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Introduction: Who is the Heir of the Ancients?

‘When we ask what the precise nature of this vicarious activity of Christ was, we find Nicene theologians
regularly falling back upon familiar biblical and liturgical terms like ransom, sacrifice, propitiation,
expiation, reconciliation to describe it, but always with a deep sense of awe before the inexpressible
mystery of atonement through the blood of Christ. They used these terms, however...to refer, to not any
external transaction between God and mankind carried out by Christ, but to what took place within the
union of divine and human natures in the incarnate Son of God.’'

‘Atonement thus occurs for the Fathers through the dynamic of the incarnation itself, not by way of some
extrinsic theory, i.e., satisfaction, penal substitution, and so on. Why, one wonders, did theology
subsequently fail to reflect this? I am not sure. Part of the reason, I suspect, lies in how the incarnation
came to be largely understood. With focus on the miracle of God becoming flesh in the birth of Jesus, the
saving significance of the rest of Jesus’ life was overshadowed. With focus returned, so to speak, on the
Cross, the climactic end of Jesus’ life, the impression de facto was that the real meaning of God’s
identification lay at the beginning and at the end, not in the entire range of Jesus’ life.’?

Steve Jeffery, Michael Ovey, and Andrew Sach, the authors of the recent book Rediscovering the Glory of Penal
Substitution, claim that penal substitutionary theory stretches back to the earliest fathers of the church.> Of these
early theologians, they impressively cite Justin Martyr (c.100 — 165), Eusebius of Caesarea (275 — 339), Hilary of
Poitiers (c.300 — 368), Athanasius of Alexandria (¢c.297 — 373), Gregory ‘the Theologian’ of Nazianzus (c.330 —
390), Ambrose of Milan (339 — 397), John Chrysostom (c.350 — 407), Augustine of Hippo (354 — 430), Cyril of
Alexandria (375 — 444), Gelasius of Cyzicus (fifth century), Gregory the Great (¢c.540 — 604). They then proceed to
quote Thomas Aquinas (c.1225 — 1274), John Calvin (1509 — 64), and then others from the Reformed tradition. My
focus here involves correcting their misunderstanding about the early theologians. They express some nervousness
about whether penal substitution is historically attested in early church history, and their reason for hoping it can be
vindicated:

‘The question of historical pedigree has acquired a further significance in recent years, for increasing
numbers of people are suggesting penal substitution is a novel doctrine, invented around the time of the
Reformation by a church that was (it is alleged) drifting ever further from the biblical faith of the early
church Fathers. This is a serious challenge. To put the matter bluntly, we ought to be worried if what we
believe to be a foundational biblical truth remained entirely undiscovered from the days of the apostles
right up until the middle of the sixteenth century. At the very least, such a discovery would undermine the
idea that penal substitution is clearly taught in the Bible. On the other hand, it would be immensely
reassuring to find that our understanding of the Bible has indeed been the consensus of Christian orthodoxy
for almost two millennia.’*

But scholarly opinion weighs against these authors. Most theologians and historians of the early church believe that
the early church was united in upholding the broad Christus Victor theory for over a millennium. The varied
language of Jesus as a healer, ransom, deliverer, and conqueror was used to denote Jesus being victorious over
human sinfulness, death, and the devil.> Substitution, but not penal substitution, was clearly taught, for Jesus was
victorious on our behalf and for our salvation. I am calling this view ‘ontological substitution,” or ‘medical
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substitution,” although Eastern Orthodox theologian Stephen Freeman prefers ‘therapeutic substitution’, and
Reformed theologian T.F. Torrance calls it ‘total substitution.” It was only Anselm of Canterbury who first
articulated an atonement theory that positioned Jesus as a ‘satisfaction’ of ‘an attribute’ of God. In Anselm’s theory,
Jesus satisfied God’s honor, which contributed to the idea that Jesus stored up a ‘treasury of merit’ others could
access. Anselm could therefore leave the question of the scope of the atonement open, and genuinely open to human
free will to choose Jesus. However, Anselm paved the way for John Calvin and others to position Jesus as satisfying
God’s retributive justice, which became a broader category that was extended across people and across time, and
which was understood in such a way that Jesus exhausted God’s wrath at one time, upholding God’s retributive
justice on their behalf. Unlike Anselm’s theology where Jesus satisfied God’s honor in a personal way, giving
others access, person by person, to his achievement, Calvin’s theology positioned Jesus against God’s justice in a
categorical way, on behalf of the elect, all at once. This left no logical place for genuine human free will.

In this essay, I will shed light on why I believe these three authors misunderstand the theological thought of the
earliest Christian theologians, especially those at the Council of Nicaea. They were not advocates of the penal
substitutionary atonement theory. Instead, they held what I am calling ‘medical substitution,” which is an aspect —
and in my opinion, the foundation — of the christus victor understanding. This position is the view that Jesus had to
physically assume fallen human nature, unite it to his divine nature, overcome temptation throughout his life in the
power of the Holy Spirit, and defeat the corruption within his human nature at his death, in order to raise his human
nature new, cleansed, and healed, so he could ascend to the Father as humanity’s representative and share the Spirit
of his new humanity with all who believe. That rather long-winded sentence can be boiled down to the saying that
was popular with Athanasius, Gregory Nazianzen, Gregory of Nyssa, and others: ‘That which is not assumed is not
healed.” God must assume to Himself what He intends to heal. Hence if God intends to heal the entire human
being, He must assume the entire human being in Christ. My comparison of the two theological doctrines and their
significance can be found in separate essays. This particular essay focuses on the atonement theology of the early
church fathers.



Ignatius of Antioch (¢.35/50 — 108/117 AD)

Historical Context and Significance

Jeffery, Ovey, and Sach claim to be ‘fairly exhaustive up to and including Gregory the Great.”® This assertion is
deeply problematic, not only because they neglect very important figures in church history, but also because they do
not demonstrate any historical understanding of the life of the early Christians. I will begin with a writer they
ignore: Ignatius of Antioch. Ignatius is one of the five so-called ‘apostolic fathers,’ those who lived and wrote
within one generation of the apostles. Besides Ignatius, this group includes Clement of Rome, Polycarp of Smyrna,
the Didache, and the Shepherd of Hermas. These latter four writings unfortunately do not provide us with enough
material to discern their atonement theology.” Though not apostles themselves, these writers occupy a position of
importance historically and theologically. Ignatius has been thought to be either the immediate ‘successor’ (though
the precise meaning of that term is debated) of Peter in Antioch, or the successor to Evodius who succeeded Peter.
Tradition also suggests that Ignatius and his friend Polycarp, who became bishop of Smyrna, were both disciples of
the apostle John. Antioch was the most important Roman city in the eastern part of the Empire. The city was very
diverse, and because believers there were drawn from all walks of life and defied previous social categories, they
were first called ‘Christians’ at Antioch (Acts 11:26).

Ignatius is also important as an explicit historical link between the apostles to the articulate bishop and theologian
Irenaeus, one generation later. Ignatius quotes, though not by name, from: Matthew (and/or Mark, given material
common to both), Luke, Acts, Romans, 1 Corinthians, Ephesians, Colossians, 1 Thessalonians.® This is not to say
that he was unaware of the material from which he did not quote, but he gives us some indication of the spread of
material that would be later consolidated formally as the New Testament; these communities were far from
hermetically sealed from each other. In addition, sometime just before or not long after Ignatius’ martyrdom, which
the Philippians had already heard about,” Polycarp of Smyrna copied all of Ignatius’ letters and sent them to
Philippi, demonstrating a pattern from apostolic times of Christian communities rapidly disseminating valuable
information.!® This must have been prior to 120 AD. According to church historian Eusebius of Caesarea, Irenaeus
was a hearer of Polycarp in Smyrna, and would have known the letters of Ignatius of Antioch, along with everything
Polycarp and the Christian community in Smyrna knew.!! So the continuity of teaching from the apostles to the
apostolic fathers in the first century and to Justin Martyr and Irenaeus in the mid to late second century can be seen.

As bishop of Antioch who refused to bow to Emperor Trajan, Ignatius was charged with sedition and sentenced to
die in the Roman Coliseum. His death can be dated to sometime within the reign of Trajan (98 AD to 117 AD), and
most historians place the date in the range of 108 — 117 AD. On his long trip to Rome, marching alongside much
younger Roman soldiers, he wrote seven letters just before his martyrdom in Rome (between 110 — 117 AD). Six
were to various church communities and one was to Polycarp of Smyrna, his fellow bishop and possibly fellow pupil
at the feet of the apostle John. These letters are mostly encouragements to them to not plead or intervene on his
behalf, as his route would take him through or past these cities in the western part of Asia Minor. In these letters,
Ignatius makes some theological reflects on the church, the sacraments, the role of bishops, and the Sabbath.
Ignatius’ letters demonstrate a brevity and grammar consistent with a man hurriedly and almost breathlessly sending
off letters.
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Ignatius’ Epistles

We must use some caution with the existing forms of Ignatius’ letters. Shorter and longer versions exist. The
original seven letter collection was also supplemented by spurious letters assigned to Ignatius’ name. Some scholars
have argued that the longer versions of the seven authentic letters were enlarged to make the content agreeable to
theological concerns of this or that dispute. But other scholars maintain the genuineness of the longer versions of all
seven letters.!? It is quite possible that an early contemporary of Ignatius, such as Polycarp, was responsible for the
longer versions. Or, perhaps Ignatius himself, with assistants accompanying him, retained copies of his original,
shorter letters, and lengthened them before his martyrdom.

Ignatius is understood as debating the heresy called Docetism, which denied to Jesus a truly human nature and
especially truly human suffering.'? Ignatius responds by reasserting the suffering of Jesus as being truly human
suffering.!* To the Smyrnaeans, he also recommends the study of the Hebrew prophets and the reading of the
Gospel, ‘in which the passion [of Christ] has been revealed to us, and the resurrection has been fully proved.”'> We
note the pastoral concern to be rooted in the expectation in the Hebrew prophets that the Messiah would be truly
human, and in the historical account of ‘the Gospel’ that Jesus was in fact truly human did truly suffer.

In that same section, Ignatius also reminds his audience of the eucharist. The martyr-bishop of Antioch is well-
known for calling the bread ‘the flesh of our Savior Jesus Christ, which suffered for our sins, and which the Father
in His loving-kindness raised from the dead.” Ignatius connects the eucharist to the human suffering of Jesus for
theological reasons which he provides in his letter to the Ephesians. There, he calls the eucharist ‘the medicine of
immortality, the antidote against death, but that we should live forever in Jesus Christ.’'® The longer version of this
letter finishes the sentence instead, ‘but a cleansing remedy driving away evil, that we should live forever in Jesus
Christ.” What undergirded Ignatius’ view of the eucharist? The humanity of Jesus, which Ignatius regarded as a
‘cure.” This invites the inquiry of what exactly Ignatius believed about the humanity of Jesus.

To the Ephesians, Ignatius writes:

‘But some most worthless persons are in the habit of carrying about the name [of Jesus Christ] in wicked
guile, while yet they practise things unworthy of God, and hold opinions contrary to the doctrine of Christ,
to their own destruction, and that of those who give credit to them, whom you must avoid as ye would wild
beasts. For “the righteous man who avoids them is saved for ever; but the destruction of the ungodly is
sudden, and a subject of rejoicing.” [Proverbs 10:5; 11:3] For “they are dumb dogs, that cannot bark,”
[Isaiah 56:10] raving mad, and biting secretly, against whom ye must be on your guard, since they labour
under an incurable disease. But our Physician is the only true God, the unbegotten and unapproachable, the
Lord of all, the Father and Begetter of the only-begotten Son. We have also as a Physician the Lord our
God, Jesus the Christ, the only-begotten Son and Word, before time began, but who afterwards became also
man, of Mary the virgin. For “the Word was made flesh” [John 1:14]. Being incorporeal, He was in the
body; being impassible, He was in a passible body; being immortal, He was in a mortal body; being life, He
became subject to corruption, that He might free our souls from death and corruption, and heal them, and
might restore them to health, when they were diseased with ungodliness and wicked lusts.’!”

The shorter version of this section reads:

‘For some are in the habit of carrying about the name [of Jesus Christ] in wicked guile, while yet they
practise things unworthy of God, whom ye must flee as ye would wild beasts. For they are ravening dogs,
who bite secretly, against whom ye must be on your guard, inasmuch as they are men who can scarcely be
cured. There is one Physician who is possessed both of flesh and spirit; both made and not made; God
existing in flesh; true life in death; both of Mary and of God; first passible and then impassible, even Jesus
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Christ our Lord.”!®

What interests me here is the identification of human sinfulness and error as a disease which needs to be cured. The
legal-penal framework is not present. The longer version certainly piles up epithets about the men who take the
name of Jesus in a manipulative way, deploying the phrase ‘incurable disease’ to describe their condition. But
Ignatius, in both shorter and longer versions, immediately goes on to discuss Jesus in such a way to make clear that
he believes Jesus is the cure for the ‘disease’ of sin. The longer version is quite remarkable for its theological
content. It uses the title ‘Physician’ of both ‘God...the Father’ and ‘the Lord our God, Jesus the Christ.” The union
of his immortality and his mortal body resulted in life for humanity. He uses the phrase ‘became subject to
corruption’ in both a physical sense and moral sense, and the evidence for that is twofold: (1) given the sinful errors
of the blaspheming men above, their problem is not just that they are physically dying but also morally and
spiritually corrupt; and (2) the subsequent phrases identify physical ‘death’ as distinct from ‘corruption,” and
‘health’ as consisting of reversing ‘ungodliness and wicked lusts.” Hence it seems fairly certain that Ignatius’
atonement theology can be described as ‘ontological substitution’ or ‘medical substitution.’

The shorter version of this letter sees the substance of Jesus as Physician to be the unique union of ‘flesh and spirit;
both made and not made.” While the shorter version is much more abbreviated than the longer version on this issue,
the same thought is present. It is the union of Jesus’ immortality, or divine nature, and his mortal body, which is his
human nature, which is itself the healing of the diseased human nature carried by all, especially the blasphemers.
The high Christology of Ignatius is present in the shorter version as well: ‘God existing in flesh; true life in death.’

Similarly, in the letter(s) to the Trallians, Ignatius deploys medical and healing terminology for Jesus’ atonement
once again.

‘Not that I know there is anything of this kind among you; but I put you on your guard, inasmuch as I love
you greatly, and foresee the snares of the devil. Wherefore, clothing yourselves with meekness, be ye
renewed in faith, that is the flesh of the Lord, and in love, that is the blood of Jesus Christ. Let no one of
you cherish any grudge against his neighbour. Give no occasion to the Gentiles, lest by means of a few
foolish men the whole multitude [of those that believe] in God be evil spoken of. For, ‘Woe to him by
whose vanity my name is blasphemed among any’ [Isaiah 52:5].”!°

Ignatius connects being ‘renewed in faith’ to ‘the flesh of the Lord.” He connects being renewed ‘in love’ to ‘blood
of Jesus Christ.” If he is not referring to the actual eucharistic elements of bread and wine, encouraging his readers
to hold fast to the observance itself and its proper ministers, then he is at least using the elements conceptually to
denote our participation by the Spirit in Christ, specifically in his humanity. In the previous chapter, Ignatius
expresses concern that they ‘continue in intimate union with Jesus Christ our Lord, and the bishop, and the
enactments of the apostles’? as contrasted with ‘heresy.’?! So this participation-in-Christ element in Ignatius is
apparent.

Ignatius’ further concern is Christian obedience, observable by ‘the Gentiles.” For the Antiochian bishop, the truth
about Christ leads directly to conduct. As the apostle Paul deployed the quote from Isaiah 52:5 to chastise the Jews
of his generation in Romans 2:24, so Ignatius also deploys it. He uses it as a warning rather than a current state of
affairs. Which means, therefore, that Ignatius sees the ‘flesh and blood’ of Jesus as the undoing of ‘foolishness,’
‘evil,” and ‘vanity.” If so, the achievement of Jesus in eliminating such things from his own life, indeed, his own
‘flesh and blood,” would logically undergird such a conviction.

The longer version adds some remarkable amplification:

‘Now I write these things unto you, not that I know there are any such persons among you; nay, indeed I
hope that God will never permit any such report to reach my ears, He ‘who spared not His Son for the sake
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of His holy Church’ [Romans 8:32]. But foreseeing the snares of the wicked one, I arm you beforehand by
my admonitions, as my beloved and faithful children in Christ, furnishing you with the means of protection
[literally, ‘making you drink beforehand what will preserve you’] against the deadly disease of unruly men,
by which do ye flee from the disease by the good-will of Christ our Lord. Do ye therefore, clothing
yourselves with meekness, become the imitators of His sufferings, and of His love, wherewith He loved us
when He gave Himself a ransom [Ephesians 2:4; 1 Timothy 2:6] for us, that He might cleanse us by His
blood from our old ungodliness, and bestow life on us when we were almost on the point of perishing
through the depravity that was in us. Let no one of you, therefore, cherish any grudge against his neighbour.
For says our Lord, ‘Forgive, and it shall be forgiven unto you.” [Matthew 6:14] Give no occasion to the
Gentiles, lest ‘by means of a few foolish men the word and doctrine [of Christ] be blasphemed.’ [1 Timothy
6:1; Titus 2:5] For says the prophet, as in the person of God, ‘Woe to him by whom my name is
blasphemed among the Gentiles’ [Isaiah 52:5].’%

Once again, | am less interested in authorship than reception. Clearly these longer versions of Ignatius were valued
and read alongside the shorter. This attests to the Christian community hearing in these words — attributed to
Ignatius — a declaration of what they already believed.

The identification of sin with a ‘disease’ of sorts is stronger. Ignatius speaks ‘against the deadly disease of unruly
men.” He urges his audience to ‘flee from the disease.” That same disease was one that Christians once shared.
Indeed, ‘we were almost on the point of perishing through the depravity that was in us.” The disease is manifested
by ‘cherish[ing] any grudge against [one’s] neighbor,” and lacking forgiveness. Ignatius was probably concerned
about these particular manifestations of sin on account of the persecution he and other Christians faced from ‘the
Gentiles.’

Correspondingly, the identification of Jesus as a physician and a medicine is stronger. Ignatius’ ‘admonitions’ seem
to specifically concern the self-giving of the Son and the Father’s gift of the Son with the death of Jesus especially in
view. His ‘admonitions’ thereby are ‘furnishing you with the means of protection against the deadly disease’ of sin.
Our participation with Christ leads to being empowered to ‘flee from the disease by the good-will of Christ our
Lord.’

As Ignatius exhorts his readers to ‘become the imitators of His sufferings, and of His love,” which includes his death
for others, he links ‘ransom’ language to cleansing. ‘When He gave Himself a ransom for us, that He might cleanse
us by His blood from our old ungodliness, and bestow life on us.” Whereas other patristic writers link Jesus’ work
as our ransom over against the devil’s authority and influence over us, Ignatius understands it differently. For the
bishop from Antioch, the ‘ransom’ concerns ridding human nature of ‘the depravity that was in us.” How is Jesus
able to do this?

