
Part 1: The Ancient Church (100-500) 
Week 1: Fathers, Apologists & Polemicists 

 
Problems that the Earl y Church Faced 

1. Persecut ion (John 15:18-20; 2 Tim. 3:12) 
a. By Judaism 
b. By the Roman government 

 
2. Phi losophical/ Theological A t tacks (Acts 20:29-30) 

a. Phi losophical at t acks from w i thout 
i . They are atheists because t hey donÕt worship v isible gods 
i i . They were immoral because worship w as descr ibed as a Òlove feastÓ 
i i i . They were cannibals since t hey drank blood and ate f l esh 
i v . They bel ieved in absurd myt hs 
v. They had a novel rel igion 

b. Theological at t acks from w i t h in 
i . False v iews of the Tr ini ty  
i i . False v iews of Chr ist 
i i i . False V iews of Salvat ion 

 
The Response of  the Earl y Church1 

1. Apostol ic fat hers 
a. Wrote pastoral let ters to the churches on eth ical and doctr inal issues 
b. ÒThe t i t l e Ôfat her of t he churchÕ has i ts or igin in t he use of t he t i t l e Ôfat her,Õ 

w hich w as given to bishops, especi al l y in t he West , to express af fect ionate 
loyal ty . I t w as increasingly used from the th i rd century on to descr ibe the 
orthodox champions of the church and exponents of i t s fai t h.Ó2 

c. Examples: 
i . The LordÕs Teach ing Through the Twelve Apost les to t he N at ions (usual l y 

cal l  The D idache) Ð a manual of Chr ist i an l i fe and worship wr i t ten no 
l ater than 120. 

Chapter XIV. Chr ist i an Assembly on the LordÕs Day 
1. But every LordÕs day do ye gather yourselves together, and break 
bread, and give thanksgiv ing af ter hav ing confessed your 
tr ansgressions, t hat your sacr i f ice may be pure. 2. But let no one that is 
at var i ance w i t h h is fel low come together w i t h you, unt i l  t hey be 
reconci led, t hat your sacr i f ice may not be profaned. 3. For th is is t hat 
w hich w as spoken by the Lord: In every p l ace and time offer to me a 
pure sacr i f ice; for I am a great K ing, sai t h t he Lord, and my name is 
wonderful among the nat ions. 

 
b. The First Epist le of Clement to t he Cor inth i ans Ð wr i t ten around 97 by 

Clement of Rome (30-100), a companion of t he Apost l e Paul . I f  you w ant to 
know how the church at Cor inth turned out, read th i s let ter . 

 
c. The Encycl ical  Epist le of the Church at Smyrnam Ð wr i t ten by the church 

at Smyrna to report t he martyrdom of Polycarp, Bishop of Smyrna (65-155), 
w ho w as a d iscip le of the apost le John. 

Chapter IX. Polycarp Refuses to Rev i le Chr ist 

                                                 
1 See the handout ÒThe Church Fathers.Ó 
2 Ear le E. Cairns, Christ ianity Through the Centuries (2nd rev. ed.; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1981), 71. 



Now, as Polycarp w as enter ing into the stad ium, there came to h im a 
voice from heaven, say ing, ÒBe strong, and show t hysel f  a man, O 
Polycarp !Ó No one saw who i t w as that spoke to h i m; but t hose of our 
brethren w ho were present heard the voice. And as he w as brought 
forw ard, t he tumul t became great w hen they heard that Polycarp w as 
taken. And w hen he came near, t he proconsul asked h im w het her he 
w as Polycarp. On h is confessing that he w as, t he proconsul sought to 
persuade h im to deny Chr ist , say ing, ÒH ave respect to t hy old age,Ó 
and other simi l ar t h ings, according to their custom, such as, ÒSwear by 
t he for tune of Caesar; repent, and say, Aw ay w i t h t he A t heists.Ó But 
Polycarp, gazing w i t h a stern countenance on al l  t he mul t i tude of t he 
w icked heat hen then in the stad ium, and w av ing h is hand tow ards 
t hem, w hi le w i t h groans he looked up to heaven, said, ÒAw ay w i t h 
t he A theists.Ó Then, t he proconsul urging h im, and say ing, ÒSwear, and 
I w i l l  set t hee at l iber ty, reproach Chr ist ;Ó Polycarp decl ared, ÒEighty 
and six years have I served H im, and He never d id me any injury: how 
t hen can I blaspheme my King and my Sav iour?Ó 

