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Theological Equipping Class - Martyrs, Apologists, and Early Thinkers 
 

Martyrs: “The Apostolic Fathers” 
 

Clement of Rome (35-99 A.D.) 

 
 

Discipled by Paul and probably Peter as well 

 

“2 I entreat Euodia and I entreat Syntyche to agree in the Lord. 3 Yes, I ask you also, true companion, help these 

women, who have labored side by side with me in the gospel together with Clement and the rest of my fellow 

workers, whose names are in the book of life.” 

 

1 Clement 

• Earliest non-biblical Christian writing we have (95 A.D.) 

• Background: there are problems in the church of Corinth, where elders had been deposed by a younger 

group in the church 

• Clement is writing to calm everyone down, tell them to submit to elders, and encourage to love one 

another in humility. His foundation for all of this is that Christ has been resurrected and is on the throne. 

 

Clement was martyred by being tied to an anchor and thrown into the sea  

 

Ignatius of Antioch (35-110 A.D.) 

 
 

Discipled by Peter, who ordained him as Bishop of Antioch 

 

On his way to Rome to be martyred he wrote 7 letters to 6 churches (Ephesians, Magnesians, Trallians, 

Romans, Philadelphians, Smyrnaeans) and 1 to Polycarp 
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He embraces martyrdom with joy 

 

Tells the church of Rome not to rescue him because he wants to die like Christ 

• “Let fire and cross, flocks of beasts, broken bones, dismemberment come upon me, so long as I attain to 

Jesus Christ.” – Ignatius’ Letter to Rome 

 

Rather than rescue him, he tells the churches to pray that he would be strong in the face of death 

• “So that I may not only be called a Christian, but also behave as such…My love is crucified… I no 

longer savor corruptible food… But wish to taste the bread of God, which is the flesh of Jesus 

Christ…And his blood I wish to drink, which is an immortal drink…When I suffer, I shall be free in 

Jesus Christ, and with him shall rise again in freedom.” – Ignatius’ Letter to Rome 

 

He also wanted his death to be a witness of the Gospel 

• “If you remain silent about me, I shall become a word of God. But if you allow yourselves to be swayed 

by the love in which you hold my flesh, I shall again be no more than a human voice.” – Ignatius’ Letter 

to Rome 

 

When he arrived in Rome he was killed by wild animals, probably in the Colosseum 

 

Polycarp of Smyrna (65-155 A.D.) 

 
 

Discipled by John  

 

At the age of 86, he was put on trial and told to renounce Christ.   

• He replied: “86 years I have served Christ and he has never done me any harm. How then could I 

blaspheme my king who saved me?” – The Martyrdom of Polycarp 

• Before his death he prayed: “O Lord God Almighty, the Father of your beloved and blessed Son Jesus 

Christ…I give you thanks that you count me worthy to be numbered among your martyrs, sharing the 

cup of Christ and the resurrection to eternal life, both of soul and body, through the immortality of the 

Holy Spirit. May I be received this day as an acceptable sacrifice, as you, the true God, have 

predestined, revealed to me, and now fulfilled. I praise you for all these things, I bless you and glorify 

you, along with the everlasting Jesus Christ, your beloved Son. To you, with him, through the Holy 

Ghost, be glory both now and forever. Amen.” – The Martyrdom of Polycarp 

• The fire was lit, but did not burn him. He was then stabbed to death by the executioner. 
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Apologists:  

Justin Martyr (100-165 A.D.) 

 
 

Born in Samaria and trained as a philosopher. Became a Christian at age 30. 

 

Wanted to use the tools of his theological training to defend Christianity  

• He critiqued widespread misunderstandings of the faith 

• He would hold debates in his school and would win converts through this 

 

He called Christianity “the true philosophy” 

• All the philosophies of the day had the “seeds” of Christian faith within them 

• Justin highlighted where Greek philosophy and Christianity “agree” and showed how Christianity was 

superior 

 

Justin’s Mistakes: 

• Justin takes a Greek philosophical idea of God who is so transcendent from created reality that He needs 

an intermediary, His Word, to mediate between Himself and creation. 

• This leads him to call the Son (the Word) “another God and Lord besides the Maker of all.” (Dialogue 

with Trypho 56.4) 

 

He and his disciples were arrested and when they refused to sacrifice to the emperor they were beheaded. 

 

Origen (184-253 A.D.) 
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Raised in a Christian family in Alexandria. His father was killed in a local persecution in 202 A.D. Origen 

wanted to join him, but his mother hid his clothes. 