For Ignatius, this healing required the eternal Word of God to take up a truly human birth and body, which is what
he discusses in the next two chapters. Ignatius (in the longer version) says in that context that Jesus ‘clothed himself
with a body of like passions with our own.’?> The Greek word ‘passion” would become, in later Christian writings,
something that was denied to God in the sense that God could be influenced to act out of character with Himself,
like Zeus and Mars regularly were. This is arguably how the word “passion’ is to be understood here.?* Other
Christian writers used the word ‘passion’ with reference to non-moral aspects of human existence, like thirst and
hunger, and granted those to Jesus. How does the Ignatian seven letter corpus use the word ‘passion’? In every
instance but one, the word ‘passion’ is used in reference to Jesus’ suffering and death, as in modern liturgical
Christian use: ‘the passion of Christ.” However, in the one other instance, Ignatius refers to emotions normally
grouped in with anger: ‘Be humble in response to their wrath; oppose to their blasphemies your earnest prayers;
while they go astray, stand steadfast in the faith. Conquer their harsh temper by gentleness, their passion by
meekness.”?> This usage is decidedly negative. Thus, for Jesus to have a body of ‘like passions with our own’ does
not mean that Ignatius believed Jesus capitulated to those ‘passions.” But it can be reasonably offered that Ignatius
himself, or, those who expanded on the original version of Ignatius’ original (as the case may be), believed that
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Jesus took on fallen humanity. This fits with the language of Jesus becoming ‘subject to corruption’ for our sakes in
the longer version to the Ephesians, above. This, again, is medical substitutionary atonement. Jesus did for us what
we could not do for ourselves: heal his human nature, and rid it of sin, by uniting it perfectly with God. He can
therefore do in us what we cannot do by ourselves.

Ignatius’ Epistles and 2 Peter

The language and categories of thought of Ignatius move in much the same pattern as the New Testament letter 2
Peter. In that letter, Peter stresses a participatory paradigm of sharing in the life of Christ. He reminds them of the
power and promises of Jesus, that ‘you may become partakers of the divine nature, having escaped the corruption
that is in the world by lust’ (2 Pet.1:4). The term ‘corruption’ occurs two more times in connection with false
teachers (2 Pet.2:10, 19), who ‘indulge the flesh’ (2 Pet.2:10) and ‘entice by fleshly desires’ (2 Pet.2:18). Like
Ignatius’ quotation of a proverb about dogs, Peter quotes rather unflattering proverbs about dogs and pigs to
characterize the false teachers (2 Pet.2:22). Although Peter was addressing the specific characteristics of false
teachers, he clearly believed that the paradigm of salvation pertained to all in this way: humanity’s fleshly
corruption needs ‘purification’ (2 Pet.1:9) and healing by our participation in ‘the divine nature’ in and through
Jesus Christ. This Jesus was, as Peter reminds his audience, transfigured in the presence of witnesses (2 Pet.1:17 —
18), to demonstrate the purification of human nature that he perfected in his death and resurrection on our behalf. If
Ignatius was influenced by Peter himself, and/or by 1 and 2 Peter, which is certainly possible given the numerous
references in the Ignatian corpus to 1 Peter and one plausible reference to 2 Peter,?® then this affinity for language
and categories is anchored in a fairly reasonable historical explanation. It also finds a solid theological explanation,
as 2 Peter contains the same concern.

Notably, 2 Peter contains statements that penal substitutionary atonement advocates have found difficult to interpret.
‘There will also be false teachers among you, who will secretly introduce destructive heresies, even denying the
Master who bought them’ (2 Pet.2:2). ‘The Lord is... patient towards you, not wishing for any to perish but for all
to come to repentance’ (2 Pet.3:9). On the face of it, Peter does not seem to uphold the notion of limited atonement,
the idea that Jesus died only to save some people, which the penal substitutionary model seems to require in order to
avoid a double accounting problem. The problem can be stated this way: Can God pour out His wrath twice — once
on Jesus at the cross for ‘all’ and then another time on ‘the unrepentant’ in hell? This double accounting problem is
what persuades many adherents of penal substitution to also hold (sometimes reluctantly) the companion doctrine of
limited (or ‘definite’) atonement — God must pour out His wrath on the crucified Jesus for ‘the elect’ and then pours
out the remainder of His wrath for ‘the non-elect’ directly in hell. Yet Peter does not appear to be using a model of
atonement where the retributive justice (Calvin) of God is ‘satisfied’, or a legal-penal one in any sense, as he extends
the atonement to the unrepentant false teachers: ‘There will also be false teachers among you, who will secretly
introduce destructive heresies, even denying the Master who bought them’ (2 Pet.2:2). In the legal-penal
satisfaction framework, Peter could only be mistaken about extending the atonement of Jesus to false teachers who
are refusing and denying him. Hence the phrase, ‘the Master who bought them,’ raises concerns for penal
substitution advocates. Is Peter suggesting that the false teachers’ denial of Jesus will have no material consequence
for them? Hardly, for he speaks later of ‘the destruction of ungodly men’ (2 Pet.3:8). Why then does Peter speak of
the atonement in an inclusive way?

If, however, Peter is articulating the atonement in a medical-ontological framework, then the problem of accounting
for God’s wrath vanishes. The word ‘bought’ — whether its source is the Mediterranean marketplace or the Jewish
exodus ransom — will need explanation. In the medical substitution atonement theology, Jesus ‘bought’ them in the
sense that he paid the price to acquire a cleansed, purified humanity which is fully united with his divine nature, by
his entire incarnation, life, death, and resurrection for their sakes. Since he did this for all people, with no limits on
his side, he included even the humanity of the false teachers. The logical puzzle pieces are made explicit by
Irenaeus, below. If the false teachers hold fast to the corruption in their human nature, Jesus will still call for their
surrender and fiery purification. His wrath will be directed to the corruption in them, not at their personhood per se.
But their ongoing stubborn resistance to his purifying love will cause their experience of his love to be torment.

Also, Peter does not seem to support the notion of God saving an ‘elect few’ or making a hidden, divine decree
calling only some to salvation, which is also a companion doctrine to penal substitution and limited atonement:
‘The Lord is... patient towards you, not wishing for any to perish but for all to come to repentance’ (2 Pet.3:9).

262 Pet.3:9 appears to be quoted in Ignatius’ Epistle to the Philadelphians 11, longer version



Ezekiel also offers the same sentiment as Peter: ‘Do I have any pleasure in the death of the wicked, declares the
Lord GOD, rather than that he should turn from his ways and live?’ (Ezk.18:23) If God limits the scope of the
atonement to an elect number, then how can Scripture also speak of God’s desire for all to come to repentance?

In the Calvinist tradition, professor of theology at the University of Saumur, Moses Amyraut (1596 — 1664 AD),
proposed a hypothetical universal predestination which then narrowed in scope based on God’s foreknowledge of
people’s actual choices. But theologians Friedrich Spanheim (1600 — 1649 AD) at the University of Leiden and
Francis Turretin (1623 — 1687 AD) at the Academy of Geneva, vigorously criticized this idea and defended
Calvinist orthodoxy, which is, once again, hard to reconcile with this statement about God’s desire to save al/l.

In any case, it appears that neither Peter nor Ignatius had qualms about speaking this way. If Jesus substituted
himself for Israel and personally defeated sin in his own flesh, even as measured against the tenth commandment
which condemned all forms of covetousness, greed, lust, and jealousy (Rom.8:3), then he accomplished what no one
else could — neither Israelite under the Sinai law (Rom.7:14 — 25), nor Gentile outside the Sinai covenant (Rom.2:12
—16; 5:12 — 21). No wonder, then, that Jesus could offer his Spirit — the Spirit of his new humanity united with his
divinity — to all, without reservation. This would explain why Ignatius, as a student of the apostles and heir of their
teaching, believes that Jesus himself is the medicine available for the very men who are blaspheming him. Church
historian Philip Schaff writes of Ignatius’ letters, ‘The central idea is the renovation of man (Eph.20), now under the
power of Satan and Death (ib. 3, 19), which are undone in Christ, the risen Savior (Smyrn.3), who ‘is our true life,’
and endows us with immortality (Smyrn. 4, Magn. 6, Eph. 17).*’ Jesus’ new humanity is the ‘cure’ for our
corrupted humanity. It is what the eucharist points to: the ‘cleansing remedy to drive away evil.’

2 Philip Schaff, The Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers Series 2, Volume 4 (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1867), p.37 emphasis mine



The Odes of Solomon (Pre-125 AD)

Historical Context and Significance

I will next consider the Odes of Solomon, another Christian literature that Jeffery, Ovey, and Sach do not mention.
The Odes of Solomon are a collection of the earliest known Christian book of hymns and psalms, called odes. Many
scholars believe the Odes date from before 100 AD, and not later than the mid 2" century.?® The authors were
probably Jewish Christians because the originals are in Aramaic; the Odes are clearly influenced stylistically by
Hebrew biblical poetic style and bears resemblance to other Jewish poetic writings.?’ This collection of 42 odes
bears the name Odes of Solomon because that is the name used in references to it in other ancient writings; the name
probably connects Jesus to ‘Solomon,’ the royal Son of David. The many parallels with the Gospel of John are
striking: Their references to ‘the Word” and ‘living water’; the many references to the Holy Spirit; salvation
consists in knowing and loving God; and the saving significance of the incarnation; etc.

The Odes were well known in the early church. James H. Charlesworth comments on the attestation to the Odes of
Solomon:

‘The 11th ode was found among the Bodmer Papyri in a 3d-century Gk manuscript (no.11). Five were
translated into Coptic in the 4th century and used to illustrate the Pistis Sophia (Odes Sol.1, 5, 6, 22, and
25). Also in the 4th century Ode 19 was quoted by Lactantius (Div. Inst. 4.12.3). In the 10th century a
scribe copied the Odes in Syriac, but only Odes Sol. 17:7 — 42:20 are preserved (British Museum ms. Add.
14538). In the 15th century another scribe copied them into Syriac, but again the beginning is lost (John
Rylands Library Cod. Syr.9 contains only Odes Sol.3.1b —42:20).”%

In his 2009 translation of the Odes, Charlesworth says, ‘Specialists on the Odes now agree that the collection was
completed in the early second century, and most likely before 125 CE.’3! As to location, Charlesworth suggests,
‘The parallels with the sectarian Dead Sea Scrolls, and the Gospel of John, and links with Ignatius of Antioch
support the hypothesis that the Odes may have been composed in or near Antioch or somewhere in western Syria.’3?
This remarkable early date and Jewish Christian authorship give the Odes an important weight.

Ode 17
Three of the odes are worth mentioning here for their references to the means of Jesus’ atonement: Odes 17, 15, and
11. Here is the full text of Ode 17:

! Then I was crowned by my God,
And my crown was living.
2 And I was justified by my Lord,
For my salvation is incorruptible.
3T have been freed from vanities,
And am not condemned.
4 My chains were cut off by His hands,
I received the face and likeness of a new person,

28 The full collection has been reconstructed from manuscripts in the British Museum, John Rylands Library, and Bibliothéque Bodmer. James
H. Charlesworth (The Anchor Bible Dictionary, v.6, p.114) writes: ‘The date of the Odes has caused considerable interest. H. J. Drijvers contends
that they are as late as the 3d century. L. Abramowski places them in the latter half of the 2d century. B. McNeil argued that they are
contemporaneous with 4 Ezra, the Shepherd of Hermas, Polycarp, and Valentinus (ca.100 C.E.). Most scholars date them sometime around the
middle of the 2d century, but if they are heavily influenced by Jewish apocalyptic thought and especially the ideas in the Dead Sea Scrolls, a date
long after 100 is unlikely. H. Chadwick, Emerton, Charlesworth, and many other scholars, are convinced that they must not be labeled ‘gnostic,’
and therefore should not be dated to the late 2d or 3d century.’

% Jean Daniélou, History of Early Christian Doctrine Before the Council of Nicaea, Volume 1: The Theology of Jewish Christianity, translated
and edited by John A. Baker (London: Dartman, Longman, and Todd, 1964), p.244 writes, ‘It may perhaps be added that the Qumran Psalms, in
which there is the same personal emphasis, and the same transition from the Teacher of Righteousness to the Community, confirms the Jewish
Christian, and perhaps the Essene Christian, origin of the Odes.’

3% Charlesworth, p.114

31 James H. Charlesworth, The Earliest Christian Hymnbook: The Odes of Solomon (Cambridge, UK: James Clarke & Co, 2009), p.xxii

32 Ibid p.xxiii; on p.xxv, Charlesworth suggests a more specific Jewish-Christian authorship: ‘My own research suggests that the Odist may not
have been a Qumranite, but he seems to have been influenced by the Essenes and conceivably once had been an Essene; that is, before he
believed in Jesus’ Messiahship, he may have originally been a member of one of the numerous Essene communities that were located on the
fringes of towns or cities in the Holy Land (as Philo and Josephus reported).’



And I walked in Him and was saved.
5> And the thought of truth led me,
And I went after it and wandered not.
¢ And all who saw me were amazed,
And I seemed to them like a stranger.
7 And He who knew and exalted me,
Is the Most High in all His perfection.
8 And He glorified me by His kindness,
And raised my understanding to the height of truth.
% And from there He gave me the way of His steps,
And I opened the doors which were closed.
19 And I shattered the bars of iron,
For my own shackles had grown hot and melted before me.
! And nothing appeared closed to me,
Because I was the opening of everything.
12 And I went towards all my bound ones in order to loose them;
That I might not leave anyone bound or binding.
13 And I gave my knowledge generously,
And my resurrection through my love.
4 And I sowed my fruits in hearts,
And transformed them through myself.
15 Then they received my blessing and lived,
And they were gathered to me and were saved;
16 Because they became my members,
And I was their Head.
17 Glory to You, our Head,
O Lord Messiah. Hallelujah. (Odes of Solomon 17:1 — 17)

Ode 17 is one of the odes which use the startling convention of speaking from the first person as Jesus himself (Odes
8, 10, 15, and 42 do this, and possibly 9 as well). The ode refers to the disciples’ failure to recognize the identity of
the resurrected Jesus (Lk.24:13 — 34; 24:37; Jn.20:11 — 16; 21:12) in v.6, even down to the ‘amazement’ with which
the disciples responded to him, and even offered an explanation in v.4. Ode 17 speaks of Jesus loosening the
bindings of the ‘bound ones’ (v.12). I take this as referring to the corruption of sin in human nature in human
beings. For how is Jesus portrayed as doing this?

In the very next poetic line, Jesus shares his ‘resurrection’ — that is, his new humanity — with these ‘bound ones’: ‘I
gave my knowledge generously and my resurrection through my love’ (v.13). As Jesus shares his new humanity
with his followers, he plants new life and transformation in them: ‘And I sowed my fruits in hearts, and transformed
them through myself’ (v.14). The phrase ‘through myself” is remarkable because the new life and transformation
come, not through a psychological rationale of debt-forgiveness as in penal substitution, but through sharing in the
ontological personhood of Jesus, by his Spirit. This anticipates the later Nicene and Chalcedonian formulations of
salvation: Jesus united human nature with divine nature in his one person, and then shares himself by the Spirit.
Jesus, in and through himself, redeemed human being and reconciled human nature with God, and what Jesus
worked out in himself the Spirit works out in us. Reception of this ‘blessing’ results in ‘life’ in the Johannine sense:
“Then they received my blessing and lived, and they were gathered to me and were saved’ (v.15).

Mention of ‘justification’ in 17:2 draws our interest and confirms the medical substitution atonement theology
standing behind it. The word in its cognate forms appears only four times in the Odes: 17:2; 25:12, 29:5; 31:5. In
two of those occurrences, the odist speaks of being ‘justified’: ‘I was justified by his kindness’ (25:12); ‘He
justified me by His grace’ (29:5). The basis and rationale for this proclamation does not appear to be on the surface
of this liturgical material, arguably. However, Ode 17:2 and Ode 31:5 refer to Jesus himself as being ‘justified’:
‘His face was justified / Because thus His Holy Father had given to him’ (31:5). I am fairly certain that the question
of whether the speaker in Ode 17:2 is the Christian or Christ himself3? can be set aside for my purpose here. The

33 The difficulty with trying to make a strong delineation between the Christian and Christ in Ode 17 and other Odes is discerning where one
places the break. For example, Daniélou, p.244 asserts, ‘In Ode XVII the baptised first celebrates his deliverance from vanity, and the new birth

10



strong Johannine ‘union with Christ’ theology running through the Odes and linking the Christian with Christ
suffices for why we are able to say that the justification of the Christian happens within the justification of Christ,
and because of it.

Lutheran and Reformed theologians typically argue that the believer is ‘justified’ because of one or both of the
following. Christ died to absorb the divine retributive justice that God would have poured out on her or him; this is
understood as God imputing sin onto Christ for our sakes, at his cross. This is paired with an imputation in the
opposite direction: God imputes onto us the merits of Christ’s lived, human righteousness. ‘Justification’ is thus
considered to involve a legal double imputation. What is remarkable about the Odes is that Ode 17 and Ode 31
speak of the Messiah Christ Jesus himself being ‘justified.” In fact, as far as Ode 17 and 31 are concerned, Jesus
was ‘justified’ per se at his resurrection.

In Ode 31, the odist begins by declaring how ‘chasms vanished before the Lord,” and ‘darkness dissipated before his
appearance’ (v.1), along with ‘error’ and ‘contempt’ (v.2). The ‘truth of the Lord’ (v.2) was declared by Jesus
himself, when he ‘opened his mouth,” ‘recited a new chant’ (v.3), ‘lifted his voice,” and ‘offered to Him” his
disciples (v.4). This refers to Jesus’ resurrection and ascension. In connection with that movement into resurrection
life, Ode 31 says that ‘his face was justified, because thus His Holy Father had given to him’ (v.5). The focus on
‘his face’ recalls Moses at the top of Mount Sinai with shining face, and Jesus at the top of Mount Tabor with a
similarly transfigured face. The response called for is, among other things, to ‘take unto you immortal life’ (v.6 —
7), which certainly indicates that Jesus’ resurrection is in view. Then, some reflections are offered by Jesus in the
first person about the bitter experience of the cross (v.8 — 12). The Ode closes with Jesus declaring that his purpose
in dying and rising was to ‘redeem my nation and instruct it’ (v.12b), which recalls the ‘truth’ he spoke in v.1 — 4.
This teaching ministry of Jesus after his death and resurrection is prominent because all together, this speaking and
acting constitutes the fulfillment of ‘the promises to the patriarchs, to whom I was promised for the salvation of their
offspring’ (v.13). In Ode 31, Jesus is justified by God the Father in connection with his faithful life, death, and
resurrection. But if ‘justification’ can be reduced to a ‘moment,’ per se, then the connective tissue theologically is to
the resurrection most immediately.

Ode 17 unquestionably ties ‘justification’ to resurrection as well. The speaker is ‘crowned by my God’ with a
crown that ‘was living’ (v.1). The ‘justification’ connected to this crowning involves an experience of ‘salvation’
that ‘is incorruptible’ (v.2), which refers to resurrection. The odist celebrates new freedom (v.3), and even a new
appearance (v.4 — 6), which sounds remarkably like the resurrection appearances of Jesus when he was not
recognized by his closest disciples. And so on.

If ‘justification’ is grounded in resurrection, then it arguably does not sit on top of an exchange between God the
Father and Christ Jesus in which some punitive, retributive transaction occurred between them. Something else is at
work — something not between divine persons, but within the person of the God-man, Jesus Christ. I explore that
something else as we examine Odes 15 and 11.