 
Chapter X. Polycarp Confesses H imsel f a Chr ist i an 
And w hen the proconsul yet again pressed him, and said, ÒSwear by the 
for tune of Caesar,Ó he answered, ÒSince thou ar t vai nly urgent t hat , as 
t hou sayest, I should swear by the for tune of Caesar, and pretendest not 
to know w ho and w hat I am, hear me decl are w i th boldness, I am a 
Chr ist i an. And i f you w ish to learn w hat t he doctr i nes of Chr ist i ani ty 
are, appoint me a day, and thou shal t  hear t hem.Ó The proconsul 
repl ied, ÒPersuade the people.Ó But Polycarp said, ÒTo thee I have 
t hought i t r ight to of fer an account of my fai t h; for we are taught to 
give al l  due honour (w hi ch entai ls no injury upon ourselves) to t he 
powers and author i t ies wh ich are ordained of God. But as for t hese, I 
do not deem them worthy of receiv ing any account from me.Ó 

 
Chapter XI. No Threats H ave Any Effect on Polycarp 
The proconsul t hen said to h im, ÒI have w i ld beasts at hand; to t hese 
w i l l  I  cast t hee, except thou repent.Ó But he answered, ÒCal l  t hem 
t hen, for we are not accustomed to repent of w hat i s good in order to 
adopt t hat w hich is ev i l ; and i t is wel l  for me to be changed from w hat 
is ev i l  to w hat is r ighteous.Ó But again the proconsul said to h im, ÒI 
w i l l  cause thee to be consumed by f i re, seeing thou despisest t he w i ld 
beasts, i f  t hou w i l t not repent.Ó But Polycarp said, ÒThou threatenest 
me w i t h f i re w hich burneth for an hour, and af ter a l i t t l e is 
ext inguished, but ar t ignorant of t he f i re of t he coming judgment and of 
eternal  punishment, reserved for the ungodly. But w hy tarr iest t hou? 
Br ing for th w hat t hou w i l t .Ó 

 
2. Apologists3 

a. Answered the cr i t ics of Chr ist i ans by defending Chr ist i ani ty to t he Emperor: 
Òwe are not atheists, not a t hreat to the government; we are loyal subjectsÓ 

b. Examples: 
i . Quadratus, Bishop of A thens, Apology for t he Chr ist i an Rel igion Ð wr i t ten 

in 126 to Emperor H adr i an 
 

                                                 
3 See the handout ÒDefense of the Faith.Ó 



i i . A thenoragas, A  Plea for the Chr ist i ans Ð wr i t ten around 177 to Emperors 
M arcus Aurel ius and Commodus 

Chapter IV. The Chr ist i ans are No t A theists, But Acknow ledge One 
Only God 
 
i i i . Just in M ar tyr (110-165), Fi rst Apology Ð wr i t ten around 150 to Emperor 

Antoninus Pius 
 
3. Polemicists4 

a. D i aloged/ debated non-Chr ist i ans in order to convert t hem to Chr ist i ani ty 
b. Examples 

i. Just in M ar tyr , Di alog w i t h  Trypho 
Chapter CXXXV. Chr ist  is K ing of Israel , and Chr ist i ans are t he 

