heresy is the work of the devidlaoken the radiance of the universal and only true
Church.” So in his view truth is always there, @iné devil is busy trying to create some kind of
confusion by bringing in these heresies. Thisrather negative view of the role of the heresiaesd, a
certainly that is true. Saint Augustine, thoughy #assomewhat differently. Augustine said, “The
rejection of heretics brings into relief what Godhaurch holds and what sound doctrine maintains.”
Augustine certainly saw heresies as bad and déiseubut also as having a place in God’s provigént
plan for the church. The church holds truth bubppes not clearly, not expressed directly and eitiylic
until the heresies attack. Then the church is fbtoadiscover its own truth, to put into words theh it
has held.

| think we could look at it this way. There washartloxy, but it was implicit orthodoxy, which wastno
fully spelled out, not understood or stated cleahly example of this is the doctrine of the Trinity
Christians believed that Jesus was God. They khewrather was God. They believed the Holy Spirit
was God. But they had not yet come to understagid filuth. That is, they did not yet understand how
they could believe that each of these persons ts&&d yet there could only be, as they also believe
one God. That will come because of heresies thatlde and force the church to try to understandtwha
it already believes. | illustrate it this way: “bddox”—that implicit, early orthodoxy—is there frotie
very beginnings of the church, based on the tegshif Jesus and the Apostles. But then the heresies
come in. Then in response to the heresies, “ortkggdwow is underlined. It is clearer. It is mordlju
understood and adequately defined.

With that introduction, let us look at the threeshionportant heresies that came into the chur¢hen
second century: Gnosticism, Marcionism, and MomstaniGnosticism is something we need to think
about for a few minutes because it plays a vemyisogint role in the history of the church. Therere
various types of Gnosticisms. Some related moteitiaism, some were anti-Christian. But many of the
Gnosticisms were “Christian” Gnosticisms. Thus ai§ttan heresy developed—people who held to
some variety of Gnosticism. Gnosticism was a venyggrous opponent of orthodox Christian faith
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because it threatened to suck Christianity intogdmeeral amalgamation of religious views, a process
that, as we have already said, was going on atithatin the Roman world. Syncretism was a major
issue, and religions tended to put together featiroen other religions to create a syncretistithfai

mixing in the teachings of the philosophers andlpoing something that was considered better. The
Gnostics certainly were doing this. Gnosticism &aB® intellectually sophisticated and attractive to
many people. It drew on certain elements of Grdelogophy: love for knowledge, depreciation of the
physical and of the human body. These were idedisnbre out there in intellectual circles. | suppos

we could get a sense of this by thinking of mod@ofessors in the universities saying, “Well, scen
tells us such and such...” Science now is thougbgtthe final authority—not the Bible or traditidsyt
science. The professors back in Alexandria and Wgtaand other places in the Roman world would hold
up this Gnostic faith in that way. “Gnosticism teas such and such...” It was dangerous because it was
considered intellectually up-to-date and moderwas also very diverse. There were many, many kinds
of Gnosticism. It was a broad title that includedny religious ideas that had certain things in camm
but very different approaches. Gnosticism was dangge diverse, and difficult. It was hard to handle
this religion. The church fathers wrote many boa@ainst the Gnostics in order to try to answer the
Gnostic religion, which was attractive to many peagnd was drawing many Christians into its ranks.
Aurenius said, “Gnosticism is like the mythologi¢dldra.” Hydra was the snake with many heads.
When you cut off one head two more grew to takeldase. You could answer one point of Gnosticism
but others would come up.

Having said all that I think we can, for the sakesimplicity, talk about three basic ideas that ¢be

called Christian Gnostics held. The first is duali§he Gnostics believed that there were two powers
not one. They did not believe in a single God but good god and an evil god who were somewhat
equally matched. They also believed it was the gyl and not the good god who created the universe
because the universe is bad; it is full of sin emtland trouble. This world is bad, the physicatlp is

bad, and everything material is bad. Salvatiow s\t to escape being captured in the body anden t
world and rise to the realm of the spirit world. ancient philosopher has summed up the Gnostiss thi
way, “The Gnostics think very well of themselvesi aery ill of the universe.” | think that is a very
good summary. They did not like what they saw mworld. They believed creation is a kind of cosmic
mistake created by a foolish god, a demiurge asdhked him. And many “Christian” Gnostics
identified this foolish god with YHWH, the God dfé Old Testament, saying, “He is the one who made
this mess in which we live, and he is not the samthe true, eternal God.” But when the demiurge
created the world, the Gnostics believed, he aotadlg put in the humans some spark of divinityush
even though we are part of this material world \areeha divine nature that is related to that higher
world. And salvation means escaping from the malterorld into the higher, spiritual world. How did
they think we could do that? The Christian Gnostaisl Christ would help us. They believed in Christ
but not in Christ as a real man.