Ode 15
Here is a portion of Ode 15, which also uses the first person perspective of Jesus:

1535 The thought of knowledge I have acquired,
And have enjoyed delight fully through Him.
%1 repudiated the way of error,
And went towards Him and received salvation from Him abundantly.
7 And according to His generosity He gave to me,
And according to His excellent beauty He made me.
8 I put on immortality through His name,
And took off corruption by His grace.
% Death has been destroyed before my face,
And Sheol has been vanquished by my word.

which has followed. Then Christ begins to speak: ‘I opened doors that were closed and I brake in pieces the bars of iron.”” But v.6 might aptly
describe Jesus’ resurrection appearance, where he amazed others, and seemed to them like a stranger. Once we consider v.6 to be part of Christ’s
experience, and in his voice, why not assign v.4 — 5 to him also? And if v.4 — 5, then why not v.1 —3?
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10 And eternal life has arisen in the Lord’s land,
And it has been declared to His faithful ones,
And has been given without limit to all that trust in Him. (Odes of Solomon 15:5 —10)

Ode 15 appears to speak of Jesus’ earthly life as he repudiated ‘the way of error’ (v.6) in his struggle against sin in
his flesh. The ‘salvation’ he received ‘from Him [i.e. God the Father] abundantly’ certainly include physical
salvation from death. For the contrast between ‘immortality’ and ‘corruption’ in v.8 along with the references to
‘Death’ and ‘Sheol’ in v.9 stress the physical deliverance from death that Jesus experienced. But it also might be a
spiritual-moral salvation from sinful actions as well, which is suggested by the Odist repudiating ‘the way of error’
and enjoying ‘delight through Him.” And of course the ‘eternal life’ ‘given without limit to all that trust in Him’
(v.10) is not just physical, but spiritual-moral as well. In any case, in biblical thought, physical death follows
spiritual-moral death (e.g. Rom.5:12 — 21). The former is an expression of the latter, because death is what
relational alienation from God, as the source of life for all things, entails.

Thus, Ode 15 attests to a very early Christian understanding of Jesus’ human nature, and what he accomplished for
that human nature: Jesus’ personal decisions to align his life and human nature (‘I repudiated the way of error’ in
v.6) with the Father serves as the basis for his resurrected ‘new humanity.” And this ‘eternal life’ — life centered and
expressed physically, morally, and spiritually in Jesus’ own resurrection body — ‘has been given without limit to all
that trust in Him’ (v.10). The fact that these two songs are expressions of worship in liturgical settings makes this
all the more significant for historical purposes.

Ode 11
The last Ode I will consider, Ode 11, uses the Pauline language of spiritual circumcision, and raises important
questions:

"1 My heart was pruned and its flower appeared, then grace sprang up in it,
And my heart produced fruits for the Lord.
2 For the Most High circumcised me by His Holy Spirit,
Then He uncovered my inward being towards Him,
And filled me with His love.
3 And His circumcising became my salvation,
And I ran in the Way, in His peace, in the way of truth. (Odes of Solomon 11:1 — 3)

Ode 11 describes salvation in Christ as a fundamental heart transformation. From a theological standpoint, this is
the outcome of the transformation of human nature in Christ. The language of circumcision of the heart follows the
usage by Moses, Jeremiah, and Paul (and interestingly, not John) regarding heart transformation (once again
attesting to the permeability of the Christian community to the writings of all the apostles). God would circumcise
hearts when he renewed His covenant with Israel following the exile. Moses anticipated this in Dt.30:6, and
Jeremiah in Jer.31:31 — 34. Then Paul in Romans 2:28 — 29 says that circumcision of the heart is ultimately what
constitutes the true Israel of God (cf. Philippians 3:3, ‘we are the true circumcision’). Hence this Ode is firmly
anchored in biblical language of Israel’s heart-level renewal when people participate by faith in the circumcision of
the flesh of Christ (Rom.8:3; Col.2:11).

This Ode is also written from Jesus’ first person perspective. Again, this is a familiar device in other Odes (8, 9?,
10, 15, 17, 28?2, 367, 42). This is not to claim that Jesus personally composed these Odes, only that early Syriac-
speaking or Aramaic-speaking Jewish Christians felt comfortable enough to compose these songs and use them in a
liturgical setting. This is probably because of the stylistic form of the canonical Psalms being written in the first
person from the voice of David and Solomon. The reason I argue that Ode 11 is Jesus’ first person perspective is
that only for him, as opposed to the believer, has there been an ‘end’ (v.4), presumably referring to his death on the
cross. Henceforth, the Ode seems to refer to an experience of bodily resurrection by the Holy Spirit (v.5 — 9) and
ascension to the heavenly throne in a new Eden (v.10 — 16).

4 From the beginning until the end I received His knowledge.
5 And I was established upon the rock of truth, where He had set me.
¢ And speaking waters touched my lips from the fountain of the Lord generously.
7 And so I drank and became intoxicated, from the living water that does not die.
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8 And my intoxication did not cause ignorance,
But I abandoned vanity,
% And turned toward the Most High, my God,
And was enriched by His favors.
19 And I rejected the folly cast upon the earth,
And stripped it off and cast it from me.
! And the Lord renewed me with His garment,
And possessed me by His light.
12 And from above He gave me immortal rest,
And I became like the land that blossoms and rejoices in its fruits.
13 And the Lord is like the sun upon the face of the land.
4 My eyes were enlightened,
And my face received the dew;
15 And my breath was refreshed by the pleasant fragrance of the Lord.
16 And He took me to His Paradise,
Wherein is the wealth of the Lord’s pleasure.
I beheld blooming and fruit-bearing trees,
And self-grown was their crown.
Their branches were sprouting and their fruits were shining.
From an immortal land were their roots.
And ariver of gladness was irrigating them,
And round about them in the land of eternal life.
17 Then I worshipped the Lord because of His magnificence.
18 And I said, ‘Blessed, O Lord, are they who are planted in Your land,
And who have a place in Your Paradise;
19 And who grow in the growth of Your trees,
And have passed from darkness into light.
20Behold, all Your laborers are fair, they who work good works,
And turn from wickedness to your pleasantness.
2! For the pungent odor of the trees is changed in Your land,
22 And everything becomes a remnant of Yourself.
Blessed are the workers of Your waters,
And eternal memorials of Your faithful servants.
2 Indeed, there is much room in Your Paradise.
And there is nothing in it which is barren,
But everything is filled with fruit.
24 Glory be to You, O God,
The delight of Paradise for ever. Hallelujah.” (Odes of Solomon 11:4 — 24)

Who else, after all, could be said to have glimpsed the heavenly reality that awaits God’s people, if not Jesus
himself? If I am correct about Ode 11 being in Jesus’ first person perspective, then we must revisit v.1 — 3 as
referring not only to salvation in and through Christ for the believer, but the salvation of Jesus Christ himself from
the corruption of sin, and death! We would then read Ode 11 as Jesus’ experience of the Spirit cutting away in
himself sin’s corruption from the originally good human nature God designed for Adamic humanity.

:1 My heart was pruned and its flower appeared, then grace sprang up in it,
And my heart produced fruits for the Lord.
2For the Most High circumcised me by His Holy Spirit,
Then He uncovered my inward being towards Him,
And filled me with His love.
3 And His circumcising became my salvation,
And I ran in the Way, in His peace, in the way of truth. (Odes of Solomon 11:1 — 3)

Whether we can decide this question about Ode 11 is not exactly the point, however. The point that matters here is

whether such a possibility is anchored in Scripture, and Ode 11 raises that question. I strongly believe that Scripture
provides the underlying material for this possibility.
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Israel could not ‘circumcise their own hearts’, as the prophets had called for. Moses had called for it (Dt.10:16), but
in the end said that God Himself would have to circumcise the hearts of Israel on the other side of exile (Dt.26:4;
30:6). Jeremiah had called for it (Jer.4:4), but, like Moses, said that God Himself would have to change the heart on
the other side of exile, in the new covenant (Jer.31:31 — 34). Ezekiel had his own idiom for it, and like Moses and
Jeremiah, and again foresaw God performing a heart-level change on the other side of Israel’s exile, in the new
covenant, when the Spirit was poured out (Ezk.11:18; 36:26 — 37:14). Hence, circumcision of heart came to either
denote or connote the restoration from exile, and in either case should be viewed as inseparable from it.

Paul explained Israel’s experience through his own personal autobiography. He said that the tenth commandment
condemning coveting, jealousy, lust, and greed condemned him ever since he was mature enough to understand it
(Rom.7:14 —25). Significantly, the tenth commandment had no corresponding punishment, indicating that
Anselmian ‘honor,” or Calvinist ‘holiness’ and ‘justice,” or whatever attribute is usually positioned against God’s
love in a satisfaction-driven atonement theory, cannot actually be considered a symmetrical attribute to God’s love,
but only a particular expression of God’s love and must be rethought through as a derivation of it. The tenth
commandment recalled the primal sin of Adam and Eve. Not pride per se, which only comes into the human mind
to justify the desire after the fact, but jealousy moved Adam and Eve to usurp from God the defining of good and
evil, and internalize that power into themselves. Jealousy moved Cain to murder Abel. Hence, as Paul
experientially discovered, jealousy of every kind was triggered by his mature awareness of the tenth commandment.
This is what it meant for Paul to be ‘under the law’ (Rom.7:1 — 13; cf. 2:12; 3:19; 6:14 — 15; Gal.4:4) and have sin
imputed to one’s self (Rom.5:13). The Sinai Law was supposed to be God’s holy partner to Israel to help them
condemn sin in their own flesh. But ‘what the Law could not do, weak as it was through the flesh [of Israel], God
did: sending His own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and as an offering for sin, He condemned sin in the flesh [of
Jesus Christ]” (Rom.8:3). That is, Jesus was the only Israelite who was able to ‘condemn sin’ fully and totally
within himself by never allowing himself to covet, to be jealous, to lust, to be greedy. He is the one true Israelite
who is ‘the circumcised one’ (Rom.2:28 — 29) because he is ‘the resurrected one’ (Rom.4:25).

Hence, Jesus had to recapitulate Israel’s temptation in their fallen human flesh, not just Adam’s temptation in his
pre-fall condition. Matthew’s Gospel in particular presents Jesus as the representative of Israel, and in fact as him
being Israel, who did in himself what Israel did not and could not do. Jesus, like Israel, went to Egypt and came
back into the land. Jesus, like Israel, was pursued by a genocidal foreign ruler. Jesus, like Israel went through the
waters of the Red Sea in a kind of baptism (1 Cor.10:2), went through the waters of baptism in the Jordan River.
Jesus, like Israel wandered the wilderness for forty years, wandered through the wilderness for forty days. Jesus,
like Israel, pondered the words of Deuteronomy while in the wilderness, as shown by the fact that all three quotes of
Scripture during Jesus’ temptation were from Deuteronomy. Jesus, like Israel, came to a mountain and received the
covenantal law. God gave that law to help Israel ‘circumcise their hearts’ (Dt.10:16). But unlike Israel, who failed
to do so, Jesus successfully resisted temptation — all of it, not just the outward action but all the way at the source, at
the level of his identity as ‘Son of God.” Unlike Israel, Jesus on the mountain both received into his own human
flesh (i.e. demonstrated that he was already doing so) the law of God all the way onto the ‘tablet of his heart’ as
Jeremiah saw as constituting the human person in the new covenant (Jer.31:31 — 34). At every point in his own life,
Jesus succeeded where Israel failed, because Jesus succeeded on behalf of Israel, because Israel could only
ultimately fail. Finally, Jesus, like Israel, went through the exilic experience — suffering pain, humiliation, and death
at the hands of the Gentiles. And first among all Israel, and actually as Israel, Jesus emerged in his resurrection on
the other side of exile.

Because ‘circumcision of heart’ had become the inner meaning behind Israel being restored from exile (Dt.30:6),
and because Jesus himself was Israel and was restored from exile in his resurrection, then it follows quite logically
and of necessity that he is the one who was ‘circumcised of heart.” We can look at Jesus from the vantage point of
his humanity, specifically his Jewish humanity. If Jesus entered into the place of Israel, then he recapitulated not
only Israel’s early journey, he completed Israel’s appointed task which Israel could not do: he circumcised his heart
with the assistance of the law (Dt.10:16). As man, he cut off the unclean aspect of his human nature; he put it to
death. He fulfilled Israel’s side of the covenant to God.

But we can also look at Jesus from the vantage point of God’s covenant faithfulness to Israel. If Jesus entered into

the place of Israel, the divine one who carried Israel’s humanity upon his shoulders, then and only then did God
actually do what He said He would: circumcise the heart of Israel (Dt.30:6, cf. 29:4). That is, the Word of God
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inscribed His law on a human heart. That simultaneously means that God was faithful to the covenant to produce a
humanity that is restored from exile and resurrected into the intended life of the garden paradise (Dt.30:1 — 6). Ode
11, especially with this Christological interpretation, fits perfectly into that understanding. And if Jesus, in himself,
circumcised something away from himself at his death (Rom.6:6), then Jesus must have taken on fallen humanity,
not an already perfected or pre-fall humanity. The fulfillment of God’s long covenant with Israel logically requires
Jesus’ full identification with Israel’s fallen condition.

The Significance of the Odes of Solomon

The early church developed its understanding of the atonement through a variety of means, including written
prayers, songs, and symbols, and not only sermons and written treatises. Hence, I believe the significance of the
Odes of Solomon for the purposes of understanding the atonement theology of the earliest Christians has been
unfortunately overlooked. Yet a cursory glance at their major Johannine themes, including the idea that the
incarnation through resurrection of Jesus constitutes the salvation of humanity, reveals their emphasis on medical
substitution. What we find in them is theology put into liturgy, for use by worshiping congregations. And the
widespread use and appreciation of these Odes is also significant. Here, we begin to see how deeply and how far the
medical substitution theory saturated the life of the early church. We find nothing in this realm that resembles penal
substitution.

The Odes are especially important because they give us the earliest glimpse into Syriac-speaking and Aramaic-
speaking Christianity. This branch of the church is typically neglected by those who focus only on the Greek and
Latin Christian writings. Yet numerically, they were surely greater in numbers than their Greek-speaking brethren
for some centuries, and certainly far more numerically significant than their Latin-speaking counterparts. Not only
do they reflect a more Semitic mindset, in general, they probably reflect at least some influence of the Jewish
Christians who fled Jerusalem after 70 AD, which is deeply significant. The Odes lay a helpful foundation for
understanding the magnificent hymnist and poetic theologian Ephrem the Syrian in the fourth century, and the fifty
homilies attributed to Macarius in the fifth. In both those exemplars of Syriac-speaking Christianity, we hear their
proclamation of medical substitutionary atonement.

I conclude by quoting Ode 7, which contains an elegant, poetic statement of what can be discerned as medical
substitutionary atonement:

2My joy is the Lord
And my course is towards Him;
This way of mine is beautiful.
3 For there is a Helper for me, the Lord.
He has generously shown Himself to me in His simplicity,
Because His kindness has diminished His grandeur.
4 He became like me, that I might receive Him.
In form He was considered like me, that I might put Him on.
5 And I trembled not when I saw Him.
Because He was gracious to me.
¢ Like my nature He became, that I might understand Him.
And like my form, that I might not turn away from Him. (Odes of Solomon 7:2-6)
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Irenaeus of Lyons (c.130 — 202 AD)

Historical Context and Significance

Jeffery, Ovey, and Sach neither cite nor mention Irenaeus. This omission is quite problematic for their argument
because Irenaeus is enormously significant as the first major theologian outside the New Testament. I discuss him
extensively following Ignatius and the other ‘apostolic fathers’ because he brings together theological statements in
a coherent way, as the discipline of theology is much like solving a jigsaw puzzle, and it is easy to let [renaeus speak
for himself. Interestingly, Jeffery, Ovey, and Sach start with Justin Martyr and call him a theologian, when in fact
he was less a systematic theologian like Irenaeus and more of a philosophical apologist answering particular
questions put to him both Jew and Greek. Irenaeus is important as a historical witness to the thought of the earliest
Christians, in his focus on writing on the atonement,>* and as a source quoted by Athanasius and other orthodox
defenders of the faith. And as I argue below, Irenaeus would not consider penal substitution to be correct.

Who was Irenaeus, and what role did he play in the early church? Irenaeus explicitly links the Greek East and the
Latin West, although communication and ties between the two spheres were strong until the time of Augustine in the
early fifth century. Irenaeus was born in Smyrna in Asia Minor, where he tells us, he learned of Jesus ‘in his youth’
through the impressive figure of Polycarp, bishop of Smyrna, who reportedly had been a disciple of the apostle
John.*> Irenaeus continued to address concerns Polycarp did before him.

First, Polycarp had sent his pupil Pothinus as part of a significant Greek-speaking migration into Celtic Gaul to be
the first Christian bishop in that region.3® Irenaeus would later go to Lyons and serve as a priest under Pothinus.
Church historian Philip Schaff notes, ‘Between Marseilles and Smyrna there seems to have been a brisk trade.”®’
Christian mission followed. As was true during the New Testament time period (e.g. Rom.15:18 — 24; Col.1:1; 1
Peter 1:1; Rev.2 — 3), Greek-speaking Asia Minor would continue to be the launching point for mission to the Latin
West throughout the second century.

Second, Polycarp himself already demonstrates the strong ties between East and West which Irenaeus would inherit.
Polycarp visited Rome while his fellow Syrian, Anicetus, was bishop of Rome (155 — 166 AD) to discuss the
differences that already existed between the churches of Asia Minor and Rome, especially the date of Easter.3® This
fact again reminds us that the Christian communities in the Greek East and Latin West were well aware of each
other and their differences; news and material circulated quickly and broadly. Polycarp and Anicetus quickly came
to agreement about everything except the dating of Easter. Polycarp maintained the eastern practice of placing
Easter on the 14" of Nisan, the day of the Jewish Passover, which usually did not fall on a Sunday. This
demonstrated a closer cultural proximity to a Jewish Christianity. Anicetus and the Roman Christians, however,
followed the western practice of observing Easter on the first Sunday after the spring equinox. Happily, the two
decided to maintain fellowship with each other. This communion and cordiality between Greek East and Latin West
was reenacted by Irenaeus later in 190 or 191 AD, when he prevailed upon Victor, then bishop of Rome, to not
excommunicate the Greek speaking Christians of Asia Minor for continuing the practice, despite Victor’s wishes
and, perhaps, growing ambitions.

Third, on Irenaeus’ testimony, Polycarp’s visit to Rome also won over disciples of the gnostic® teachers Marcion

3% Aulen (1998) says, ‘The idea of Atonement recurs continually in his writings, freshly treated from ever new points of view; his basic idea is in
itself thoroughly clear and unmistakable, and also, as we shall see in the next chapter, marks out the track which succeeding generations were to
follow.” (p.17) For an excellent treatment of Irenaeus, please see Aulen ch.2.