Israel i t ic Race 
ÒAnd w hen Scr ipture says, ÔI am the Lord God, t he H oly One of Israel , 
w ho have made known Israel  your K ing,Õ w i l l  you not understand that 
truly Chr ist is t he ever l ast ing K ing? For you are aware that Jacob the 
son of Isaac w as never a k i ng. And therefore Scr ipture again, expl aining 
to us, says w hat k ing is meant by Jacob and Israel : ÔJacob is my Servant, I 
w i l l  uphold H im; and Israel  is mine Elect, my soul shal l  receive H im. I 
have given H im my Spir i t ; and He shal l  br ing for th judgment to t he 
Gent i les. H e shal l  not cry, and H is voice shal l  not be heard w i t hout. 
The bruised reed He shal l  not break, and the smoking f l ax He shal l  not 
quench, unt i l  H e shal l  br ing for th judgment to v ictory. He shal l  sh ine, 
and shal l  not be broken, unt i l  H e set judgment on the ear t h. And in H is 
name shal l  t he Gent i l es trust.Õ Then is i t Jacob the patr i arch in w hom 
t he Gent i l es and yourselves shal l  trust? or is i t  not Chr ist? As, 
t herefore, Chr ist is t he Israel  and the Jacob, even so we, w ho have been 
quarr ied out from the bowels of Chr ist , are the true Israel i t ic race. But 
l et us at tend rat her to t he very word: ÔAnd I w i l l  br ing forth,Õ H e says, 
Ôthe seed out of Jacob, and out of Judah: and i t shal l  inher i t M y hol y 
mountain; and M ine Elect and My servants shal l  possess t he 
inher i t ance, and shal l  dwel l  t here; and there shal l  be folds of f locks in 
t he th icket, and the val l ey of Achor shal l  be a rest i ng-pl ace of cat t l e 
for t he people w ho have sought Me. But as for you, w ho forsake Me, 
and forget My holy mountain, and prepare a table for demons, and f i l l  
out dr ink for the demon, I shal l  give you to the sword. You shal l  al l  f al l  
w i t h a sl aughter; for I cal l ed you, and you hearkened not, and d id ev i l  
before me, and d id choose t hat w herein I del ighted not.Õ Such are t he 
words of Scr ipture; understand, t herefore, t hat t he seed of Jacob now 
referred to is someth ing else, and not, as may be supposed, spoken of 
your people. For i t is not possible for t he seed of Jacob to leave an 
entrance for the descendants of Jacob, or for God to have accepted t he 
very same persons w hom H e had reproached w i t h  unf i tness for t he 
inher i t ance, and promise i t to t hem again; but as there the prophet 
says, ÔAnd now, O house of Jacob, come and let us wal k in t he l ight of 
t he Lord; for He has sent aw ay H is people, t he house of Jacob, because 
t hei r l and w as ful l , as at  the f i rst , of soothsayers and d iv inat ions;Õ 
even so i t is necessary for us here to observe that t here are two seeds of 
Judah, and two races, as there are two houses of Jacob: t he one begotten 
by blood and f lesh, t he other by fai t h and the Sp ir i t . 

 
                                                 
4 See the handout ÒDefense of the Faith.Ó 



ii. I renaeus of Lyons (120-202), Against Heresies, wr i t ten about 185 
iii. Tertul l i an (150-230 - ÒThe Tertul l i an ProjectÓ, www.tertul l i an.org) 

Br ief Biography: Jerome, De V ir is I l lustr ibus, Chapter 53 (A .D. 392)5 
1. Now f inal l y Ter tul l i an the presbyter is ranked f i rst of t he Lat in 
wr i ters af ter V ictor and Apol lonius.  He w as from the prov ince of 
A fr ica, from the ci ty of Car t hage w here h is f at her w as a proconsul ar 
centur ion.  
2. A  man of impetuous temperament, he w as in h is prime in t he reign of 
t he emperor Severus and Antoninus Caracal l a, and he wrote many 
works w hich I need not name since they are very w idely known. 
3. A t Concordi a, a town in It al y , I saw an old man named Paul , w ho said 
t hat , w hen he w as st i l l  a very young man, he had seen in Rome a very 
old man w ho had been secretary of blessed Cypr i an and had reported to 
h im that Cypr i an w as accustomed never to pass a day w i t hout read ing 
Tertul l i an and would frequent l y say to h im, "H and me the master ," 
meaning, of course, Tertul l i an. 
4. This one w as a presbyter of t he church unt i l  h is midd le year, but 
l ater , because of t he envy and reproaches of t he clergy of t he Roman 
church, he had l apsed into Montanism, and he makes ment ion of t he 
new prophecy in many books. 
5. In par t icular , he composed against t he church the works On Modesty , 
On Persecut ion, On Fast ing, On Monogamy, six books On Ecstasy and a 
seventh [added] w hich he composed Against Apol lonius.  He is said to 
have l i ved to a very old age and to have composed many works w h ich 
are not extant. 