The Gnostics were docetic in their Christology. flin@ans they thought that Jesus only appeared to be
man but He really was not. He only took the appsagar form of a body, but He is part of the spirit
world. If He took a body then He would be trappié the rest of us. So they saw Christ not as a rea
man but as divine spirit who came down to helpseape from our material bodies and enter the realm
of the divine spirit. They did not think He did $hby being crucified for us. The crucifixion had no
relevance for the Gnostics. He helped us escape dwo material bodies, they thought, by coming to
teach us the secret way out of this entrapmentraodhe spiritual world, to help us find our wagdk.
And that secret way is quite a struggle. If youdrdee Gnostics it is rather exciting reading inayw
because to make that journey from this world ughé&d world you have to go through all kinds of sap
and problems and encounters with the rulers ofén®us stages of that journey. One of the so-galle
Christian Gnostics of Alexandria said there are @éferent steps you have take, and you need some
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secret word of secret knowledge for each of thtsgssn order to overcome the ruler of that eoniand
order to advance to the next step. Other versib@nosticism did not have 365 stages, but thepad
many stages. Paul Tillig in writing about this d@ses it this way: “What the savior, what Jesussdioe
Gnosticism, is somehow use white magic againsbldlek magic of the planetary powers.” This was
almost like a second century version of the popéifaerican movie “Star Wars,” in which this spiritua
creature against great odds is trying to make lig out of this world. This was a very dangerous
journey but a necessary one to finally escape thrédvof matter and rise to the world of spirit.

Let me summarize all that. For the Gnostic, sabvais by knowledge. Not by faith, not by God’s grac
but by knowledge. Jesus is one of the sourcesapkiiowledge. One of the church fathers said that t
key text in Gnosticism was “Seek and you will fihdihe Gnostics were always seeking, and they
thought they could find the secret word, the pasdwizat would enable them to rise to another level.
Perhaps you have heardTdfe Gospel of Thomak is being talked about a good bit these dayis. dn
early “gospel,” not one of the canonical Gospelsids discovered at Nag Hammadi in Upper Egypt in
1945. The people who promote the Jesus Seminatditenk of Thomasas the fifth gospel, using it
along with the canonical Gospels in order to maleer judgments as to what are the true and authenti
words of Christ. The church has never accepteel Gospel of Thomas a true Gospel. It is really a
Gnostic gospel. Buthe Gospel of Thomamuts in Jesus’ mouth some of the things | havieljasn
saying about Gnosticism. It is not a book that weept as authenticate, but it is a book arisingobut
this heresy. It was written to give some legitimézyhe teaching of Gnosticism by saying that Jesus
said certain things that have a Gnostic soundightseem that this is all very strange and arclzut
Peter Jones who teaches at Westminster Semin@gliiornia has written a book calletihe Gnostic
Empire Strikes BaclkBy that title he means that the New Age movenrettte United States has many
similarities to ancient Gnosticism. Gnosticism eadsy of self-deification, has returned with a
vengeance in the New Age movement according ta Betees. If you are interested in that topic, in
seeing the links between ancient Gnosticism argdrtitidern heresy, | would certainly commend to you
the writings of Peter Jones.