35 Irenaeus of Lyons, Against Heresies 3.3.4; Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 4.14

3¢ Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 5.1 — 27 is noted by Philip Schaff, Ante-Nicene Fathers Volume I: The Apostolic Fathers (Edinburgh: T&T
Clark, 1867), p.834 as an introduction to Irenaeus

37 Schaff, p.834

38 Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 5.24 (also copied by Nicephorus, 4.39) includes this as Irenaeus’ recollection to Victor, bishop of Rome

%9 The usefulness of the term ‘gnostic’ has been considerably questioned. For example, French Jesuit and former Catholic cardinal Jean Daniélou,
History of Early Christian Doctrine Before the Council of Nicaea, Volume 1: The Theology of Jewish Christianity, translated and edited by John
A. Baker (London: Dartman, Longman, and Todd, 1964), p.3ff. explains that the first usage of ‘gnosis’ as a term comes not from Hellenism, but
Jewish Christianity, where it was used to denote the ‘gnosis of the mysteries,” for example in extra-canonical Jewish Christian material like the
Epistle of Barnabas, the Epistle of the Apostles, and the Apocalypse of Peter. In its original Jewish Christian context, ‘gnosis’ referred to the
knowledge which was for ‘the mature’ (e.g. Heb.5:14 — 6:1), such as the typological interpretation of Melchizedek in Hebrews 7. In other words,
Jewish Christian ‘gnosis’ was a way of approaching the biblical texts, respecting their historicity but also their thematic, historical, and
theological relation to Christ. Daniélou finds that in the extracanonical Jewish Christian literature, ‘gnosis’ is a style of reading consonant with
Jewish apocalyptic, coming from heavily symbolic and literary works like Daniel and Zechariah. As such, they have much in common with
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and Valentinus. This left quite an impression on Polycarp’s protégé Irenaeus, whose task it was to write the most
extensive critique of gnosticism ever produced. In 177 AD, while Irenacus was serving under Pothinus, then bishop
of Lyons, he was sent by Pothinus from Lyons to Rome. He:

‘had the mortification of finding the Montanist heresy patronized by Eleutherus the Bishop of Rome; and
there he met an old friend from the school of Polycarp, who had embraced the Valentinian heresy. We
cannot doubt that to this visit we owe the lifelong struggle of Irenaeus against the heresies that now came
in, like locusts, to devour the harvests of the Gospel. But let it be noted here, that, so far from being “the
mother and mistress” of even the Western Churches, Rome herself is a mission of the Greeks; Southern
Gaul is evangelized from Asia Minor, and Lyons checks the heretical tendencies of the Bishop at Rome.
Ante-Nicene Christianity, and indeed the Church herself, appears in Greek costume which lasts through the
synodical period; and Latin Christianity, when it begins to appear, is African, and not Roman. It is strange
that those who have recorded this great historical fact have so little perceived its bearings upon Roman
pretensions in the Middle Ages and modern times.’*

Fourth, and very relatedly, Irenaeus follows Polycarp’s awareness of the four authoritative Gospels. The other
specific differences discussed by Polycarp of Smyrna and Anicetus of Rome go unnamed, but historians infer that
one of those differences was the relation between the Gospel accounts considered authoritative and apostolic.
Matthew’s Gospel had won early and widespread acceptance, and the Christians of Asia Minor had by this time
developed a preference for John’s Gospel, while the heretic Marcion in Rome held out his own edited version of
Luke’s Gospel as the one and only true account.*! Irenaeus is the earliest writer to explicitly affirm Matthew, Mark,
Luke (in its full version), and John as canonical, demonstrating an awareness of Christian discussions on this
matter.*? However, Polycarp, in his one brief but excellent letter to the Philippians, is implicitly the first to do so
because of his Johannine language.®’

At some point prior to his service as a priest in Lyons, Irenaeus left Smyrna and stayed in Rome where he joined the
school of Justin Martyr (100 — 165 AD), whom I will consider below. Irenaeus echoes material in Justin,* but
whether Irenaeus learned this from Justin or whether they drew from a common understanding cannot be
ascertained. Of the two, Irenaeus had the more extensive training and scholarly temperament. When Irenaeus
returned from Rome to Lyons in 178 AD, he discovered that Pothinus had been martyred by Roman emperor
Marcus Aurelius. He was elected bishop of Lyons. And he wrote in Greek an extremely well-researched critique of
gnosticism, which ranged throughout the Mediterranean, and defense of Christian faith called Against Heresies
sometime between 175 — 188 AD. At some unknown date, Irenacus put in writing a guidebook, called the
Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching. As a church leader, he had probably used the contents of this book with

Jesus’ parables. However, heretics influenced by Hellenistic trends redefined the meaning of ‘gnosis’ and reoriented this ‘knowledge.” They
accepted the dualistic view of the cosmos (somewhat latent in Platonic thought) and assigned each ‘sphere’ different moral weight. So heaven
and the soul were good; the earth and the body were evil. As such, history itself, which was a supremely Judaic and Hebraic category, tended to
become denigrated, in favor of an ideal of timelessness and static changelessness. This Hellenistic, soul-body dualistic type of ‘gnosticism’ is
what I refer to here.

40 Schaff, p.834

4 Stephen L. Harris, Understanding the Bible (Palo Alto, CA: Mayfield, 1985)

42 Trenacus of Lyons, Against Heresies 3.11.8; the Didache assumes readers know Matthew, and quotes from unique material in Matthew and
material common to both Matthew and Luke; Clement of Rome quotes from material common to Matthew, Mark, and Luke; Ignatius of Antioch
quotes from Matthew and Luke; the Shepherd of Hermas quotes from Matthew explicitly, quotes from material shared by Matthew and Mark,
and contains allusions to unique material in Luke.

4 Polycarp quotes from Matthew, Mark, and Luke; allusions to John’s writings, including the Gospel, are present: ‘he that hath love is far from
all sin’ (Phil.3; 1 Jn.3:5 — 6); ‘lusts that are in the world’ (Phil.5; 1 Jn.2:16 — 17); ‘for whosoever does not confess that Jesus Christ has come in
the flesh, is antichrist’ (Phil.7; 1 Jn.4:3); ‘the first-born of Satan’ (Phil.7; Jn.8:44; Rev.3:9); ‘that we might live in him’ (Phil.8; Jn.5:25 — 26;
14:19 — 20; 1 Jn.4:9). While Ignatius’ knowledge of John is sometimes conceded, e.g. J.N. Sanders, The Fourth Gospel in the Early Church
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1943) p.11 — 14, nevertheless Polycarp’s intellectual superiority is acknowledged. J.B. Lightfoot, The
Apostolic Fathers, Vol 1, Section 1: St. Ignatius and St. Polycarp (1885), p.595 — 97 says, ‘The divergence between the two writers as regards
Scriptural quotations is equally remarkable. Though the seven Ignatian letters are many times longer than Polycarp’s Epistle, the quotations in the
latter are incomparably more numerous, as well as more precise, than in the former. The obligations to the New Testament are wholly different in
character in the two cases. The Ignatian letters do, indeed, show a considerable knowledge of the writings included in our Canon of the New
Testament; but this knowledge betrays itself in casual words and phrases, stray metaphors, epigrammatic adaptations, and isolated coincidences
of thought ... On the other hand in Polycarp's Epistle sentence after sentence is frequently made up of passages from the Evangelical and
Apostolic writings ... But this divergence forms only part of a broader and still more decisive contrast, affecting the whole style and character of
the two writings. The profuseness of quotations in Polycarp’s Epistle arises from a want of originality ... On the other hand the letters of Ignatius
have a marked individuality. Of all early Christian writings they are pre-eminent in this respect.’

4 J. Armitage Robinson, St Irenaeus: The Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching (London: SPCK, 1920), p.10 — 44
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Christian converts for many years. Eusebius attests to other works written by Irenaeus, but these are now lost to us.
In Against Heresies and Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching he quotes from all four Gospels, all the letters of
Paul except Philemon, Hebrews, 1 and 2 Peter, Jude, 1 and 2 John, and Revelation; and possibly also James.*> This
would leave only Philemon and 3 John not explicitly mentioned.

By acquaintance with Polycarp, and having been nurtured in Christian faith in the community of Polycarp’s town of
Smyrna, there can be no doubt, therefore, that Irenacus would have also been aware of the early shape of the New
Testament, the writings of the ‘apostolic fathers’ including Ignatius’ corpus and the letter to the Philippians from his
mentor Polycarp,*® all of Justin Martyr’s writings, and probably others like Tatian the Assyrian (another student of
Justin, who unfortunately became heretical), Athenagoras of Athens, and others. His keen interest in the church-
wide observances of Easter must have made him aware of the fact that Christians in Palestine (following 70 AD) and
Alexandria had shifted to the position of Rome, so he would have been aware of all the major centers of Christian
faith, probably including Edessa in the Parthian Empire. He amassed incredible amounts of information about
gnosticism and would surely have been aware of the pseudo-Christian literature that flowed in and out of that
movement. Irenaeus sums up the whole of known Christian thought until that point.

Gnostic thought flowed out of the Greek philosophical dualism which opposed the world of intangible spirit against
the world of physical matter. Gnostics believed that human beings were more fundamentally soul than body. In
their ensuing belief system, they held various views of the body as inferior or irrelevant: the body would not be
redeemed by God, therefore a person’s body was ethically unimportant and/or its desires must be suppressed
completely. This dualism stood in contradistinction from the Hebraic-Christian view which said that God in
creation made physical things good, even the human body. The gnostics wanted to deny the supremacy of the God
of the Old Testament for His creation of matter; they posited another God higher than the Old Testament God. They
denied the relation between the Old Testament and the New for its continuity along these lines. They denied the
Incarnation of Jesus into truly a human nature because of their disdain for the human body. And they also denied
the bodily resurrection of Jesus, which completed the incorporation of humanity’s physical nature into the very
being of God.

Irenaeus understood that the entirety of biblical revelation, salvation, and the trustworthiness of God was at stake.
Irenaeus knew that because of God’s original commitment to the physical world, God has acted in Christ to redeem
not only the souls of people but also their bodies, and furthermore the creation story itself.

God and Creation

First, Irenaeus asserted that God is the creator of all things. The gnostics, by contrast, wanted to keep God
‘unsullied’ by the material world, which they regarded as dreadful and impure. They attributed the creation to
angelic beings, or intermediaries, who did the work of creation. In response, Irenaeus appears to take the biblical
Hebraic language for creation as ‘the work of His hands’ (e.g. Isa.5:12; Ps.102:25), and He inserts the Son and the
Spirit into the phrase as the two ‘hands’ of God:

‘Now man is a mixed organization of soul and flesh, who was formed after the likeness of God, and
moulded by His hands, that is, by the Son and Holy Spirit, to whom also He said, ‘Let Us make man.’
This, then, is the aim of him who envies our life, to render men disbelievers in their own salvation, and
blasphemous against God the Creator. For whatsoever all the heretics may have advanced with the utmost
solemnity, they come to this at last, that they blaspheme the Creator, and disallow the salvation of God’s
workmanship, which the flesh truly is...’#

‘It was not angels, therefore, who made us, nor who formed us, neither had angels power to make an image
of God, nor anyone else, except the Word of the Lord, nor any Power remotely distant from the Father of
all things. For God did not stand in need of these [beings], in order to the accomplishing of what He had
Himself determined with Himself beforehand should be done, as if He did not possess His own hands. For
with Him were always present the Word and Wisdom, the Son and the Spirit, by whom and in whom, freely
and spontaneously, He made all things, to whom also He speaks, saying, ‘Let Us make man after Our

45 Robinson, p.102; Robert M. Grant, The Formation of the New Testament (New York: Harper & Row, 1965)
4 Trenaeus quotes Ignatius’ Epistle to the Romans 4 in Against Heresies 5.28.4
4T Trenacus of Lyons, Against Heresies 4, preface, 4

18



image and likeness;” He taking from Himself the substance of the creatures [formed], and the pattern of
things made, and the type of all the adornments in the world.”*®

Irenaeus is quite well known for this ‘two hands’ expression. He uses it in other places, always with regards to
creation, pointedly including humanity, and often in contrast to the idea that angels were intermediaries in creation.*’
Irenaeus denies that idea, seeing in it a danger of separating God from His creation. Through his clever gloss on the
Hebraic anthropomorphic phrase ‘work of His hands,’ Irenacus makes the equally biblical assertion that the Word-
Son and the Spirit were the means by which God was personally involved with the creation. He does not disdain it.
God’s involvement in the atonement is anchored and predicated on His involvement as creator.

God and Humanity

Second, Irenaeus refers to the ‘ancient formation of man.” Irenaeus saw humanity as patterned after the Word-Son
of God from the creation. That is, as the Son of God has always been the true image of God through whom the
Father is made known (Col.1:15, Heb.1:3), human beings were formed in the image of the eternal Son of God to
similarly make God known in the creation (Gen.1:26 — 27). That relation that human beings were intended to have
with God external to God but by the Spirit, the Son of God originally and eternally has with the Father within the
Godhead by the Spirit. This is why the Son of God inhabited human flesh, to remake the likeness of God in human
nature.

‘But who else is superior to, and more eminent than, that man who was formed after the likeness of God,
except the Son of God, after whose image man was created? And for this reason He did in these last days
exhibit the similitude; [for] the Son of God was made man, assuming the ancient production [of His hands]
into His own nature.”*°

‘...man, a created and organized being, is rendered after the image and likeness of the uncreated God, the
Father planning everything well and giving His commands, the Son carrying these into execution and
performing the work of creating, and the Spirit nourishing and increasing [what is made], but man making
progress day by day, and ascending towards the perfect, that is, approximating to the uncreated One. For
the Uncreated is perfect, that is, God.’>!

Irenaeus’ theology of atonement is therefore rooted in the goodness of God’s physical creation of humanity, the
creation story itself with humanity’s original mandate to increase in stature and maturity, and behind that, an inner-
trinitarian relationship between the Father and the Son in the Spirit. I will explore below Irenaeus’ use of the terms
‘image’ and ‘likeness.” Suffice to say, at present, because we have tarnished the image and/or likeness of God
within ourselves, including damaging the relation between ourselves and God, Jesus came to restore it. So he
exhibited the ‘similitude,’ that is, the similarity with us: ‘the Son of God was made man, assuming the ancient
production [of His hands] into His own nature.” Now, the ‘ancient’ pattern in which God created human beings is
affirmed by the Son of God who served as the template for that pattern in the first place. In himself, Jesus has
renewed the likeness and/or image of God in human nature back into its proper relationship with God, which
involves reconciling human nature to God by removing the hostility from it, and reconciling the human person back
into the correct relation and trajectory of growth which God originally intended.

In the Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching, dated circa 195 AD, meant to summarize Christian teaching for
new converts, Irenaeus writes:

‘But man He formed with His own hands [i.e. the Word and the Spirit as the ‘hands of God’], taking from
the earth that which was purest and finest, and mingling in measure His own power with the earth. For He
traced His own form on the formation, that that which should be seen should be of divine form: for (as) the
image of God was man formed and set on the earth. And that he might become living, He breathed on his

* Ibid 4.20.1
4 1bid 4.7.4; 4.20.4; 5.1.3; 5.5.1; 5.6.1; 5.28.4; c£.5.18; Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching 10, 11,26
50 Thi

Ibid 4.33.4
5! Ibid 4.38.3; John E. Toews, The Story of Original Sin (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2013), p.50 is an example of a historian who credits
Theophilus of Antioch (d.183 — 185 AD), Letter to Autolycus 25 with being the first to write that Adam had been nepios, ‘a child,” and needing to
properly mature. Irenaeus follows that view in Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching 11, 14. But it is just as reasonable to suspect that prior
to Theophilus, some kind of view of Adam as not being static, but needing to mature in some way, was present in Christian thought.
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face the breath of life; that both for the breath and for the formation man should be like unto God.
Moreover he was free and self-controlled, being made by God for this end, that he might rule all those
things that were upon the earth. And this great created world, prepared by God before the formation of man,
was given to man as his place, containing all things within itself.’>?

In debating the gnostics with their low view of matter, Irenaeus seems to revel even in the physical earth from which
God formed Adam. He does not elevate the interiority of human rationality to be ‘the image of God’ as would
Augustine and others who compared the individual’s psychological thought process (thought, word, and will) to the
Trinity in what is now known as the ‘psychological model’ of the Trinity. Instead, Irenaeus celebrates the physical
form of man as somehow mirroring the divine form, although he does not explain this.>* I rather suspect that
Irenaeus was thinking of the Hebraic, physical understanding of the oneness of male and female in marriage as being
in the image of God, since it is that oneness which is life-bearing and life-giving, as reflected in the grammar of
Genesis 1:27 and also the literary concern of Genesis 1:1 — 2:3 where God makes all living beings to be life-bearing
‘after its kind.” Irenaeus seems to be thinking this way, because he happily commingles phrases from Genesis 2
(‘from the earth’; ‘breathed on his face’) and Genesis 1 (‘image of God’; ‘be like unto God’; ‘rule all those things
that were upon the earth’) in his explanation of human creation in the Demonstration. Hence, I think Irenaeus had a
relational (in fact, marital, apparently) and physical (though not reducible to the physical) understanding for what it
meant for human beings to be in ‘the image of God.” To the extent that he set about to answer the question of how
an individual human being — and not just a married couple — was in ‘the image of God,’ Irenaeus in Against Heresies
appealed to the relational identity of the Word-Son as the image of God. Each human being was meant to be in
relation to God by the Spirit, in some sense mirroring an internal relation of the Son to the Father in the Spirit.
Irenaeus’ theological anthropology was relational to its core.>* For Irenaeus, there was no individualistic notion of
human personhood. This sets Irenaeus up to explain the fall in terms of damaged ontology and relationship, and the
atonement in terms of restored ontology and relationship.

The Fall into Corruption

Third, Irenaeus understood human sin as being a corruption within human nature, a defacing of the likeness and/or
image of God in physical and personal form, and a breaking in the relationship between God and man internalized
into human flesh and reproduced by the human mind. In a comment on Genesis 3, Irenaeus held that the physical
corruption in humanity is an expression of, and perhaps synonymous with, sin in us:

‘Wherefore also He drove him out of Paradise, and removed him far from the tree of life, not because He
envied him the tree of life, as some venture to assert, but because He pitied him, [and did not desire] that he
should continue a sinner for ever, nor that the sin which surrounded him should be immortal, and evil
interminable and irremediable. But He set a bound to his [state of] sin, by interposing death, and thus
causing sin to cease, putting an end to it by the dissolution of the flesh, which should take place in the earth,
so that man, ceasing at length to live to sin, and dying to it, might begin to live to God.”>*

This may be surprising for those accustomed to thinking that God imposed death as a retributive punishment in
retaliation for sinning, much like sending children to their room as punishment for stealing cookies. In the human
case, the punishment is in its essence disconnected from the crime. But in the story of the fall, the punishment is the
crime: Eating from the Tree of Knowledge is taking into one’s self the power to define good and evil from within
one’s own self. It is in its very essence a seizure of God’s prerogative to define good and evil, rebellion from God’s
moral and kingly authority, displacement of God with the individual self in the moral sense, and a wounding of
one’s very self because it implants into the human being a desire to be a relativistic absolutist — that is, the desire to
define good and evil (to be an absolutist) but from within one’s own self (to be relativistic) by being the standard
and measure of all things, rather than allowing God to define good and evil for us. So human death, to Irenaeus, was
an ontological consequence that was forced upon God. Moreover, the other consequences of the fall — pain in

52 Trenaeus of Lyons, Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching 11

53 Dragos Andrei Giulea, ‘Simpliciores, Eruditi, and the Noetic Form of God: Pre-Nicene Christology Revisited,” Harvard Theological Review
108:2 (2015), p.263 — 288 discusses how ‘anthropomorphic’ descriptions of God were perfectly acceptable in the pre-Nicene period, but became
problematic afterwards.

5% For an excellent discussion of Irenaeus’ theological anthropology, see Matthew Craig Steenberg, Of God and Man: Theology as Anthropology
from Irenaeus to Athanasius (New York, NY: T&T Clark, 2009), ch.1. In particular, Steenberg notes that Irenaeus and Tertullian shared the view
that the human soul grows in some sense with the human body, and that the Spirit of God gives life to the soul which mediates life to the body.

% Trenaeus of Lyons, Against Heresies 3.23.6
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childbearing and futility in gardening (Gen.3:16 — 19) — were ontological as well. They are not additional
punishment or retribution from God. They are simply the outgrowth of Adam and Eve’s choice to try to separate
themselves from God, the source of life. Human beings are wholly dependent on God for life and the production of
more life; we are unable to be bearers of life and caretakers of life without Him. Anything having to do with
producing more life would be difficult and frustrating.