 
Response to M arcion6 

    
 
 

                                                 
5 Saint Jerome: On Il lustr ious M en, trans. Thomas P. Halton (Fathers of the Church 100; Cathol ic University of 
America Press, 1999), 74-6. 
6 See the handout, ÒTertul l ian, On the Flesh of Chr ist.Ó 



Tertullian, On the Flesh of Christ (De Carne Christi), A .D. 207 
Trans. P. HOLMES, Ante-Nicene Fathers: Volume 3 (1885), pp. 521-542. 

 
Chapter 4 
Since, t herefore, you do not reject t he assumpt ion of a body as impossible or as hazardous to t he 
character of God, i t remains for you to repudi ate and censure i t as unworthy of H i m. Come now, 
beginning f rom the nativi ty i tsel f , declaim against the uncleanness of  the generati ve elements 
within the womb, the f i l thy concretion of  f luid and blood, of  the growth of  the f lesh for nine 
months long out of  that very mi re. Describe the womb as i t enlarges f rom day to day, heavy, 
troublesome, restless even in sleep, changeful  in i ts feel ings of  dislike and desire. Inveigh 
now l ikewise against the shame itsel f  of  a woman in travai l  which, however, ought rather to 
be honoured in consideration of  that peri l , or to be held sacred in respect of  (the mystery of) 
nature. Of  course you are horri f ied also at the infant, which is shed into l i fe with the 
embarrassments which accompany i t f rom the womb; you l ikewise, of  course, l oathe i t even 
after i t is washed, when i t is dressed out in i ts swaddling-clothes, graced with repeated 
anointing, smiled on with nurse's fawns. This reverend course of nature, you, O M arcion, (are 
pleased to) sp i t upon; and yet, in w hat w ay were you born? You detest a human being at h is 
bir t h; t hen af ter w hat f ashion do you love anybody? Yoursel f , of course, you had no love of , 
w hen you depar ted from the Church and the fai t h of Chr ist . But never mind, i f  you are not on 
good terms w i th yoursel f , or even i f you were born in a w ay d i f ferent from other people. Chr ist , 
at any rate, has loved even that man w ho w as condensed in h is mother 's womb amidst al l  i ts 
uncleannesses, even that man w ho w as brought into l i fe out of t he said womb, even that man 
w ho w as nursed amidst t he nurse's simpers. For h is sake H e came down (from heaven), for h is 
sake H e preached, for h is sake "H e humbled H imsel f  even unto deat h-t he death of t he cross." 
H e loved, of course, t he being w hom He redeemed at  so great a cost. I f Chr ist i s t he Creator 's 
Son, i t w as w i t h just ice that H e loved H is own (creature); i f  H e comes from another god, H is 
love w as excessive, since H e redeemed a being w ho belonged to another. Well , then, l oving man 
He loved his nativi ty also, and his f lesh as well . Nothing can be l oved apart f rom that through 
which whatever exists has its existence. Either take away nativi ty, and then show us your man; 
or else withdraw the f lesh, and then present to our view the being whom God has redeemed-
since i t is these very conditions which constitute the man whom God has redeemed. And are 
you f or turning these conditions into occasions of  blushing to the very creature whom He has 
redeemed, (censuring them), too, us unworthy of  Him who certainly would not have 
redeemed them had He not l oved them? Our bi rth He reforms f rom death by a second bi rth 
f rom heaven; our f lesh He restores f rom every harassing malady; when leprous, He cleanses 
it of  the stain; when bl ind, He rekindles its l ight; when palsied, He renews its strength; when 
possessed with devi ls, He exorcises i t; when dead, He reanimates it,-then shall  we blush to 
own i t? I f , to be sure, He had chosen to be born of  a mere animal , and were to preach the 
kingdom of  heaven invested with the body of  a beast either wi ld or tame, your censure (I  
imagine) would have instantly met Him with this demurrer: "This is disgraceful  f or God, and 
this is unworthy of  the Son of  God, and simply f ool ish." For no other reason than because 
one thus judges. It is of  course fool ish, i f  we are to judge God by our own conceptions. But, 
M arcion, consider wel l  t h i s Scr ipture, i f  indeed you have not erased i t : "God hat h chosen the 
fool ish t h ings of t he wor ld, to confound the w ise." Now w hat are those fool i sh t h ings? Are 
t hey the conversion of men to the worship of t he true God, t he reject ion of error, t he w hole 
tr aining in r ighteousness, chast i ty , mercy, pat ience, and innocence? These th ings certainl y are 
not "fool ish." Inquire again, t hen, of w hat t h ings he spoke, and w hen you imagine that you 
have d iscovered w hat t hey are w i l l  you f ind anyth i ng to be so "fool ish" as bel iev ing in a God 
t hat has been born, and that of a v i rgin, and of a f leshly nature too, w ho w al l owed in al l  t he 
before-ment ioned humi l i at ions of nature? But some one may say, "These are not t he fool ish 
t h ings; t hey must be other t h ings w hich God has chosen to confound the w isdom of t he wor ld." 
And yet, according to t he wor ld 's w isdom, i t is more easy to bel ieve that Jupi ter became a bul l 
or a sw an, i f we l isten to Marcion, than that Chr ist real l y became a man. 
 