 

Started a school of Christian philosophy where he would lecture Christians and non-Christians 

 

Lived a strictly ascetic life: fasting, voluntary poverty, and even castrating himself (he took Matt 19:12 literally) 

 

Was the early Church’s most prolific writer 

 

In an attempt to give a defense for Christianity, Origen attempts the first systematic theology (On First 

Principles) 

• He got almost everything wrong, but he is incredibly humble: “Nothing which is a variance with the 

tradition of the apostles and of the church is to be accepted as true.” – Origen, On First Principles 

• Major mistake: he relies far too much on Platonic philosophy 

 

Overview of theology: 

• Misinterpreting Genesis 1 and 2 and Romans 9 

o “though they were not yet born and had done nothing either good or bad—in order that God's 

purpose of election might continue, not because of works but because of him who calls— 12 she 

was told, “The older will serve the younger.” 13As it is written, “Jacob I loved, but Esau I 

hated.” – Romans 9:11-13 

o Origen concludes: Jacob and Esau must have been pre-existent souls that sinned before they 

were born. (The exact opposite point Paul is making in Romans 9!) 

o Leads him to conclude that all souls have pre-existed and fallen before creation of the world 

• Creation #1: Pre-existent souls created so that they would “contemplate” or “cling to” the divine 

o But the souls stray and fall 

• Creation #2: God creates a material creation to “house” human souls while fallen 

• Once in human bodies, humanity could aspire to reunion with God 

• How can these souls be saved? Jesus’ soul that didn’t fall and perfectly “clings to” God 

o Notice: Jesus is not equal to God 

o “The God and Father, who holds the universe together, is superior to every being that exists, for 

he imparts to each one from his own existence that which each one is; the Son, being less than 

the Father, is superior to rational creatures alone (for he is second to the Father); the Holy 

Spirit is still less, and dwells within the saints alone.  So that in this way the power of the Father 

is greater than that of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and that of the Son is more than that of the 

Holy Spirit, and in turn the power of the Holy Spirit exceeds that of every other holy being.” - On 

First Principles, 1.3.5 

• Jesus’ soul takes on flesh to “lead up” all of the other fallen souls back to “cling to” God 

o In this idea, Jesus is primarily an intermediary and an example, showing us how to ascend to 

God, NOT God coming down to accomplish salvation on our behalf 

• When we attain salvation, we share in God’s qualities (holiness, wisdom, etc.), not in a personal 

relationship with Him. In fact, we won’t have bodies but rather will transcend the material realm. 

• Everyone will eventually be saved, even the devil. 

 

The heretic Arias will take Origen’s ideas and bring about arguably the greatest theological controversy of the 

Christian Church 

 

Origen’s teachings are finally condemned in the 5th Ecumenical Council 553 A.D. 

 

In 250 A.D. Origen was imprisoned and severely tortured. He died in prison at the age of 70. 
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Thinkers: 

Tertullian (160-225 A.D.) 

 
 

From Carthage in North Africa 

 

He was raised as a pagan but was impressed with many Christians willingness to die for their faith and became 

a Christian in his mid-30s. 

 

He was a brilliant thinker, was educated as a lawyer, and a skilled rhetorician 

 

Called opponents colorful names like “you murderer of truth” 

 

Fought against injustice 

• Argued for due process: “What a necessarily confused sentence! It refuses to seek them out, as if they 

were innocent, and orders that they be punished as if they were guilty. It pardons, and yet is cruel. It 

ignores, and yet punishes. Why do you circumvent your own censure? If you condemn, why do you not 

inquire? And, if you do not inquire, why do you not also absolve?” – Tertullian, Apology 1.2 

• Fought against abortion (in Roman society abortion and infanticide was very common) by arguing worth 

comes from God, not someone’s usefulness. 

 

Father of Western Theology 

 

Foundations he laid for the Church:  

• Continuity in the Old and New Testaments: The God of the Old and New Testament is the same God 

• The Trinity: “One God, Three Persons” 

o “I testify that the Father, Son, and Spirit are inseparable from each other…Now observe, my 

assertion is that the Father is one (Person), the Son one (Person), and the Spirit one (Person), 

and that they are distinct from each other. This statement is taken in a wrong sense by every 

uneducated and perversely disposed person, as if it predicated a diversity, in such a sense as to 

imply a separation among the Father, Son, and Spirit.” - Tertullian, Against Praxeas 

• Christ: “One Person, Two Natures” 

• The Goodness of the Material and the Body 

• Works and Salvation 

 

Controversy: Tertullian became a Montanist his late 40’s 
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Irenaeus of Lyon (130-202 A.D.) 