Irenaeus’ interpretation of God preventing human beings from immortalizing our own sinfulness is maintained by
representatives of the Greek-speaking East Methodius of Olympus,>® Athanasius of Alexandria,’” and Gregory of
Nazianzus,?® and the bilingual Ambrose of Milan.® Three hundred years later, well after the Nicene period, the
Byzantine theologian Maximus the Confessor maintained this view.?® Tellingly, however, this view would be lost
upon Tertullian in Latin-speaking Roman North Africa (see below). It appears to disappear from the record in the
extant writings of Cyprian and Augustine, who interprets death and exile as retributive punishment for eating from
the tree of knowledge.!

Irenaeus’ position might also be surprising to those who have come to see death as the only enemy, or the greatest
enemy. The apostle Paul said that death is the ‘last enemy’ (1 Cor.15:26), but that does not mean that death is the
only enemy, or the first enemy, or even the greatest enemy. To Irenaeus, and the very significant patristic writers
who followed him, death — in the sense of mortality due to our exile from the garden — does serve one productive
purpose: it prevents us from immortalizing evil within our human nature. Death is an enemy, to be sure. But the
corruption of sin in us is a greater and prior enemy. Death is also the enemy of another, more subtle and sinister,
enemy.

For Irenaeus, Adam and Eve forced God to close access to the Tree of Life. God, being love, and having love for
Adam and Eve and all the children who would come from them, was confronted by two options. Would God allow
the rather likely possibility that human beings would immortalize the corruption of their human nature within
themselves? Or would God instead interpose death as an instrument by which this fate could not happen? God
chose the latter, because death could be overcome later by resurrection, and human beings could choose to receive
into themselves the healing in Christ for their corruption. So death, though tragically unpleasant, was a type of
mercy and pity.

Israel and the Sinai Covenant
Fourth, Irenaeus’ understanding of the role of Israel and the Sinai covenant is vital. Irenaeus is unusual among

3¢ Methodius of Olympus (died 311 AD), From the Discourse on the Resurrection 1.4 says, ‘In order, then, that man might not be an undying or
ever-living evil, as would have been the case if sin were dominant within him, as it had sprung up in an immortal body, and was provided with
immortal sustenance, God for this cause pronounced him mortal, and clothed him with mortality...’

57 Athanasius of Alexandria (298 — 373 AD), On the Incarnation 8.1 says, ‘For the Word, perceiving that no otherwise could the corruption of
men be undone save by death as a necessary condition...’

8 Gregory of Nazianzus (329 — 390 AD), Oration 45 says, ‘Yet here too he makes a gain, namely death and the cutting off of sin, in order that
evil may not be immortal. Thus, his punishment is changed into a mercy, for it is in mercy, I am persuaded, that God inflicts punishment.’

% Ambrose of Milan (340 — 397 AD), On the Psalms 48 says, ‘And if one consider accurately, it is not the death of our being, but of evil, for
being continues, it is evil that perishes. That which has been rises again; would that as it is now free from sinning, so it were without former guilt!
But this very thing is a proof that it is not the death of being, that we shall be the same persons as we were. And so we shall either pay the penalty
of our sins, or attain to the reward of our good deeds.’

% Maximus the Confessor (580 — 662 AD), Ad Thalassios 44.5 says, ‘The phrase, ‘And now, lest he put forth his hand and take from the Tree of
Life and live forever,” providentially produces, I think, the separation of things that cannot be mixed together, so that evil might not be immortal,
being maintained in existence by participation in the good.’

¢! Augustine of Hippo (347 — 430 AD), On Christian Doctrine 1.14 says, ‘We used our immortality so badly as to incur the penalty of death:
Christ used His mortality so well as to restore us to life.” He speaks of ‘penalty” without a qualified view that death served a constructive
purpose. God imposed the first death — that of the body — upon us, to straightforwardly anticipate the second death, the eternal death, on the
principle of divine retribution. In On the Trinity 4.12 he says, ‘We desired therefore the one [the tree of knowledge] through wicked persuasion,
the other [death] followed us by a just condemnation; and therefore it is written, ‘God made not death,” since He was not Himself the cause of
death; but yet death was inflicted on the sinner, through His most just retribution. Just as the judge inflicts punishment on the guilty; yet it is not
the justice of the judge, but the desert of the crime, which is the cause of the punishment.” Whether Augustine’s meaning holds together logically
is another matter. Augustine’s forensic and retributive orientation is particularly evident in On the Trinity 13.16, when he comments on Romans
5:1 — 10, uses the word ‘death’ more densely than any other place in the work, and says, ‘a temporal death, which was not due, was rendered by
the eternal Son of God, who was also the Son of man, whereby He might free them from an eternal death which was due... Therefore we shall be
saved from wrath through Him; from the wrath certainly of God, which is nothing else but just retribution.” See also Augustine, Handbook on
Faith, Hope, and Love 25 —27. While it may be true that Augustine recognized divine justice as operating restoratively in other ways (see
Adonis Vidu, Atonement, Law, and Justice: The Cross in Historical and Cultural Contexts (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2014), p.23 — 43),
nevertheless regarding these two ‘moments’ of salvation history, Augustine saw a simple relation of demerit and divine retribution.
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patristic writers for the sheer volume of material he dedicates to analyzing — not simply quoting (as Justin Martyr
did) — the Old Testament, and for the direct and indirect material by which he answers the question, ‘Why did God
appoint an Israel in the first place?’ This is related to Irenaeus’ defense of the Old Testament against the gnostic
heresies. Our interest today is different. Because of Jewish suffering in history, especially due to medieval
Christian persecution, and because of post-World War II regrets about anti-semitism within so-called
‘Enlightenment’ nation-states, Christian theologians must develop an adequate answer to this question, “Why did
God need, or appoint, an Israel in the first place?” To this, Christian theology — resting especially on the Fourth,
Fifth, and Sixth Ecumenical Councils — can answer that Jesus needed to be truly human, which means that he needed
to have a community of people who would physically protect and nurture him, and also spiritually and intellectually
help him develop.

Therefore, God needed to protect and purify Israel. That explains on the one hand, to some degree, why God
protected Noah from the violence of his peers, Abraham and Sarah from the predations of Sodom and Gomorrah,
etc. It also explains on the other hand why God purified Israel from those within Israel who would subvert God’s
purpose, from the first generation of Israelites to false prophets and faithless kings. God needed a focus group —
Israel — who would partner with Him to struggle against the corruption within human nature, produce a canonical
written diagnosis of the problem, and hope for the cure in the Messiah. Given the human (Adamic) tendency to
blame sinful choices on other people, circumstances, and God Himself, this was no small achievement. Thus, in
order to produce the incarnation for humanity universally, God needed Jewish particularity. Irenaeus addresses this
topic with more clarity than anyone else.

Irenaeus starts book 4 of Against Heresies with what sounds like a medical anthropology and medical diagnosis:

‘For it is impossible for any one to heal the sick, if he has no knowledge of the disease of the patients.”®?

God is like a good doctor who lays a challenging health regimen on His focus group, Israel. The first reason God
appointed Israel, Irenaeus says, was because to demonstrate that sin was a terrible disease, and death was a terrible
symptom.

‘But the law coming, which was given by Moses, and testifying of sin that it is a sinner, did truly take away
his (death’s) kingdom, showing that he was no king, but a robber; and it revealed him as a murderer.’%

Irenaeus argues that the moral clarity expressed in the commandments of the Sinai covenant aimed at revealing the
nature of sin and death. Both sin and death are unnatural, and not part of God’s original good design. This
produced hope in Israel, and not fatalism. Ultimately, God in Christ rejects both sin and death as foreign intruders.

The second reason why God appointed Israel, correspondingly, was to call for Israel’s partnership in battling the
corruption of sin within themselves. In the same passage, Irenaeus says:

‘It [the Sinai covenant] laid, however, a weighty burden upon man, who had sin in himself, showing that he
was liable to death. For as the law was spiritual, it merely made sin to stand out in relief, but did not
destroy it.”%

God’s aim was to get rid of the disease in His patients. Irenaeus recognizes that one of the biblical idioms for this
was ‘circumcision of the heart.” Physical ‘circumcision’ was an act, or a type, of healing.%® It was then taken to
represent the spiritual ‘surgery’ that people needed, which God called for with Israel’s partnership, as they were
meant to fully internalize God’s commandments.®® None of them were able to live up to it, however.

The third reason why God appointed Israel was to enlist them to document their self-diagnosis, and hope for God’s
cure in the messianic God-man. Irenaeus writes:

%2 Ibid 4.preface.2

% Trenaeus of Lyons, Against Heresies 3.18.7, emphasis mine; see also 2.12.4; 3.18.1; 5.1.3

% Ibid 3.18.7, emphasis mine; see also 2.12.4; 3.18.1; 5.1.3

% Ibid 4.12.1

% Tbid 4.16.1 and note that in 4.16.5, Irenaeus speaks of the laws of Jesus (e.g. Mt.5:21 — 26 and 27 — 30, etc.) that addressed the human heart
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‘For the law never hindered them from believing in the Son of God; nay, but it even exhorted them so to
do, saying that men can be saved in no other way from the old wound of the serpent than by believing in
Him who, in the likeness of sinful flesh, is lifted up from the earth upon the tree of martyrdom, and draws
all things to Himself, and vivifies the dead.’®’

‘The law,’ in Irenaeus’ mind, wound up being impossible to fully uphold, as the Israelites would have stumbled over
the tenth commandment, as the apostle Paul had discussed in Romans 7:14 — 25. But the law ‘exhorted them’ to
believe in the Son of God. ‘In the likeness of sinful flesh’ here comes directly from Romans 8:3, which is how the
apostle Paul saw the vexing problem of ‘the flesh’ to be resolved: through the agency of the Son healing his own
human nature via internalizing God’s commandments whereas the Israelites could not. Irenaeus also links John 3:14
— 15, John 12:32, Numbers 21:4 — 7, and Genesis 3:1 — 7 to this statement, showing that, in narrative form, a
‘medical diagnosis’ of sorts was written in ‘the law,” which also prescribed a cure for the venom in the humanity of
the Son of God.

The fourth reason why God appointed Israel was to prepare Israel and the Gentiles for the coming of the messiah.
Irenaeus, again unusually among the fathers, addresses Jewish or Jewish-oriented questions like, ‘Why did
Jerusalem fall?” He replies, in 4.4.1 — 2, that there was appropriate fruit-bearing for a time and for a particular
purpose. Irenaeus does not elaborate as much as he could, but presumably he would say that the temple
arrangement, the sacrificial calendar cycle, and the Davidic monarchy served a purpose to foreshadow Jesus.%
Irenaeus says that the Word

‘at that time, indeed, by means of His patriarchs and prophets, was prefiguring and declaring beforehand
future things, fulfilling His part by anticipation in the dispensations of God, and accustoming His
inheritance to obey God, and to pass through the world as in a state of pilgrimage, to follow His word, and
to indicate beforehand things to come. For with God there is nothing without purpose or due
signification.”®

The law also trained Israelites in the virtues and ethical life, which is the fifth reason Irenaeus articulates.”® The
Sinai covenant, therefore, was not simply a legal backdrop against which God proved a supposed principle that He
could punish people infinitely, as the Lutheran-Calvinist traditions would argue. Rather, God’s revelation to Israel
constituted real progress for humanity.”! Irenaeus’ language of ‘becoming accustomed’ is vital. With Abraham,
God ‘accustomed’ man to follow His Word.”> Because humanity had become ‘accustomed’ to the bonds of sin, God
gave the law.” God was ‘accustoming man to bear His Spirit.”’*

Irenaeus may not have answered every question surrounding God’s historical relationship with Israel. Our present
day sensibilities prompt us to ask more of the biblical text than Irenaeus sought to answer in Against Heresies and
Demonstration. For example, he does not seek to explain why God drowned human life in the flood of Noah, rained
fire on Sodom and Gomorrah, or took the Egyptian firstborn in the Exodus, etc. But, one might wonder whether in
his lost work, Irenaeus explicitly said that God needed to preserve both the safety of Israel (thus, hostile Gentiles)
and the integrity of Israel (thus, opponents of Moses’ leadership in Numbers, or Uzzah touching the ark in 2 Samuel
5, etc.) prior to Jesus’ incarnation for the sake of Jesus’ authentic humanity. Jesus had to be an infant and child

%7 Ibid 4.2.8

% Tbid 4.7 addresses the Old Testament theophanies of the Son appearing to Abraham, Moses, and others.

% Ibid 4.21.3

70 Ibid 4.8.2, ‘For the law commanded them to abstain from every servile work, that is, from all grasping after wealth which is procured by
trading and by other worldly business; but it exhorted them to attend to the exercises of the soul, which consist in reflection, and to addresses of a
beneficial kind for their neighbours’ benefit.” In 4.8.3, Irenaeus extends the purpose of the law to educate God’s people about general priestly
roles and responsibilities: ‘For David had been appointed a priest by God, although Saul persecuted him. For all the righteous possess the
sacerdotal rank.’

"' 1bid 4.9.3, ‘For the new covenant having been known and preached by the prophets, He who was to carry it out according to the good pleasure
of the Father was also preached, having been revealed to men as God pleased; that they might always make progress through believing in Him,
and by means of the [successive] covenants, should gradually attain to perfect salvation.’

2 Ibid 4.5.4

3 Ibid 4.13.2

" Ibid 4.14.2, ‘Thus it was, too, that God formed man at the first, because of His munificence; but chose the patriarchs for the sake of their
salvation; and prepared a people beforehand, teaching the headstrong to follow God; and raised up prophets upon earth, accustoming man to bear
His Spirit [within him], and to hold communion with God: He Himself, indeed, having need of nothing, but granting communion with Himself to
those who stood in need of it, and sketching out, like an architect, the plan of salvation to those that pleased Him.’
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raised by faithful Jewish parents, protected in a certain type of Jewish community, and presented to Jewish followers
who were already sufficiently persuaded of God’s goodness that they would follow an itinerant rabbi into the hostile
Gentile world. Irenaeus would have surely said that after his crucifixion, Jesus descended to the realm of dead souls
(1 Pet.3:18; 4:6; Eph.4:11) to present himself to all who died before him, offering them salvation and deliverance
from Hades.”” Thus, God was doing good by preserving Israel, by preventing the opponents of Israel from
menacing the humanity of Jesus and therefore their own salvation from sinfulness, and also from damaging their
human nature further in the moment.

The Incarnation of the Son, by the Spirit

Fifth, Jesus’ incarnation and bodily resurrection is God’s affirmation of His commitment to physical matter in
general, human bodies in particular, and the creation story as a whole. After he demonstrates from Scripture that the
Word of God himself took human flesh in Jesus,’® Irenaeus says that Jesus saves human nature in himself by
destroying the sin in himself.

Therefore, as I have already said, He caused man (human nature) to cleave to and to become, one with God.
For unless man had overcome the enemy of man, the enemy would not have been legitimately
vanquished... But the law coming, which was given by Moses, and testifying of sin that it is a sinner, did
truly take away his (death’s) kingdom, showing that he was no king, but a robber; and it revealed him as a
murderer. It laid, however, a weighty burden upon man, who had sin in himself, showing that he was liable
to death. For as the law was spiritual, it merely made sin to stand out in relief, but did not destroy it. For sin
had no dominion over the spirit, but over man. For it behooved Him who was to destroy sin, and redeem
man under the power of death, that He should Himself be made that very same thing which he was, that is,
man; who had been drawn by sin into bondage, but was held by death, so that sin should be destroyed by
man, and man should go forth from death. For as by the disobedience of the one man who was originally
moulded from virgin soil, the many were made sinners, and forfeited life; so was it necessary that, by the
obedience of one man, who was originally born from a virgin, many should be justified and receive
salvation. Thus, then, was the Word of God made man, as also Moses says: ‘God, true are His works.” But
if, not having been made flesh, He did appear as if flesh, His work was not a true one. But what He did
appear, that He also was: God recapitulated in Himself the ancient formation of man, that He might kill sin,
deprive death of its power, and vivify man; and therefore His works are true.”’

This is a very significant passage in Irenaeus. In it, he insists that Jesus came to resolve a problem within human
nature itself, and offer back to us his renewed humanity. Irenaeus says this in three ways. First, he says here and
elsewhere that Jesus took his humanity not from some other substance, like the virgin soil from which Adam was
first taken, but from the virgin womb of Mary.”® The Word of God did this to partake of the same human nature that
we all share, to renew it and save it. He did not start a different type of human being, because that would have been
of no help to us! This is why Irenacus constantly referred to Jesus’ person and work as the ‘recapitulation’ — or the
summing up, or literally, the re-heading up — of all humanity. Taking this concept from Paul (Eph.1:10), Irenaeus
says that Jesus is the ‘second Adam’ (Rom.5:12 — 21; 1 Cor.15:21 — 22; 45 — 49) the one from whom a new life
passes into all other human beings.

In Irenaeus’ teaching, human life itself is considered to have an intended, developmental shape, quite naturally from
creation, regardless of the fall and notwithstanding it. So Jesus ‘passed through every age’ because he needed to
“fill” not just human nature as an abstract thing, but human nature in a developmental paradigm. Here is Irenaeus’
famous statement:

‘Being a Master, therefore, He also possessed the age of a Master [i.e. thirty years at least], not despising or
evading any condition of humanity, nor setting aside in Himself that law which He had appointed for the
human race, but sanctifying every age, by that period corresponding to it which belonged to Himself. For
He came to save all through means of Himself — all, I say, who through Him are born again to God —

5 Ibid 4.22.1

"¢ Trenaeus of Lyons, Against Heresies 3.18.7

"7 Tbid 3.18.7, emphasis mine; see also 2.12.4; 3.18.1; 5.1.3

"8 Ibid 3.21.10 says, ‘Why, then, did not God again take dust, but wrought so that the formation should be made of Mary? It was that there might
not be another formation called into being, nor any other which should [require to] be saved, but that the very same formation should be summed
up [in Christ as had existed in Adam], the analogy having been preserved.” Cf£.3.22.1 -2

24



infants, and children, and boys, and youths, and old men. He therefore passed through every age, becoming
an infant for infants, thus sanctifying infants; a child for children, thus sanctifying those who are of this
age, being at the same time made to them an example of piety, righteousness, and submission; a youth for
youths, becoming an example to youths, and thus sanctifying them for the Lord. So likewise He was an old
man for old men, that He might be a perfect Master for all, not merely as respects the setting forth of the
truth, but also as regards age, sanctifying at the same time the aged also, and becoming an example to them
likewise. Then, at last, He came on to death itself, that He might be ‘the first-born from the dead, that in all
things He might have the pre-eminence,’ the Prince of life, existing before all, and going before all.””

The natural course of a human life is such that it needs to be filled by God in time, at each stage of life, in the mode
of a personal biography. This Jesus did in his own human life, which is part of God saving every aspect of human
life in Jesus of Nazareth. Hence, Irenaeus asserted that Jesus ‘passed through every stage of life, restoring to all
communion with God.”*

God was always prepared to heal and redeem human nature, and recover human relational personhood for Himself.
That is why, for Irenaeus, Jesus needed to save and redeem his own humanity first, for it was a fallen humanity
which he took to himself. In the Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching, Irenaeus writes:

‘Because death reigned over the flesh, it was right that through the flesh it should lose its force and let man
go free from its oppression. So the Word was made flesh, that, through that very flesh which sin had ruled
and dominated, it should lose its force and be no longer in us. And therefore our Lord took that same
original formation as (His) entry into flesh, so that He might draw near and contend on behalf of the fathers,
and conquer by Adam that which by Adam had stricken us down.’