Chapter 5 
There are, to be sure, other things also quite as fool ish (as the bi rth of  Christ), which have 
reference to the humiliations and suf ferings of  God. Or else, let them cal l  a cruci f ied God 
"wisdom." But Marcion wil l  apply the kni fe to this doctrine also, and even with greater 
reason. For which Is more unworthy of  God, which is more l ikel y to raise a blush of  shame, 
that God should be born, or that He should die? that He should bear the f lesh, or the cross? be 
ci rcumcised, or be cruci f ied? be cradled, or be cof f ined? be laid in a manger, or in a tomb? 
Talk  of  "wisdom!" You will  show more of  that i f  you refuse to bel ieve this also. But, af ter al l , 
you will  not be "wise" unless you become a "fool " to the world, by bel ieving" the fool ish 
things of  God." H ave you, t hen, cut aw ay al l  sufferings from Chr ist , on the ground that , as a 
mere phantom, H e w as incapable of exper iencing them? We have said above t hat H e might 
possibly have undergone the unreal mocker ies of an imaginary bir t h and infancy. But answer me 
at once, you that murder truth: Was not God real l y cruci f ied? And, hav ing been real l y cruci f ied, 
d id H e not real l y d ie? And, hav ing indeed real l y died, d id H e not real l y r ise again? Falsel y 
d id Paul "determine to know noth ing amongst us but Jesus and H im cruci f ied; " f alsely has he 
impressed upon us that H e w as bur ied; f alsely inculcated that H e rose again. False, t herefore, 
is our fai t h also. And al l  that we hope for from Chr i st w i l l  be a phantom. O thou most infamous 
of men, w ho acqui t test of al l  gui l t t he murderers of God! For noth ing d id Chr ist suffer from 
t hem, i f  H e real l y suffered noth ing at al l . Spare the w hole wor ld 's one only hope, t hou w ho 
ar t destroy ing the indispensable d ishonour of our fai t h Whatsoever is unworthy of  God, is of  
gain to me. I  am safe, i f  I  am not ashamed of  my Lord. "Whosoever," says He, "shal l  be 
ashamed of  me, of  him will  I  also be ashamed." Other matters f or shame f ind I none which 
can prove me to be shameless in a good sense, and fool ish in a happy one, by my own 
contempt of  shame. The Son of  God was cruci f ied; I  am not ashamed because men must needs 
be ashamed of  i t. And the Son of  God died; i t is by al l  means to be bel ieved, because i t is 
absurd. And He was buried, and rose again; the fact is certain, because i t is impossible. But 
how w i l l  al l  t h is be true in H im, i f  H e w as not H imsel f  true-i f  H e real l y had not in H imsel f 
t hat w hich might be crucif ied, might d ie, might be bur ied, and might r ise again? I mean th is 
f lesh suffused w i th blood, bui l t up w i t h bones, interwoven w i th nerves, entw ined w i th veins, a 
f lesh w hich knew how to be born, and how to d ie, human w i t hout doubt, as born of a human 
being. I t w i l l  t herefore be mortal  in Chr ist , because Chr ist is man and the Son of man. Else w hy 