Now let us come to a second heresy. It is simdaémosticism in some ways and was certainly
influenced by Gnosticism. But this heresy creatmdething that caused the church to really begin to
consider clarifying its idea of the canon. You se#jl the church was clear on what books it helte
the word of God it was very difficult to deal wikieresiesThe Gospel of Thomagas left out of the
canon because it did not qualify, as we will seerlaut until the church could make that cleavais an
ongoing problem. The heresy of Marcionism was a&$ethat prompted the Christian church to realize
it had to move more quickly in solidifying its viea¥ the canon. Marcion was the son of a Christian
bishop in Asia Minor. He came to Rome in the midafi¢the second century. In Rome he began to
develop his ideas. His view was a mixture of Crarsty, Gnosticism, and Docetism. The hero for
Marcion was Paul. F. F. Bruce has said that onlycMa understood Paul in the early church, and he
misunderstood him. That is a rather bleak statepfenthere is some truth to that because no one
seemed to really grasp what Paul was all aboutwetget to Saint Augustine. But Marcion did atdiea
see that Paul was against the law. But he misutwet$iim by thinking that “the law” was the Old
Testament. Paul was for grace and against workshenidw. Marcion got that idea but did not fully
understand it properly. He took some of Christiaind mixed it with Gnosticism. He held that thd ev
Old Testament God was the creator and that theGngewas the Father, two gods. And the Old
Testament God created a bad world, with insectdianzk beasts and sex and other things Marcion did
not approve of. To Marcion, matter was evil andftash was abhorrent. Tertullian, perhaps jesting a
little with Marcion in one of his writings, saidAhd yet, O Marcion, in what way were you born?” The
church fathers, Irenaeus especially, wrote mucimag®arcion. Irenaeus said, “By having two gods
Marcion really has no god.” | think that is an innfamt idea that the church fathers latched ontgouf
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have two gods who are more or less equal, youyrdalhot have any god because there is no one then
who is the true and supreme God. Irenaeus saidicibtadivides God into two and so puts an end to
deity.” Like the Gnostics, Marcion also had a dacéhrist without human birth and without a materia
body. It is interesting that when he comes to thkeGospel of Luke, which he believes is the only
authentic Gospel, he combines Luke 3:1 with 4:3fhabhis “Gospel of Luke” begins this way: “In the
fifteenth year of Tiberius Caesar, Jesus came dowm heaven] to Capernaum.” He leaves out
everything about the virgin birth. We can see time$ic and docetic attitude expressed in this way o
beginning Luke’s Gospel. The most important thiagus in our study of church history, | think, et

to support these ideas Marcion created a canosalde “These are the true books, and these others a
not true books, so we can only use these partibideks to base our teaching on.” Of course, with hi
ideas there was no Old Testament in his canon. ibtaexcepted Luke, altered somewhat, and the ten
epistles of Paul. He rejected the Old Testamentadiriie rest of the New Testament. Even though the
orthodox Christian church did not accept any of ¢ftar’s ideas as true, you can see how this heresy
helped to stimulate the church to really consi@eiosisly the question of what the canon is. Whatikiso
should we accept and what books should we not &&¥p will see what the church did about this in
the next lesson.

The third of these second century heresies is Migita Montanism began in Phrygia, an area of Asia
Minor in the middle of the second century. In sonag/'s Montanism does not really belong in the same
list with Gnosticism and Marcionism. Gnosticism avidrcionism were clearly heresies, but Montanism
was more difficult to identify and evaluate. Buetthurch eventually considered Montanist teacheng a
a whole to be heretical as well. Let us look atghimts of Montanism. There was a stress in Mostani
on the Holy Spirit. By the time we come to the mi&df the second century, prophecies had started to
disappear in the church as well as the extraordimaracles that we see in the New Testament, though
some miracles and prophecies are reported in themast-New Testament period. By the middle of the
second century they seem to have gone.

Now, there can be two responses to this. Theraeddmithe response that many Christians have come to
that the Lord discontinued these things. They leadesl their purpose, and as the canon was eventuall
created the extraordinary miracles that were theereelp undergird the canon and establish the
beginnings of the church dropped off as did progsedhat is one way to look at it, but that is tieat

way Montanists looked at it. Montanists said, “Tédé&sngs have ceased because the church has lost
sight of the Holy Spirit. The church has becomeldigr During a period of peace, a letup in the
persecution, people have settled down. They doaadty believe the power of God or in the work loé t
Holy Spirit anymore.” Montanists began to emphasimework of the Holy Spirit. Montanis said, “The
dispensation of the Son, Jesus, has now comeaadrand we are in a new age.” We could call that t
dispensation of the Holy Spirit. The Montanistdghiat the Holy Spirit still speaks and the words H
speaks should be understood as the words of Getlaguhe Holy Spirit spoke through Paul He i$ stil
speaking now. Who is he speaking through now? Mustaould answer, “He is speaking through me,
and a couple of my associates"—meaning Prisca aaxdmvlla, two prophetesses who worked with