‘And the trespass which came by the tree was undone by the tree of obedience, when, hearkening unto God,
the Son of man was nailed to the tree; thereby putting away the knowledge of evil and bringing in and
establishing the knowledge of good: now evil it is to disobey God, even as hearkening unto God is good...
So then by the obedience wherewith He obeyed even unto death, hanging on the tree, He put away the old
disobedience which was wrought in the tree.’

‘Thus then He gloriously achieved our redemption, and fulfilled the promise of the fathers, and abolished
the old disobedience. The Son of God became Son of David and Son of Abraham; perfecting and summing
up this in Himself, that He might make us to possess life. The Word of God was made flesh by the
dispensation of the Virgin, to abolish death and make man live. For we were imprisoned by sin, being born
in sinfulness and living under death. But God the Father was very merciful: He sent His creative Word, who
in coming to deliver us came to the very place and spot in which we had lost life, and brake the bonds of
our fetters. And His light appeared and made the darkness of the prison disappear, and hallowed our birth
and destroyed death, loosing those same fetters in which we were enchained. And He manifested the
resurrection, Himself becoming the first begotten of the dead, and in Himself raising up man that was
fallen, lifting him up far above the heaven to the right hand of the glory of the Father: even as God
promised by the prophet, saying: And I will raise up the tabernacle of David that is fallen; that is, the flesh
that was from David. And this our Lord Jesus Christ truly fulfilled, when He gloriously achieved our
redemption, that He might truly raise us up, setting us free unto the Father.’8!

The ‘fallen tabernacle of David,” Jesus has raised up ‘in himself’: i.e. the sinful ‘flesh’ of David which he inherited
from Adam and passed down to everyone in his royal line, including Jesus. Jesus, at his death, did not take some
kind of retributive punishment saved up by God for man. Instead, he finally set human nature free from ‘the bonds
of our fetters’ by ‘in himself raising up man that was fallen.” Entering into death as a judgment upon his own fallen
humanity, says Irenaeus, Jesus brought the exile sequence in Genesis full circle to its reversal. The disobedience by
the tree by which Adam and Eve corrupted human nature, Jesus reversed on another tree by his final step of
obedience, which consisted of ‘putting away the knowledge of evil,” where ‘evil’ Irenaeus defines as ‘to disobey
God.” Jesus did away with the last possibility for his human nature to do evil, by dying, and then raising it anew.

" 1bid 2.22.4; cf. 4.38.2
8 Ibid 3.18.7
81 Irenaeus of Lyons, Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching 32, 34,37 — 38
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Redemption, Irenaeus therefore defines, is the setting free of our human nature from our imprisonment to
‘sinfulness,’ the sinfulness into which we were born.

This is the medical substitution atonement theory. It is a subset of the christus victor category, and arguably its only
possible foundation, because it understands Christ as victorious over the internal enemy we face: sin indwelling us.
Whereas other facets of the christus victor theory can emphasize the devil, or death, or some enemy external to us,
the medical substitution atonement theory highlights the internal contradiction within our ontological and relational
being: we are corrupted (ontology) and alienated and hostile (relational) to God. Those who mischaracterize the
patristic atonement theology as merely Jesus paying a ‘ransom’ to the devil are grossly misunderstanding the mind
of the early church, and misunderstanding the mechanism by which ‘the flesh’ (as Paul and John used that term in a
technical sense to refer to the corruption in our nature) served as the point of influence by which the devil had access
to us. The patristic and Nicene theologians were working in ontological and relational categories, and medical
substitution was clearly their atonement theory. Already in Irenaeus we see a fine exposition of it, and this emphasis
continued for centuries.

The Spirit’s Work with the Son

Sixth, Irenaeus also incorporates the Holy Spirit along with the Son into the work of atonement. Interestingly,
Irenaeus says that the Holy Spirit needed to become ‘accustomed’ to dwelling in humanity, first in Jesus, to
therefore dwell in believers. As the Spirit’s indwelling of believers is part and parcel of the reconciliation and
communion Jesus brought about between humanity and God, the interrelation between the Son and the Spirit over
the course of Jesus’ life is very significant. Irenaeus takes the Spirit’s descent upon Jesus in the Jordan baptism as a
key milestone in becoming accustomed to ministering in and through human nature in principle, through the person
of the Son:

‘Wherefore He [the Spirit] did also descend upon the Son of God, made the Son of man, becoming
accustomed in fellowship with Him to dwell in the human race, to rest with human beings, and to dwell in
the workmanship of God, working the will of the Father in them, and renewing them from their old habits
into the newness of Christ.”®?

Scholar Anthony Briggman, in his exceptional 2012 work Irenaeus of Lyons and the Theology of the Holy Spirit,
says aptly:

‘Irenacus believes that the Spirit became accustomed (adsuesco) to dwell, rest, and work among human
beings as Christ’s Unction. Irenaeus considers the anointing of Jesus to involve not only the Spirit acting
on Jesus but also the Spirit as acted upon. He does not say here that the Spirit created an environment
within the humanity of Jesus suitable to his presence and work. Instead, he says the Spirit himself had to
become accustomed to dwelling, resting, and working in the human environment. The need for the Holy
Spirit to become accustomed... entails the presupposition that the Spirit was not prepared to perform and so
could not have performed such works prior to the period of accustomization.’®?

I believe Briggman goes a bit too far in leaving us with the impression from 3.17.1 alone that Irenaeus ‘does not say
here that the Spirit created an environment within the humanity of Jesus suitable to his presence and work.” For
Irenaeus says that God ‘accustomed’ Abraham ‘to follow the Word of God’# and ‘accustomed’ Israel and her
prophets to ‘bear His Spirit,”®® ‘accustoming His inheritance to obey God, # because human beings have become
‘accustomed’ to our enslavement to sin after the fall,’’ and even ‘accustomed to condemn the innocent, and to let the
guilty go free.”®® Moreover, Irenaeus says immediately after the passage Briggman quotes, in the very next chapter,
3.18.7, that the eternal Son of God corrected something within his human nature. He became genuine ‘man, who
had sin in himself... to destroy sin... so that sin should be destroyed by man, and man should go forth from death.
God recapitulated in Himself the ancient formation of man, that He might kill sin, deprive death of its power, and

8 Ibid 3.17.1

8 Anthony Briggman, Irenaeus of Lyons and the Theology of the Holy Spirit (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), p.72
8 Irenaeus of Lyons, Against Heresies 4.5.4

8 Ibid 4.14.2

8 Ibid 4.21.3

8 Ibid 4.13.2

8 Ibid 4.26.3
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vivify man.” It seems that the effects on the Spirit and on humanity — including Jesus’ humanity — are reciproca
On the one hand, the Son, by the power of the Spirit, accustomed his humanity to the presence of the Spirit by
cleansing his humanity of the corruption of sin through his life, death, and resurrection. On the other hand, the Son
accustomed the Spirit to indwelling humanity, through his incarnation into flesh by the Spirit, reception of the Spirit
at the Jordan-event baptism, triumph over sin by the Spirit especially at his death and resurrection, and eventual
communication of the Spirit after his resurrection. But otherwise, I heartedly welcome Briggman’s remarks about
Irenaeus’ linkage of the Spirit to the overall work of atonement.

In fact, Irenaeus says that Jesus’ response to the accusations of the enemy is to commend his own human nature to
the Holy Spirit to share with believers. Irenaeus creatively deploys the parable of the good Samaritan to refer to the
fallen humanity of Jesus. Jesus’ human nature is the man fallen among thieves, restored by the activity of the Son
and Spirit:

‘Wherefore we have need of the dew [i.e. Spirit] of God, that we be not consumed by fire, nor be rendered
unfruitful, and that where we have an accuser there we may have also an Advocate, the Lord commending
to the Holy Spirit His own man [suum hominem], who had fallen among thieves, whom He Himself
compassionated, and bound up his wounds, giving two royal denaria; so that we, receiving by the Spirit the
image and superscription of the Father and the Son, might cause the denarium entrusted to us to be fruitful,
counting out the increase to the Lord.””°

In this passage, Irenacus would seem to agree that the healing of human nature in and through Jesus involved, or
consisted in, accustoming “his own” instance of human nature to the Spirit.”! Irenaeus’ deployment of the good
Samaritan parable was common among the early Christians.”> This would suggest that the work of atonement can
be stated in terms which refer to the Spirit and the intended intrinsic relation between the Spirit and humanity. This
is very different from the penal substitutionary atonement theory, which offers no explanation for the Holy Spirit’s
role in the atonement per se, because it only envisions the Son absorbing some punitive divine wrath at his death.

Two last points remain to be considered: Sixth, Irenaeus’ doctrine of hell and, seventh, his doctrine of human free
will. Like a jigsaw puzzle, various pieces of theology have to fit with one another in a way that makes sense. These
two pieces sit very close to the doctrine of the atonement and must be made to fit. Unfortunately, Jeffery, Ovey, and
Sach do not attempt to understand the integrative aspect of theology in this way. If they had, they would see that
they were misinterpreting the passages they cull from the patristic writers.

The Fire of Hell and Human Becoming

Seventh, Irenaeus’ definition of hell illustrates the patristic teaching that would follow after him. It set the stage for
the entire Eastern Orthodox Church, along with some Catholics and Protestants who, like me, are persuaded by the
historical pedigree and trinitarian theological reasoning of the early Christians. This definition is very different from
that held by penal substitution advocates. For penal substitution adherents, hell is God’s prison system. In it, God
keeps those who have rejected Christ in their earthly life, even though they almost certainly can be understood as
wanting to get out of hell in eternity. This is simply in keeping with their doctrine of God’s holiness-justice-wrath.
If Jesus absorbed a certain amount of God’s wrath on behalf of the elect, to uphold God’s justice, then what remains
for the non-elect is the proportion of God’s wrath that did not fall on Christ. This effectively means that God has
two main attributes: love (manifested towards the elect as mercy and grace) and wrath (manifested towards the non-

% John Behr, Asceticism and Anthropology in Irenaeus and Origen (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), p.109 recognizes the
accustomization as reciprocal. Behr says, ‘The whole process, the movement of the economy itself, is one of God and man becoming accustomed
to each other: of man learning, throughout the unfolding of the Old Testament, to acknowledge and follow God; of the Spirit, in Christ, becoming
accustomed to dwell in and to vivify man...” Behr seems to studiously avoid the question of the fallenness or unfallenness of Jesus” human
nature. So he does not quite describe Jesus’ human life as Jesus accustoming his humanity to bear the Spirit.

? Irenaeus of Lyons, Against Heresies 3.17.3

% By deploying the parable of the good Samaritan thus, Irenaeus is not referring to Jesus in his sanctifying work assisting the fallen humanity of
Christians, or people in general. Irenaeus refers to Jesus healing the instantiation of human nature that was immediate and intrinsic to him.
Irenaeus uses the phrase “his own” to mean “what is immediate or intrinsic.” Thus, while it is true that Irenaeus understands all human beings as
“belonging” to God in principle as His “property” (5.1.1), Irenaeus reserves the phrase “his own” to indicate more immediate and intimate
connections. Jesus named God as “his own” Father (3.5.1); Jesus’ blood is “his own” blood (3.5.3); Jesus made the human nature in “his own
person” the first fruits of the resurrection of man (3.19.3); God the Father has “his own” two hands, the Word and Spirit (4.20.1); etc.

%2 Clement of Alexandria, Who Is the Rich Man Who Can Be Saved? 29 — 30; Origen of Alexandria, Homilies in Luke 34.3; Ambrose of Milan,
Treatise on Luke 7.73 — 83; Ephrem the Syrian, Hymns on the Church 33.3; Augustine of Hippo, On Christian Doctrine 1.30 - 31. See discussion
by Riemer Roukema, “The Good Samaritan in Ancient Christianity,” Vigiliae Christianae, February 2004, Volume 58, Number 1, p.56 — 74.
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elect as retributive justice). When we try to integrate these two divine attributes, it is unclear what we have. Most
would simply say that at the core, then, God is simply arbitrary. This is difficult to integrate into the conviction that
God is Triune, which means that love is God’s primary attribute.

Irenaeus understood hell in a framework where God’s love was the constant. He said that God is like the sun, with
one attribute, not two. Therefore, when it comes to passages involving God ‘causing’ blindness or hardening
Pharaoh’s heart, etc., Irenaeus says that we must interpret that without making God arbitrary and dualistic in his
fundamental character:

‘For one and the same God [that blesses others] inflicts blindness upon those who do not believe, but who
set Him at naught; just as the sun, which is a creature of His, [acts with regard] to those who, by reason of
any weakness of the eyes cannot behold his light; but to those who believe in Him and follow Him, He
grants a fuller and greater illumination of mind.”%

‘But God, foreknowing all things, prepared fit habitations for both, kindly conferring that light which they
desire on those who seek after the light of incorruption, and resort to it; but for the despisers and mockers
who avoid and turn themselves away from this light, and who do, as it were, blind themselves, He has
prepared darkness suitable to persons who oppose the light, and He has inflicted an appropriate punishment
upon those who try to avoid being subject to Him.*%*

Hell, therefore, is not another attribute or face of God. Like the sun, God has a singular nature — love — and is not
reducible to dueling attributes, which would ultimately make Him arbitrary. Hell is, in fact, the love of God: the
love of God which is seeking to purify the person who happens to be resisting. But in this case, just as the person
with weak or diseased eyes is pained by the light of the sun, so the person with a weakened or diseased nature is
pained by the presence of God. Therefore, that person experiences the wrath of God against the corruption in their
nature because the wrath of God is simply the love of God trying to burn away the impurity and sin and resistance
which they do not want to give up, which they have chosen to identify with for all eternity precisely because they
have rejected Jesus, the cleansed, purified, God-soaked new human being.”> Other theologians, like fourth century
theologian Gregory of Nyssa and the entire Eastern Orthodox communion, who Jeffery, Ovey, and Sach also do not
examine, followed Irenaeus in this line of thinking. What explanation these authors might offer as to how the
Eastern Orthodox tradition got it so wrong, in their opinion, is a matter on which they have remained silent thus far.

Human Free Will

The eighth piece of the theological puzzle that I want to examine is Irenaeus’ understanding of human free will. The
most vigorous defenders of penal substitution couple this doctrine with the doctrine of the omni-causal sovereign
will of God. Their idea is that God is the immediate cause of everything, both good and evil, both belief and
unbelief. He is involved in all secondary causes, like human decision-making, which calls human free will into
question and makes God’s character both good and evil. For if God Himself is really the one causing belief and
unbelief, good and evil, predestining some for eternal bliss and others for eternal damnation, then God is both good
and evil. According to penal substitution, human free will is difficult to uphold because logically, if Jesus absorbed
a finite amount of God’s wrath on the cross, then God Himself has limited the effects of the atonement to the elect,
and has excluded the non-elect from the benefits of the atonement. This is why penal substitution and the omni-
causal sovereignty of God go so well together. And this theological system has many defenders, not least the high
federal Calvinists who believe in double predestination, and the Dutch Reformed who believe in single
predestination.

Various supporters of penal substitution have tried to distance themselves from this straightforward, logical

% Ibid 4.29.1

% Ibid 4.39.4. Irenaeus, like Justin Martyr, First Apology 43 before him, understood God’s foreknowledge as intuitive, not actual, and is caused
by man’s choices. Thus, God’s foreknowledge is His understanding of all possible futures, not simply one future. If there are many possible
futures, at least from important junctures in human life, then correspondingly, human free will is real. If there is only one future, it is not.

% Irenaeus of Lyons, Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching 69 seems to reiterate the same basic thought, but is a difficult passage. He
produces a questionable translation and exegesis of Isaiah 53:8, but appears to say that the judgment of Jesus is upon the sinfulness he bore in
himself, to bear away from humanity (68). That very ‘judgment is for some unto salvation, and to some unto the torments of perdition... Now
those [who crucified him] took away to themselves the judgment... And the judgment is that which by fire will be the destruction of the
unbelievers at the end of the world.’
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implication by holding onto contradictory assertions here and there — that human free will is still nevertheless real;
that God can look ahead in time and see who would accept Jesus; that God is responding to human free choice in the
future; etc. — but this can be shown to make one’s systematic theology to be illogical and unclear. For example, why
would God keep in hell those who want to get out and be with Him in eternity? Why not extend the scope of His
own self-appeasement of His retributive justice (supposedly) to those who reject Him, at some point in time? If
Jesus commanded us to love our enemies, why doesn’t God do His own moral will and carry out the very commands
He gives to us?

As is clear throughout Irenaeus’ thought, human free will is vital to being made in the image of God. Therefore
human free will is not an assertion to be slipped in around discussions of the atonement in order to preserve God’s
character from the stain of arbitrariness and evil. Rather, human free will finds deep theological ground from the
creation in the character of God. Irenaeus notes that God Himself guarantees human freedom:

‘God has always preserved freedom and self-government in man.’%

He does not see human beings as individualistic, autonomous agents operating with their own battery packs, as it
were. Rather, he sees God as the one who sustains our being and our free will in relation to Him. God’s
providential care and grace precede human freedom and cause human choices to be genuinely free and personal.
Hence, Irenaeus articulates the same view of relational humanity and freedom upheld by God’s providential care
that John Cassian’” and John of Damascus®® would later teach. Here is a substantial passage from Irenaeus:

‘...God made man a free [agent] from the beginning, possessing his own power, even as he does his own
soul, to obey the behests (ad utendum sententia) of God voluntarily, and not by compulsion of God. For
there is no coercion with God, but a good will [towards us] is present with Him continually. And therefore
does He give good counsel to all. And in man, as well as in angels, He has placed the power of choice (for
angels are rational beings), so that those who had yielded obedience might justly possess what is good,
given indeed by God, but preserved by themselves. On the other hand, they who have not obeyed shall,
with justice, be not found in possession of the good, and shall receive condign punishment: for God did
kindly bestow on them what was good; but they themselves did not diligently keep it, nor deem it
something precious, but poured contempt upon His super-eminent goodness. Rejecting therefore the good,
and as it were spewing it out, they shall all deservedly incur the just judgment of God, which also the
Apostle Paul testifies in his Epistle to the Romans, where he says, ‘But dost thou despise the riches of His
goodness, and patience, and long-suffering, being ignorant that the goodness of God leadeth thee to
repentance? But according to thy hardness and impenitent heart, thou treasurest to thyself wrath against the
day of wrath, and the revelation of the righteous judgment of God.” ‘But glory and honour,’ he says, ‘to
every one that doeth good.” God therefore has given that which is good, as the apostle tells us in this
Epistle, and they who work it shall receive glory and honour, because they have done that which is good
when they had it in their power not to do it; but those who do it not shall receive the just judgment of God,
because they did not work good when they had it in their power so to do.