is Chr ist man and the Son of man, i f he has noth ing of man, and noth ing from man? Unless i t be 
ei t her t hat man is anyth i ng else than f lesh, or man's f lesh comes from any other source than 
man, or M ary is anyth ing else than a human being, or M arcion's man is as M arcion's god. 
Otherw ise Chr ist could not be descr ibed as being man w i t hout f lesh, nor the Son of man w i thout 
any human parent; just as H e is not God w i thout t he Sp ir i t of God, nor t he Son of God w i thout 
hav ing God for H is fat her. Thus the nature of t he two substances d ispl ayed H im as man and 
God,-in one respect born, i n the other unborn; l  in one respect f lesh l y in the other spir i tual ; in 
one sense weak in t he other exceeding strong; in on sense dy ing, in t he other l i v ing. Th is 
property of t he two states-t he d iv ine and the human-is d ist inct l y asserted w i th equal  truth of 
both natures al i ke, w i t h t he same bel ief both in respect of t he Sp ir i t and of t he f lesh. The 
powers of t he Sp ir i t , proved H im to be God, H is suffer ings at tested the f lesh of man. I f H is 
powers were not w i t hout the Sp ir i t in l i ke manner, were not H is suffer ings w i thout t he f lesh. i f  
H is f lesh w i t h i ts suffer ings was f ict i t ious, for the same reason was the Spir i t false w i t h al l  i ts 
powers. W herefore hal ve Chr ist w i t h a l i e? H e w as w hol l y t he truth. Bel ieve me, He chose 
rat her to be born, than in any par t to pretend-and that indeed to H is own detr iment-t hat H e 
w as bear ing about a f lesh hardened w i t hout bones, sol id w i t hout muscles, bloody w i t hout 
blood, clothed w i t hout the tunic of sk in, hungry w i t hout appet i te, eat ing w i thout teet h, 
speak ing w i t hout a tongue, so that H is word w as a phantom to the ears through an imaginary 
voice. A  phantom, too, i t was of  course after the resurrection, when, showing His hands and 
His feet f or the disciples to examine, He said, "Behold and see that i t is I mysel f , f or a spirit 
hath not f lesh and bones, as ye see me have; " without doubt, hands, and feet, and bones are 
not what a spiri t possesses, but only the f lesh. How do you interpret this statement, Marcion, 
you who tel l  us that Jesus comes only f rom the most excellent God, who is both simple and 



good? See how He rather cheats, and deceives, and juggles the eyes of  al l , and the senses of  
al l , as wel l  as thei r access to and contact with Him! You ought rather to have brought Christ 
down, not f rom heaven, but f rom some troop of  mountebanks, not as God besides man, but 
simply as a man, a magician; not as the High Priest of  our salvation, but as the conjurer in a 
show; not as the raiser of  the dead, but as the misleader of  the l i ving,-except that, i f  He were a 
magician, He must have had a nati vi ty! 



Tertul l ian 
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