 
 

Disciple of Polycarp, who was a disciple of John 

 

From Smyrna (where Polycarp was a bishop). Became the bishop of Lyons in 178 A.D. 

 

2 Writing: Against Heresies and On The Apostolic Preaching 

 

Foundation for the Church: 

• “And this is the order of our faith…God, the Father, uncreated, uncontainable, invisible, one God, the 

Creator of all: this is the first article of our faith. In the second article: the Word of God, the Son of 

God, Jesus Christ our Lord, who was revealed by the prophets…by whom all things were made, and 

who, in the last times, to recapitulate all things, became a man amongst men, visible and palpable, in 

order to abolish death, to demonstrate life, and to effect communion between God and man. And the 

third article: the Holy Spirit, through whom the prophets prophesied and the patriarchs learnt the things 

of God and the righteous were led in the path of righteousness, and who, in the last times, was poured 

out in a new fashion upon the human race renewing man, throughout the world, to God.” – Irenaeus, On 

the Apostolic Preaching 

• God’s purpose in Creation 

• Salvation: We cannot rise up to God, so God came down to us 

o “It was impossible for humanity which had fallen under the dominion of sin to lay hold of 

salvation. Therefore, the Son accomplished…these things. Existing as God’s Word, he descended 

from the Father and became enfleshed and humbled himself to the point of death and completed 

God’s plan for our salvation.” - Irenaeus, Against Heresies 

o Jesus needing to be God and man to defeat death and give us communion with God 

 “Unless it was God who conferred salvation, we should not possess it securely…We had 

to receive, through the Son’s agency, participation in him. The Word, having been made 

flesh, had to share himself with us. That is why he went through every stage of human 

life, restoring to all of them communion with God.” - Irenaeus, Against Heresies 

• Fellowship with God by Adoption: 

o “The Word of God became a human being, and the Son of God was made Son of man, so that 

humanity, having received the Word and accepted adoption, might become son of God.” - 

Irenaeus, Against Heresies 
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• Scripture: 

o The truth of the Scriptures is passed down to the Church 

 “This, beloved, is the preaching of the truth, and this is the character of our salvation, 

and this is the way of life, which the prophets announced and Christ confirmed and the 

apostles handed over and the Church, in the whole world, hands down to her children.” – 

Irenaeus, On the Apostolic Preaching 

o Method of interpreting Scripture: Everything is about Jesus 

 “This system of theirs is something which the prophets did not claim, the Lord did not 

teach, and the apostle did not pass on. Nevertheless, these false teachers boast that they 

have a more perfect knowledge than all of them. These heretics gather their views from 

other sources than the Scriptures. To use a common proverb, they try to “weave ropes 

out of sand” when they attempt to present their peculiar notions as the meaning of the 

parables of the Lord, the sayings of the prophets, and the words of the apostles. They do 

this in order that their scheme may not seem altogether without support. But to do so, 

they have to disregard the order and the connections within the Scriptures, and as far as 

they are able, they dismember and destroy the truth. By moving passages from one place 

to another and inventing new meanings for them, they have adapted the oracles of the 

Lord to their notions and so have deceitfully deluded many people. They act like those 

who, when a beautiful mosaic of a king has been made by some skillful artist out of 

precious jewels, they dismantle that likeness and rearrange the gems into the form of a 

dog or a fox (and even that poorly done!)…Similarly, these heretics patch together old 

wives’ tales and then, by grossly misinterpreting the words, expressions, and parables 

which they find, they make the oracles of God fit what they have concocted.” – Irenaeus, 

Against Heresies 

• Irenaeus’ Interpretation: Everything is about Jesus (Allegory) 

o John 5:46 – “For if you believed Moses, you would believe me; for he 

wrote of me.” 

o Luke 24:27 – “And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he 

interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning himself.” 

o Luke 24:44-45 – “Then he said to them, “These are my words that I spoke 

to you while I was still with you, that everything written about me in the 

Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms must be fulfilled.” 
45 Then he opened their minds to understand the Scriptures…” 

o John 5:39-40 – “You search the Scriptures because you think that in them 

you have eternal life; and it is they that bear witness about me, 40 yet you 

refuse to come to me that you may have life.” 

 

We don’t know the circumstances of his death. He was martyred in the same persecution as Origen’s father. 