‘But if some had been made by nature bad, and others good, these latter would not be deserving of praise
for being good, for such were they created; nor would the former be reprehensible, for thus they were made
[originally]. But since all men are of the same nature, able both to hold fast and to do what is good; and, on

% Irenaeus of Lyons, Against Heresies 4.15.2

%7 John Cassian, Conferences 13.12, says, ‘It cannot then be doubted that there are by nature some seeds of goodness in every soul implanted by
the kindness of the Creator: but unless these are quickened by the assistance of God, they will not be able to attain to an increase of perfection...
And therefore the will always remains free in man, and can either neglect or delight in the grace of God. For the Apostle would not have
commanded saying: ‘Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling’ [Philippians 2:13] had he not known that it could be advanced or
neglected by us. But that men might not fancy that they had no need of Divine aid for the work of Salvation, he subjoins: ‘For it is God that
works in you both to will and to do, of His good pleasure.” And therefore he warns Timothy and says: ‘Neglect not the grace of God which is in
Thee,” [1 Timothy 4:14] and again: ‘For which cause I exhort thee to stir up the grace of God which is in thee...’ [2 Timothy 1:6]’

% John of Damascus, Exposition of the Orthodox Faith, book 2, chapter 30, says, ‘‘Bear in mind, too, that virtue is a gift from God implanted in
our nature, and that He Himself is the source and cause of all good, and without His co-operation and help we cannot will or do any good thing.
But we have it in our power either to abide in virtue and follow God, Who calls us into ways of virtue, or to stray from paths of virtue, which is to
dwell in wickedness, and to follow the devil who summons but cannot compel us. For wickedness is nothing else than the withdrawal of
goodness, just as darkness is nothing else than the withdrawal of light. While then we abide in the natural state we abide in virtue, but when we
deviate from the natural state, that is, from virtue, we come into an unnatural state and dwell in wickedness.’
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the other hand, having also the power to cast it from them and not to do it — some do justly receive praise
even among men who are under the control of good laws (and much more from God), and obtain deserved
testimony of their choice of good in general, and of persevering therein; but the others are blamed, and
receive a just condemnation, because of their rejection of what is fair and good...’

‘For it is in man’s power to disobey God, and to forfeit what is good... If then it were not in our power to
do or not to do these things, what reason had the apostle, and much more the Lord Himself, to give us
counsel to do some things, and to abstain from others? But because man is possessed of free will from the
beginning, and God is possessed of free will, in whose likeness man was created, advice is always given to
him to keep fast the good, which thing is done by means of obedience to God.”®®

Irenaeus’ teaching on the soul being the ‘location’ of human free will may also prove useful in the face of strict
materialistic atheists who argue against free will. It is unclear to me whether neuroscience and quantum mechanics
alone will decisively leave ‘room’ for human free will. Irenaeus is a helpful starting place for discussion on this
subject. He simply summarizes the wide-ranging terms used in Scripture for different aspects of the human being,
and relies on the concept of the incorporeal and immortal soul to ground his teaching on human freedom. In
Irenaeus’ usage, the soul is the conduit of the divine life of God into the physical body.'” We might also find
Irenaeus helpful to ‘locate’ self-consciousness in the soul, perhaps in a manner that is shared with the body and
impacts, say, our brain development.

Irenaeus’ quotation of Paul from Romans 2 would be worth an expanded discussion, because his logic argues
against the popular Calvinist interpretation of the ‘potter and clay’ passage of Romans 9. Irenaeus says of Romans 9
and the potter-clay analogy:

‘If, then, thou art God’s workmanship, await the hand of thy Maker which creates everything in due time;
in due time as far as thou art concerned, whose creation is being carried out. Offer to Him thy heart in a
soft and tractable state, and preserve the form in which the Creator has fashioned thee, having moisture in
thyself, lest, by becoming hardened, thou lose the impressions of His fingers. But by preserving the
framework thou shalt ascend to that which is perfect, for the moist clay which is in thee is hidden [there] by
the workmanship of God. His hand fashioned thy substance; He will cover thee over [too] within and
without with pure gold and silver, and He will adorn thee to such a degree, that even ‘the King Himself
shall have pleasure in thy beauty.” But if thou, being obstinately hardened, dost reject the operation of His
skill, and show thyself ungrateful towards Him, because thou wert created a [mere] man, by becoming thus
ungrateful to God, thou hast at once lost both His workmanship and life. For creation is an attribute of the
goodness of God but to be created is that of human nature. If then, thou shalt deliver up to Him what is
thine, that is, faith towards Him and subjection, thou shalt receive His handiwork, and shall be a perfect
work of God.”!%!

In Irenaeus, human free will is connected to why the ontological-medical substitution atonement theory works the
way it does. God has worked out a way to purify human beings in a loving way consistent with His own loving
nature. God had to personally acquire a human body in the person of His Son and by His Spirit. He had to heal
human nature of the sinful corruption that stained it — the true object of His wrath — through Jesus’ life, death, and
resurrection. And God offers the new humanity of Jesus back to us by the Spirit in order to purify us. For Irenaeus,
the atonement’s purpose is to cleanse and purify us of our corruption. Thus does God remain committed to human
free will from start to finish because of His love for us and because He will not damage His own image in us by
overriding our freedom: ‘that the Church may be fashioned after the image of His Son, and that man may finally be
brought to maturity at some future time, becoming ripe through such privileges to see and comprehend God.”'*? T
find it very significant that the early Christian writers uniformly believed in human free will for the same reasons

% Trenaeus of Lyons, Against Heresies 4.37.1 — 2, see the whole chapter; cf. 4.4.3; 4.39; 5:37

10 Tbid 2.33.4; 2.34.4; 5.7.1. Irenaeus even had a spatial conception of the soul: ‘Souls themselves possess the figure of the body in which they
dwell, for they have been adapted to the vessel in which they exist’ (2.19.6). Steenberg, p.39 — 40, notes that Irenaeus agreed with Theophilus of
Antioch, Ad Autolycum 1.5; Justin Martyr, I Apology 18, 20 and Dialogue with Trypho 5; and Tertullian of Carthage, DA 5 — 9, especially 7.1 and
9.4.

191 Tbid 4.39.2, see the whole chapter

12 Tbid 4.37.7
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Irenaeus did.'® Not until Augustine would controversy erupt about it.'%*

Making Sense of Creation and Fall: Theology and Theodicy Retrospectively

One small correction I would make in Irenaeus’ articulation is when he considers the question, ‘Could not God have
exhibited man as perfect from beginning?’ and answers with, ‘It was possible for God Himself to have made man
perfect from the first, but man could not receive this [perfection], being as yet an infant.”'® Immediately afterwards,
he says again, ‘God had power at the beginning to grant perfection to man; but as the latter was only recently
created, he could not possibly have received it, or even if he had received it, could he have contained it, or
containing it, could he have retained it.”'% Irenaeus uses the term ‘perfect’ in two different ways here, which makes
his answer a bit elusive and self-contradictory. Is ‘perfection’ something that is a given condition in one’s self? Or
is ‘perfection’ something that is conferred from outside one’s self? Irenaeus uses the term in both ways.

I believe Irenaeus relies overly much on the analogy of infancy for Adam, using physical infancy as an analogy for
experiential and spiritual infancy. For the question can still be asked, ‘So if God could have created Adam as ‘an
adult,” with already perfected love for God based on perfect knowledge of God, why did He not do s0?’!'%” To this
Irenaeus has no answer. This silence is strange, because Irenaeus himself says, ‘With God there is nothing without
purpose or due signification.’'® If God could have done something better but did not, what explanation can be
offered for that? On this detail, Irenaeus might not be able to uphold his own stated conviction. Others fault
Irenaeus for his theodicy, because he allows for an arbitrariness in God which resulted in suffering and evil.

I would have preferred, and I think it would have been even more consistent of him, if Irenacus had answered, ‘It
was not possible for God to do so.” Irenaeus already had the framework for saying that. If God has a non-coercive
love towards humanity, as Irenaeus has already said,'” and even is non-coercive love in God’s own being, as I
would say, then He could not possibly create Adam and Eve with an already perfected love for Him, for that would
not be a love they had personally chosen. Nor could God create them with an already perfect knowledge of Himself,
for that would entail them somehow sharing the mind of God directly, and it is doubtful that the finite could
comprehend the infinite in such a way. So God had to create them with the desire to receive from Him and an
inclination to love Him, but yet at one small step removed from Himself.

If this is so, then God actually /ad to create the tree of life in the garden. He had to invite without coercion Adam,
Eve, and their descendants to participate more deeply in His own divine life in a physically immortal and spiritually
ever-increasing mode, which Irenaeus had already deduced of the tree of life, as I quoted earlier.!'’ To an unfallen
human being, the tree of life would have had the effect of sealing our will for God and uncorrupted human nature
with divine life and the orientation of our personhood as directed outwards towards God, such that we would perfect
our ontological freedom as relational creatures designed to depend on God and to constantly ascend intellectually
and spiritually towards Him. In other words, under the necessity of authentic love, God %ad to create humanity so
they might freely choose to always choose Him forever. It could not be automatic.

God also had to create the tree of knowledge of good and evil to invite us to leave the defining of good and evil with
Him, and not take that power into ourselves. The second tree would have given human beings the knowledge of
good, as we grew in relationship, love, and goodness. It would have also yielded human beings the knowledge of
evil, as we imagined what it might mean to usurp God’s place, or take up a posture to harm or alienate others, and
experience the loss of the relationship, love, and goodness that we had gained. Adam experientially knew what
being ‘alone’ had been like, after seeing all the animals parade by him in male-female pairs: ‘not good,” by God’s
own assessment (Gen.2:18). Eve could imagine the aloneness even if she had never experienced it personally
herself. If unfallen, they had had a child, and felt the joy of parenthood, they could imagine losing that child and the
impoverishment of loss, Irenaeus says. The bishop maintains that through ‘mental power man knew both the good

13 See my collection of citations, Free Will and God’s Grace in the Early Church Fathers, available here: https://www.anastasiscenter.org/gods-
goodness-jesus

194 Seraphim Rose, The Place of Blessed Augustine in the Orthodox Church (St. Herman of Alaska Brotherhood, 2017)

195 Trenaeus of Lyons, Against Heresies 4.38.1

1% Tbid 4.38.2.

197 Steenberg, p.41, offers an answer which does not fully suffice, nor does he answer the objection I raise here.

198 Trenaeus of Lyons, Against Heresies 4.21.3

19 Trenaeus of Lyons, Against Heresies 4.4.3; 4.37; 4.39; 5:37

"0 1bid 3.23.6
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of obedience and the evil of disobedience.’'!! But they did not have to actually abandon, harm, or alienate that child
in reality. They could simply imagine reversing their growth in relationship, love, and goodness. Irenaeus does not
believe in a dualistic pedagogy where human beings must do and experience evil personally in order to appreciate
goodness. God is good and wise enough to design a world and human nature so that evil is never logically
necessary.

In effect, God did design the second tree to produce in us the knowledge of good and evil, but through the
experience of growing in goodness and rejecting the evil, while we left its fruit alone, and its power in God’s
domain. Leaving the fruit uneaten would have been an act of trust and love. The one heinous act by which all of
God’s loving order and good authority could be rejected was taking the fruit from the tree of knowledge. And that,
too, God had to offer as a non-coerced choice. It was bound up in His love for us.

Hence, the garden in Genesis was the only possible world God could have made for humanity. It flowed from His
commitments and His character. This necessity removes all accusations against God of being arbitrary or of taking
an unnecessary risk of letting suffering and evil materialize. Irenaeus himself was not far from offering this answer:
‘It was not even possible for God to create man perfect from the beginning, because the definition of perfection itself
involves an active choice.” All the elements were actually there in his biblical exposition and theology. Irenacus’
conviction can be maintained with this understanding: ‘With God there is nothing without purpose or due
signification.’!!?

Irenaeus’ written statements about the positive purpose of the tree of knowledge correspond to another second
century work, the Epistle of Mathetes to Diognetus. Taken together, Irenaeus and the Epistle to Diognetus indicate
that the Christian community in the second century believed that God had an original, positive purpose for the tree
of knowledge:

“For in this place the tree of knowledge and the tree of life have been planted; but it is not the tree of
knowledge that destroys — it is disobedience that proves destructive. Nor truly are those words without
significance which are written, how God from the beginning planted the tree of life in the midst of paradise,
revealing through knowledge the way to life, and when those who were first formed did not use this
[knowledge] properly, they were, through the fraud of the Serpent, stripped naked. For neither can life
exist without knowledge, nor is knowledge secure without life. Wherefore both were planted close
together.”!13

Although Diognetus does not explain how the tree granted true knowledge of good and evil, the letter nevertheless
affirms points that corroborate my interpretation of both Irenaeus and Genesis itself. God intended human beings to
grow in both life and knowledge together. God intended the tree of life and the tree of knowledge to reflect
complementary principles from creation, not merely from the fall. Hence, God expected human beings to grow in
the knowledge of both good and evil, through the direct participatory experience of goodness and life, and the
knowledge of evil by imagining undoing one’s own growth in goodness and life. Disobedience, not the tree of
knowledge per se, was destructive for humanity and God’s original purpose. Once again, the garden in Genesis was
the only possible world God could have made for humanity, because God made human beings to grow. Both life
and knowledge of good and evil are only possible through growth.

Shifting gears from the biblical narrative to the language of the creeds and councils of the church leads me to the
following technical discussion of personhood, nature, freedom, and love in the cases of both God and humanity. In

1 Tbid 4.39.1 stresses the role of the mind to think through the options of good and evil. But Irenaeus does not mean that we must do evil in order
to know it. Irenaeus refers to ‘the eye of the mind, receiving experience of both, may with judgment make choice of the better things...” But
again, Irenaeus is referring to the activity of ‘the mind.” The mind receives experience of both, by revelation and by growth in goodness, as I have
suggested above. This is why Irenaeus can also say of the ‘evil thing which deprives him of life, that is disobedience to God, [he] may never
attempt it at all.’ (italics mine) Irenacus then says that the tongue tastes sweet and bitter, the eye sees black and white, the ear hears different
sounds, and ‘so also does the mind, receiving through the experience of both the knowledge of what is good, become more tenacious of its
preservation, by acting in obedience to God: in the first place, casting away, by means of [mental, intellectual] repentance, disobedience, as being
something disagreeable and nauseous; and afterwards coming to understand what it really is, that it is contrary to goodness and sweetness, so that
the mind may never even attempt to taste disobedience to God.’ (italics mine) The intellectual, reflective, and imaginative activities of the mind
are evident.

"2 Irenaeus of Lyons, Against Heresies 4.21.3

'3 Epistle of Mathetes to Diognetus ch.12
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the case of the Triune God, the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit cannot choose to turn away from each other. Why not?
Because their divine persons are relationally fixed in love towards one another harmoniously.!'* Their love is
unbreakable. Now is that a lack of freedom on God’s part? Absolutely not. For this is an aspect of the divine
nature and the eternal triune relations. God’s constant choices to love flow from His nature. And ‘freedom,’
describing God’s uncoerced choice, must be defined as ‘free according to one’s nature.” Freedom in theological
discourse cannot be defined as ‘freedom firom one’s own nature,’ as if one’s own nature can be rendered moot or
considered plastic, which tends to be how postmoderns or technological optimists define it as they seek to
‘transcend’ the human. God cannot ‘transcend’ His own nature; that is a logical impossibility. This God who is
Triune in His very being always loves, unhindered and unobstructed, because to not love would be a lapse into evil —
that would be a betrayal of God’s own divine nature, an impossibility for God whose very nature is love.

What about in the case of humanity? This formal language of the great church councils can be deployed to answer
Irenaeus’ own question in a way better than Irenaeus did. Why could God not create human beings to love Him
irrevocably and perfectly from the start? Because to do so would render human beings into static robots and
automatons. But that is not possible, both from the standpoint of God’s character and from the definition of the
human, for the two things are linked. Finite beings in conscious relation with the infinite God of love requires ever-
deepening growth and awareness of that growth. What energy provides the movement? Since God is uncoerced by
any force outside Himself, human beings made in God’s image must be uncoerced from any force outside
themselves, including God Himself. But there must be some inner inclination towards God which comes from
within: that is our own human nature, desiring union with our Creator. This is evidenced by: our desire for love,
belonging, and connection; our desire for beauty; our desire to anchor our definition of good and evil in something
rational, even if we must surrender our desire to define it for ourselves; our desire to live in a metanarrative where
good triumphs over evil; our desire for meaning and significance; etc. All these desires point to God, the source and
author of love, beauty, goodness, etc. In order for human love to be genuine, human beings would have to choose to
love God in an uncoerced manner, to perfect our natures and our freedom in love for God, to be united with Him.
In other words, God /ad to create human beings as human becomings, called to be lovingly united with Himself, so
that in that union, we could henceforth be ever-deepening as finite creatures experiencing infinite love. For God to
do the impossible, and create human nature already fixed from the start, and human personhood as already
determined in an orientation of other-love, would mean that human love would not be a true choice. In such a
situation, human love would be something less than love. And human beings would be something less than human.
If we are ultimately only acted upon, and not actors ourselves, then we would ultimately be indistinct from the rocks
and grass of the created universe — a mirror passively reflecting objects, but not the image of God.

So God had to create human beings one very short step removed from having their human nature fixed in loving
union with Him, and personhood (‘face’) fixed in an outward and not self-oriented direction, so we might freely
choose to always choose God forever. God might have freely chosen to never create. Nothing was externally
coercing God to do so, and contrary to process theologians, God had no internal need to create in order to become
more fulfilled or complete as a being. But given that God did choose to create, God’s loving, triune nature itself
made logically necessary the original conditions of the garden for Adam and Eve. God’s character of love, given
His free decision to create, required human development to happen in a narrative mode, human nature to be just one
small step away from permanent union with God, human personhood to be one small step away from a being
relationality fixed in facing God and beholding God, and human freedom to be perfected by love and through love,
to always love God. And thus, the garden of Eden, the two trees, and the necessity of a personal narrative of
development are all logical necessities resulting from God’s free, spontaneous, and unconditioned choice to create
us. If the Son’s efernal, relational choice to be loved and love the Father in the Spirit reflects and constitutes His
very nature and personhood, then this impacts how we define human beings. We are also beings who are becoming,
where our femporal, relational choice to be loved and love God will reflect and constitute our nature and

114 Greek Orthodox theologian and philosopher Christos Yannaras, Person and Eros (Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 2007), p.5
reminds us that the term for person is ‘a referential reality. The referential character of the term is revealed fundamentally by its primitive use,
that is, by its grammatical construction and etymology. The preposition pros (“towards”) together with the noun ops (opos in the genitive), which
means “eye,” “face,” “countenance,” form the composite word pros-opon: 1have my face turned towards someone or something; I am opposite
someone or something. The word thus functioned initially as a term indicating an immediate reference, a relationship.’ It is vital to recall that the
Greek term for person (prosopon), as well as the Latin term (persona), were used in the Greek and Roman theater to indicate the ‘masks’ or
‘faces’ that the actors wore. When Christians brought this term into settled formal theological discourse by the time of Nicea (325 AD), the
divine ‘persons’ were understood to be intrinsically and eternally persons-in-relation, ‘facing’ one another as it were. And we as human persons
are always persons-in-relation as well, although our orientation in relationship, and experience of our relationship with God, is shaped by our
nature and determined by our choices. See below.
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Objection 1: A Penal Substitutionary Interpretation of Irenaeus

I will now evaluate two scholars who disagree with this assessment of Irenaeus’ understanding of atonement. The
outstanding Australian Patristics scholar Eric Osborn maintains that Irenaeus believed that we inherit the guilt of
Adam and Eve. If that is true, then some doctrine of penal substitution built on God’s retributive justice is not too
far away. So Osborn’s claim bears thorough investigation. Quoting two passages from Irenaeus, Osborn says, ‘In
the beginning we were led captive in Adam (5.21.1) and we committed the sin in the garden against Christ himself
(5.17.1). Therefore Irenaeus understands original sin at least in the limited sense of inherited guilt.’'"> In the first of
those quotations, Irenaeus says:

‘He has therefore, in His work of recapitulation, summed up all things, both waging war against our enemy,
and crushing him who had at the beginning led us away captives in Adam.’

