
Session 3:  Heretics and Apologists 

 

1. What is Gnosticism?   
a. From the Greek word “gnosis,” meaning “knowledge,” Gnosticism is a technical term for a 

group of beliefs in the ancient Greco-Roman world that had a few common threads. 
b. The primary goal is salvation, usually from this world of matter.   
c. All matter is evil and unreal, and the goal is to free the human spirit from the body, which is 

viewed as a sort of material prison.  This means humans are in a state of exile in this world. 
d. A supreme being only intended to create a spiritual world, but certain beings or “eons,” 

committed mistakes and created the material world.  In one system, the eon known as 
“wisdom” wanted to produce something by herself, and the world was a result of her 
“abortion.”  That’s right; the material world is an abortion, not God’s special creation.   

e. This being said, there are specks or sparks of spirit in the world, which is the spirit that 
needs to be liberated in humans.   

f. In order to achieve this, one must be “awoken” from a sort of material stupor, and a 
messenger provides the secret knowledge to do so.  In the worlds above evil spirits try to 
keep us down, but the messenger has given us a “secret password” to break through to the 
spiritual place.  This is salvation, and without the knowledge you are lost.  Christ becomes 
this “messenger” in the Christianized version of Gnosticism.   
 

2.    Gnostic “Christian” Heretics 
 
a. Valentinus (c.135-165, in Rome): Wrote his own gospel called the “Gospel of Truth,” after 

leaving the church after being denied the role of bishop.  His followers would continue his 
teachings for another 200 years or so.   
 

b. Basilides  (c.117-138, in Egypt):  Main point of doctrine was to deny that Christ suffered on 
the cross (matter and pain are evil, and the divine could not do this).  At the last minute, 
Simon of Cyrene was crucified instead, and Christ went to heaven and laughed at his 
enemies.  Christ only “appeared” to be human, but was really a divine spirit alone.  
  

c. The early church would lump these types of views under the label “docetism,” which means 
that these groups were denying Christ’s full humanity and using the term “appeared” 
instead. 
 

d. Marcion (c.85-160, Turkey and then Rome): Influenced by Gnosticism, a radical re-teaching 
of Paul, and a general anti-Judaistic bent, Maricon invented his own scriptures, his own 
church, own bishops etc…These scriptures were a heavily edited gospel of Luke and Paul’s 
Epistles.  He believed that the God of the O.T. and God of the N.T. were separate beings, 
with the God of the O.T. creating the material world.  He was excommunicated by the 
church and his donations returned. 

 
 

 
 



The Christian Response 

1. The Apostle’s Creed.  This Creed was originally a Roman baptismal creed, and dates to around 
150 A.D.  The church used this knowing that Gnostics, Machaneans, and heretical Christians 
could not assent to it.  This worked as a “screening mechanism” keeping heretical and non-
Christian groups from infiltrating the church. 
 

2. The Scriptures.  The Church also began to canonize the Scriptures, especially because of the 
threat posed by Marcion.  Having this “anthology” of received and approved documents allowed 
the church to demonstrate spurious and fallacious arguments for extra books to be false.                          
  

3. Apostolic Succession.  Because the heretics and Gnostics knew that the church was in general 
agreement about what made up the Christian faith, they had to claim some sort of “secret 
knowledge” handed down by Christ or one of his Apostles, in order to establish some sort of 
grounds for their claims.  The church responded by providing evidence of succession everywhere 
in the church that was not secret at all, and argued that the church was “catholic,” meaning 
“universal” or “according to the whole.”  With the Scriptures, fathers, and the lay people 
consenting, the church and correct doctrine could be easily established against the Gnostics and 
heretics.   
 

 Some Christian Leaders and Teachers 

1. St. Irenaeus of Lyons (c.120-c.202): Bishop of Lyons (southern France) after moving from 
Turkey.  He was a disciple of St. Polycarp, and refers to him in his writings as “the old presbyter.”   
His most famous work is called “Against Heresies” (On the detection and overthrow of the so-
called Gnosis), which spends most of its energy refuting Valentinus and other Gnostics.  He also 
wrote a book called “The Demonstration of Apostolic Preaching,” which was a sort of 
Christianity 101 for new converts.  His arguments about the succession of the church and the 
Apostles are still enormously influential today.         
  

2. St. Clement of Alexandria (c.150-c.215): Head of the Catechetical School of Alexandria, a sort of 
Bible and Philosophy institute. Born in Athens, he was well acquainted with Greek philosophy, 
and tried to demonstrate that since all truth is God’s truth, the Greek’s were given philosophy 
like the Jews were given the Law.  He then took Greek philosophy to demonstrate how it 
pointed towards the God of Christianity.  He has a trilogy of instruction and doctrine, and is 
especially important in the Eastern church.   
 

3. Tertullian  (c.160-c.225):  From Carthage in North Africa, and is known for his key legal mind, 
reflecting his Roman heritage.  His works fill 2 volumes, and he was one of the most successful 
advocates against Marcion, the Gnostics, and other heretics, plus some of the problems of 
Greek philosophy (he and Clement of Alexandria represent opposite ends of the stick in this 
way).   He could be considered a master at the art of polemics.   Famous also for one of the first 
clear statements on the Trinity in the western world, which would later be used at Nicea in 325.  
He would later join the “Montanist” movement, a sort of early charismatic group.   An important 
predecessor also to St. Cyprian and St. Augustine.     
 