him in Asia Minor. Some of the oracles attributedvtontanis or Prisca and Maximilla sound pretty
much like verses in the Bible that we know. Butesghof their oracles go far beyond, saying, “I & t
mouthpiece of God.” On one occasion Montanis iges8pd to have said, “| am the lord god omnipotent
dwelling in man.”

So there was this emphasis on continuing revelatidthe Holy Spirit. This comes very early in the
history of the church. The second emphasis is eretid times. The Montanists believed in the

imminent return of Christ. This expectation wasaeptly waning somewhat in the church. After all, i
had been 100 years. It has been 2000 years nowh&uit had been 100 years and Christ had not come
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back. People were losing sight of the return ofi€€haccording to Montanis, so he began to puieatgr
deal of emphasis on the return of Christ. “He isiow soon to set up His kingdom [of all places!] in
Phyrgia of Asia Minor, my hometown.” Montanism aktoessed very strict discipline. If someone
sinned, the Montanists believed that person coatda allowed to continue in the church. This was a
stress on holiness and on asceticism, a rigidyifes

There were many followers of Montanis, particulanyAsia Minor. In fact, in some towns in certain
parts of Asia Minor everyone in the church becanmntdnists. Then it spread to North Africa, and
many people there became Montanists. Those weltavtheenters of Montanism. The thing that really
surprises us is that the church father Tertulliecdme a Montanist. People have puzzled over that al
the way down to the present. Why would Tertulliaim jthis branch of the Christian church? He thought
of it, at least for a while, as a true expressibthe church. InThe Spreading Flam. F. Bruce writes
this:” A Dominican scholar once remarked to meha tourse of a conversation about Tertullian that i
was amazing that such an intelligent man as heldiave been led away by a movement like
Montanism. That is one point of view, but it migigually well be said that there must have been
something of more solid worth in Montanism thagéserally supposed since it appealed to such an
intelligent man as Tertullian.”

| pretty much have to leave it there. | am not suing Tertullian joined Montanism. The way | have
presented it, which is the standard approach totdMusm as | understand it, it does not sound like
something that would have appealed to someoneraitian his thinking as Tertullian. But perhaps
Montanism was in some ways better than | have nitaaeind. Certainly there were some true concerns
there: concern for holiness, for church discipliad®elief in the coming of Christ, concern that the
church would not lose sight of the coming of Chrigtose are appropriate concerns that the Monganist
may well have focused on. But it seems to me ti@itay they handled those particular issues laah the
into error.

| want to wrap this up briefly, and in the nextdes we will come back to what the orthodox churich d
in response to all this. The task of orthodoxyléac It is to state the faith. What do Christiaeally
believe? You see how important it is to do thatd Avhat books do we hold to be part of the Bible® An
who has the right to say what is right and whatrgng? The church had to do that while realiziraf th
what needed to be done could not, in one sens#iee perfectly and fully. Hilary of Poitiers in his
book,On the Trinity said, “The errors of heretics [...] force us &abdwith unlawful matters, to scale
perilous heights, to speak unutterable words,aspass on forbidden ground, compelling us to err in
daring to embody in human terms truths which ougltte hidden in the silent veneration of the hiart.
The church has to do two things at once. It mustGeristianity as a religion whose content can be
defined with words, saying this is what it meanbéca Christian. We hold these things. We have a
creed. We say these words that set forth what weetbde true. But it must do this without thinking
that we have exhausted the mystery, that we haasy single thing solved, that we have been able to
cross every t and dot every i. With these herestgaesticism, Montanism, and Marcionism—swirling
about in the second century and winning convertsas important for the church to state and defend
views to get to the place where “orthodoxy” is uided and clear. The church did this in three ways
by creating a canon, by establishing a creed, gnddyving toward government with bishops. In our
next lesson we will look into all of that.

“The grass withers and the flowers fall, but therdvof our God will stand forever” (Isaiah 40:8).
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