I find it unlikely that Irenaeus meant that we are captives to Adam’s guilt when he writes, ‘captives in Adam.” Most
historians and theologians attribute the theory of ‘inherited guilt’ to Augustine (354 — 430 AD) who by their
accounts was the first to teach this. ''® Augustine’s corollary (or motivation?) was to strengthen infant baptism. He
held that infants who died prior to baptism went to hell, albeit the least intense gradation of hell, which was
envisioned as a shadowy existence without pain but without bliss. By contrast, the Eastern Greek-speaking
theologians, exemplified by Gregory of Nyssa, who wrote on this very topic, believed that they had to stay silent
when considering the question of infants who died prematurely.!'” Eastern Orthodox theologian and philosopher
David Bentley Hart faults Augustine for not being conversant enough in Greek, and using a mistranslated Latin copy
of Romans 5 to reach conclusions about what the meaning of the phrase ‘in Adam.’''® It is historically unlikely that
Irenaeus made that mistake, or wanted to be read that way, as no one following him understood him to mean that,
despite the very wide circulation of Against Heresies (see below).

Also, although Irenaeus does not quote Ezekiel 18 explicitly in Against Heresies and Demonstration, we are on safe
ground to assume he knew it and considered it. In a very involved discussion, Ezekiel says that God will not
attribute the sins of the father to the son as guilt, nor vice versa (Ezk.18:20). Ezekiel’s statement refers especially to
the new covenant in the Spirit, which Irenaeus understood well, as he quoted Ezekiel quite strategically to make his
points.!'" The significance of this passage is well known, as the doctrine of original sin defined as heritable guilt
poses a well-known problem in relation to it. Would God hold the guilt of Adam and Eve against all their
descendants, in direct disagreement with Ezekiel 18? Would Irenaeus assert such a thing? I find it doubtful.

Any theory of inherited Adamic guilt must answer the question of how Jesus could be human and yet not guilty at
conception of Adam’s sin. It must therefore offer a correlate: something special but unwarranted about Mary of
Nazareth. Because Osborn projects this problem onto Irenaeus, he seems to feel that he must rescue Irenaeus, too.
Correspondingly, Osborn writes in a footnote, curiously, ‘The purity of Christ and his mother is seen as the great
exception within a fallen race.”'?* Exceptional in what sense? He seems to read Irenaeus’ phrase, ‘the pure One
opening purely that pure womb which regenerates men unto God, and which He Himself made pure’'?! as meaning
that Jesus at conception instantly purified his humanity from the fallenness of Adam’s flesh, and the womb of his
mother, as well as her personhood perhaps (?), from Adamic guilt. But if so, is this really a plausible reading of
Irenaeus? Or plausible in general?

Contra Osborn, I maintain that Irenaeus is referring to Mary’s virginal status, not an unfallen status. Another

115 Bric Osborn, Irenaeus of Lyons (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), p.218 emphasis mine

116 Myk Habets and Bobby Grow, Evangelical Calvinism: Essays Resourcing the Continuing Reformation of the Church (Eugene, OR: Wipf and
Stock, 2012), ch.11

7 Gregory of Nyssa, On Infants’ Early Deaths; see Habets and Grow, ch.11

118 David Bentley Hart, ‘Traditio Deformis,” First Things (May 2015); https://www.firstthings.com/article/2015/05/traditio-deformis; last
accessed June 16,2015

19 Trenaeus of Lyons, Against Heresies 3.15.1 quotes Ezk.20:24 with reference to the limitations of the Sinai covenant with regard to the
transformation of the human heart. On many occasions, Irenacus quotes Ezekiel to discuss the new covenant, the new heart, the promised Holy
Spirit, and resurrection: Ezk.36:26 in AH 3.33.14; Ezk.37 in AH 5.15.1 and 5.34.1; Ezk.28:25 — 26 in AH 5.34.1; Ezk.11:19 in Demonstration 93.
Irenaeus is clear about Ezekiel’s subject matter.

120 Osborn, p.218; footnote 24

12! Trenaeus of Lyons, Against Heresies 4.33.11
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patristics scholar, John Behr, points out that in Irenaeus,'?> Mary serves as a ‘recircling’ [recirculationem] of Eve.'?

Given Irenaeus’ fondness for pointing out the strategic repetition in the biblical story, he probably means this: the
virgin Eve was disobedient while yet unfallen; but the virgin Mary was obedient while still being fallen. Mary
retold Eve’s story, not from within an unfallen human nature in the luxury of a garden, but from within the confines
of her fallen humanity. She had to battle disbelief as part of her embattled people. This is similar to how Jesus
retold Israel’s story and Adam’s story not from the ease of the garden but from the hard environs of the wilderness,
Israel’s captivity to the Gentiles, and the cross. The retelling, the recircling, is admirable as a victory precisely
because our later protagonists had to make their faithful choices, and did so. They proved more faithful than their
predecessors who made unfaithful choices. What is more, they did so under the harder conditions of the fall, which
were in fact caused by the former.

Moreover, Irenaeus also saw Mary as a fulfillment of the literary theme running through the Hebrew Scriptures
concerning God giving the barren woman fruitfulness (Isa.54:1; Gal.4:27), Isaiah’s prophecy in particular.
Significantly, barrenness in women was a Hebrew idiom marking life in the condition of the fall, and Irenaeus
demonstrates an understanding of this.'?* This understanding lends weight to the impression that Irenaeus believed
that Mary, while making the great and admirable choice to become the mother of the Messiah, was by all accounts
fallen in her own human nature. It must be admitted by all that viewing Mary as sharing in our common fallen
humanity is the most logical position.

And if Mary shared in our fallen humanity, did she not provide the material humanity from which Jesus drew his
own humanity? Osborn’s otherwise careful handling of Irenaeus logically requires that Jesus struggle against fallen
Adamic humanity (e.g. AH 3.19.3) to decisively and finally correct it in his death and resurrection. By contrast,
Behr appropriately names a chapter in his book on Irenaeus, ‘Recapitulation: Correction and Perfection.”'?> Osborn
seems to retreat from seeing or stating this point clearly: He says, ‘Christ shares our mortal nature’'?° all the while
highlighting the theme of participation in Irenaeus. But what other humanity was available for Jesus to participate
in? And how else can we, while fallen, participate in the Spirit if Jesus did not already participate in our fallen
humanity first?

Osborn also believes that Irenaeus believed that all humanity actively sinned against God in Adam, by a second
reference to this passage:

‘Now this being is the Creator (Demiurgus), who is, in respect of His love, the Father; but in respect of His
power, He is Lord; and in respect of His wisdom, our Maker and Fashioner; by transgressing whose
commandment we became His enemies. And therefore in the last times the Lord has restored us into
friendship through His incarnation, having become ‘the Mediator between God and men;’ [1 Tim.2:5]
propitiating indeed for us the Father against whom we had sinned, and cancelling (consolatus) our
disobedience by His own obedience; conferring also upon us the gift of communion with, and subjection to,
our Maker. For this reason also He has taught us to say in prayer, ‘And forgive us our debts;’ [Mt.6:12]
since indeed He is our Father, whose debtors we were, having transgressed His commandments. But who is
this Being? Is He some unknown one, and a Father who gives no commandment to any one? Or is He the
God who is proclaimed in the Scriptures, to whom we were debtors, having transgressed His
commandment? Now the commandment was given to man by the Word. For Adam, it is said, ‘heard the
voice of the Lord God’ [Gen.3:8]. Rightly then does His Word say to man, ‘Thy sins are forgiven thee’
[Mt.9:2; Lk.5:20]. He, the same against whom we had sinned in the beginning, grants forgiveness of sins in
the end. But if indeed we had disobeyed the command of any other, while it was a different being who said,
‘Thy sins are forgiven thee;’ such a one is neither good, nor true, nor just. For how can he be good, who
does not give from what belongs to himself? Or how can he be just, who snatches away the goods of
another? And in what way can sins be truly remitted, unless that He against whom we have sinned has
Himself granted remission ‘through the bowels of mercy of our God,” in which ‘He has visited us’
[Lk.1:78] through His Son?'?’

122 Irenaeus of Lyons, Against Heresies 3.22.4

123 John Behr, Irenaeus of Lyons: Identifying Christianity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), p.173 — 5
124 Behr, p.173, quoting 1.10.3

125 Behr, p.97 — 104

126 Osborn, p.259, emphasis mine

127 Irenaeus of Lyons, Against Heresies 5.17.1
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Irenaeus says God is owed a ‘debt’ and had to be ‘propitiated.” Does this not mean, as Osborn suggests, that a
framework of guilt and retribution is in place in Irenaeus’ mind? Now it is true that ‘by transgressing [God’s
original] commandment we became His enemies.” But not in the sense that we became guilty parties pleading for
mercy, deserving retributive justice and wrath from a God who pays out retribution in like manner. Rather, we
became His enemies by wanting to define good and evil from within ourselves, and by asserting a desire to be our
own gods. We became God’s enemies, ontologically and relationally, expressed by our own resistance towards
Him. This is why Irenaeus adds that Jesus through his incarnation ‘conferr[ed] upon us the gift of communion with,
and subjection to, our Maker.” Subjection to God is an inseparable part of the gift of communion that is conferred
by Jesus. If this is so, then Irenaeus is not defining the problem of sin legally and penally, as if human beings who
are otherwise cooperative with God might survive the divine wrath given our blemished track record. No: He is
concerned about how the problem of the bent and weakened will of humanity might be brought back into alignment
with God, that we might bear the image and likeness of our Creator once again, rather than resist Him. When
Irenaeus speaks of Christ giving us the gift of communion with and subjection to our Maker, he is already
anticipating in seminal form the insight of Maximus the Confessor about Jesus healing the human will in himself.
The Father is ‘propitiated” when that which is in us which resists God’s commandments is abolished.

Similarly, Irenaeus speaks of God propitiating Himself in an ontological and relational sense: only when the
corruption of sin died in Christ with him, when the object proper to God’s wrath — the corruption of sin — was
destroyed by death, that Christ in love and by his Spirit might share his new humanity with us to gradually displace
the corruption of sin in us. The language of debt, both in Scripture and by extension in Irenaeus, is often mistakenly
transported into the framework of a Latin satisfaction motif. Whenever Jesus used monetary figures as an analogy,
he used it to illustrate the ridiculousness of comparing people’s sinful actions as if they fell into low and high debt
categories (e.g. Mt.18:23 — 35; Lk.7:36 — 50). That is, Jesus used financial debt as a figure for sin whenever his
opponents were comparing ‘levels of sinful actions,’ to show that human sinful actions measured against legal
standards was not the appropriate way to understand our indebtedness to God. Our debt is measured against the
calling to be whole and healed image-bearers: ‘It is not those who are healthy who need a physician, but those who
are sick’ (Mt.9:12; Lk.5:31). Equally problematic is what this model makes of God. When people take ‘debt’ as a
penal or financial issue before God, this inappropriately turns God into a debt-collector who is concerned about
something external to the human person or extracted from the person: God demands a payment from humanity to
satisfy either His offended justice (as in Calvin) or honor (as in Anselm). In this model, God desires to collect on
the debt; humanity is penniless and unable to render payment for what is required. Hence Jesus steps forward to do
what humanity could not: either suffer an infinite punishment (as in Calvin) or render an appropriately full and
honoring obedience (as in Anselm).

Irenaeus does not fall into that problem. When he uses the word ‘debt’ he is actually referring to the responsibility
of each human person to undo the damage done to one’s self — damage both from Adam and from one’s own self.
He uses the phrase ‘remitting sins,” which means ‘putting away sins’ or ‘delivering/releasing from sins’ as it does in
Scripture. It is not a change of mind in God, but a change of state in us. And correspondingly, in the same chapter,
he links ‘remitting sins’ to healing humanity:

‘Therefore, by remitting sins, He did indeed Aeal man, while He also manifested Himself who He was. For
if no one can forgive sins but God alone, while the Lord remitted them and /ealed men, it is plain that He
was Himself the Word of God made the Son of man, receiving from the Father the power of remission of
sins; since He was man, and since He was God, in order that since as man He suffered for us, so as God He
might have compassion on us, and forgive us our debts, in which we were made debtors to God our
Creator. And therefore David said beforehand, ‘Blessed are they whose iniquities are forgiven, and whose
sins are covered. Blessed is the man to whom the Lord has not imputed sin’ [Ps.32:1 — 2]; pointing out thus
that remission of sins which follows upon His advent, by which ‘He has destroyed the handwriting’ of our
debt, and ‘fastened it to the cross’ [Col.2:14]; so that as by means of a tree we were made debtors to God,
[so also] by means of a tree we may obtain the remission of our debt.”!?

Irenaeus produces a fascinating exegesis of Colossians 2:14. Whereas N.T. Wright views the ‘handwriting’ fastened

128 Trenaeus of Lyons, Against Heresies 5.17.3
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to the cross as the Sinai Law,'?? Irenaeus equates it to the corruption of sin in the human nature of Jesus. It is not
the Sinai covenant which made human beings ‘debtors to God.” That happened, rather, ‘by means of a tree.” The
Sinai covenant was simply the chief means God used to identify and diagnose it. These views ultimately might not
be mutually exclusive, as there may have been a poetic elision between the two concepts in Paul’s mind, via
Jeremiah’s depiction of the human heart as a tablet with sin inscribed on it (Jer.17:1 — 10). Jeremiah indicates that
the human heart was so deeply etched with the writing of sin that God would have to personally reinscribe His
commandments upon it (Jer.31:31 — 34). Jeremiah drew out from the Pentateuchal narrative the parallelism between
the damaged human heart residing in the human being, and the tablets of the law residing in the sanctuary in which
God ‘dressed’ like the high priest — like the human being representing Israel’s side of the covenant. The second
copy of the tablets (Ex.34:18 — 35) surely carried with them the memory of the first copy being broken by Moses
when Israel sinned with the golden calves and broke the covenant as soon as it had started (Ex.32:1 —29). We owe a
debt to God to return our human nature to God whole and intact, which is expressed both in our current, fallen
human nature, and also by the stone tablets of the Sinai covenant. That is why I detect a legitimate elision of
concepts in the minds of Jeremiah and Paul. But the fall preceded the Sinai covenant, of course. And thus, I favor
Irenaeus’ exegetical handling of Colossians 2:14.

Irenaeus’ penchant for poetry and sensitivity to the repeated themes of the biblical story shines again. His phrase,
‘As by means of a tree we were made debtors to God,” means that Adam corrupted human nature by eating from the
Tree of Knowledge and inscribed that legacy onto all humanity, creating our obligation to overcome that corruption.
The Sinai Law expressed that obligation within the covenant with Israel (Rom.7:7 — 8:4), as Irenaeus is well aware.
Irenaeus ascribed very positive value to the law as a ‘servant who escorts a child to school’ (the original meaning of
‘pedagogue’ in Gal.3:24) and guide to Israel, pointing them to the Messiah for healing.!** But ‘by means of a tree
we may obtain the remission of our debt’ means that Jesus finally defeated within himself the corruption inscribed
upon our humanity, erased that writing, and reinscribed the torah of God upon the human heart, as Jeremiah
expressed in hope (Jer.31:31 — 34). By our spiritual participation with Jesus in his death ‘on the tree’ and in his
resurrection as the source of God’s renewed humanity, we participate in the remission of the debt we owe to God.
Jesus makes humanity whole and healed, first in himself and then in us by the Spirit. I submit that Osborn’s claim
that Irenaeus believed in inherited Adamic guilt is an inappropriate reading.

12 N.T. Wright, Colossians and Philemon, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Leicester, England: Inter-Varsity Press, 1986), p.110 — 114
130 Irenaeus of Lyons, Against Heresies 4.2.8, 4.13.2 for a positive function of the Sinai covenant following Paul’s argument in Romans 7:7 — 8:4:
‘For the law, since it was laid down for those in bondage, used to instruct the soul... But the Word set free the soul, and taught that through it the
body should be willingly purified.’
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Objection 2: The Unfallen Humanity View of the Incarnation

Another movement among scholars who have taken issue with this reading of Irenaeus comes from a different
direction. Eastern Orthodox writer Emmanuel Hatzidakis, for example, asserts that if Jesus assumed ‘the ancient
formation of man’ (Adam), that this implies an unfallen, uncorrupted human nature at conception; he therefore
claims that Jesus did not inhabit fallen humanity from his conception.'3! Wesleyan scholar E. Jerome Van Kuiken
examines this question of whether Jesus assumed unfallen or fallen human nature from a historical, patristic
standpoint, and leans towards the unfallenness camp.'3? This position is indirectly significant for my argument
against penal substitution, but needs consideration for a number of reasons.

Attributing to Jesus’ conception what properly belongs (I argue) to his lifelong human obedience opens the
interpreter to exegetical difficulties concerning biblical passages about Jesus death. Jesus bestowed the Holy Spirit
only after his death and resurrection, which becomes challenging to explain if Jesus already cleansed human nature
at conception — what else did Jesus need to do to bestow the Spirit? Why was Jesus’ death necessary? To answer
that question, we must consult passages about Jesus’ death. There we find that Jesus bore our sins in his body on the
cross (and NASB considers possible ‘carried our sins in his body up to the wood/tree’) (1 Pet.2:24; Isa.52:13 —
15:12), put to death the old humanity (Rom.6:6), and condemned sin (Rom.8:3). The quizzical declarations that
Jesus became sin (2 Cor.5:21) and became a curse (Gal.3:13) are often interpreted as referring to the cross, too. The
interpreter who holds to the unfallenness view tends to interpret those passages as indicating that Jesus had to suffer
some punitive action from God at the cross. Curiously, then, the unfallenness view leads to a penal substitution and
retributive-satisfaction view of Jesus’ death. Not coincidentally, certain Profestants hold a penal substitutionary
atonement view of Jesus’ cross together with the unfallen view of his incarnation. Although most of those Orthodox
who support the unfallen view of Jesus’ conception and also resist penal substitutionary atonement tend to deny this
logical conclusion, their own interpretive work does not (in my opinion) successfully escape the gravitational pull in
biblical exegesis to interpret Jesus’ death in such a way.

Van Kuiken’s contribution is valuable because of his effort to survey modern unfallenness and fallenness
theologians, and their respective appeals to the patristic writers. Most welcome are his desires to read and define
terms like ‘sinful’ and ‘fallen’ and ‘unfallen’ carefully, and to avoid extreme characterizations of either side. His
sympathetic hearing of both the unfallenness and fallenness theologians is impressive. My concern with his work is
that, by selecting five Greek fathers (Irenaeus of Lyons, Athanasius of Alexandria, Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory
of Nyssa, and Cyril of Alexandria) and five Latin fathers (Tertullian of Carthage, Hilary of Poitiers, Ambrose of
Milan, Augustine of Hippo, and Leo the Great of Rome), he risks mischaracterizing the early church along several
dimensions.

(1) Van Kuiken underestimates the significance of how the early theologians were wrestling with matters of
theological anthropology and metaphysics which would also color their view of atonement. Chiefly, how did the
changing and varying conditions of human life and the natural world relate to the unchanging God, logically? In
what sense was the Triune God ‘unchanging’? Did Jesus’ growth as a human reflect the unchanging God? His
limitations as a human reflect the infinite God? Did Jesus’ emotions and suffering reflect divine ‘emotions’ and
‘suffering’ as well? What is now called the tension between ‘classical theism’ and ‘open theism’ was already a
major concern in the encounter between Jewish communities and Hellenistic philosophies, most notably the
Septuagint (LXX) translation of the Hebrew Scriptures,' but not limited to that. When the Christian monastic
movement developed negative attitudes towards sex, even marital sex, they came to view conjugal p