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Irenaeus of Lyons, The Detection and Overthrow of Gnosis So-Called (Against Heresies) 
 
II.xiii.3. By [the Gnostics’] manner of speaking, they ascribe those things which apply to 

men to the Father of all, whom they also declare to be unknown to all; and they deny that He 
himself made the world, to guard against attributing want of power to Him; while, at the same 
time, they endow Him with human affections and passions. But if they had known the Scriptures, 
and been taught by the truth, they would have known, beyond doubt, that God is not as men are; 
and that His thoughts are not like the thoughts of men. For the Father of all is at a vast distance 
from those affections and passions which operate among men. He is a simple, uncompounded 
Being, without diverse members, and altogether like, and equal to himself, since He is wholly 
understanding, and wholly spirit, and wholly thought, and wholly intelligence, and wholly 
reason, and wholly hearing, and wholly seeing, and wholly light, and the whole source of all that 
is good—even as the religious and pious are wont to speak concerning God.  

4. He is, however, above [all] these properties, and therefore indescribable.  . . . He is 
spoken of in these terms according to the love [we bear Him]; but in point of greatness, our 
thoughts regarding Him transcend these expressions. 
 
II.xxvi.11. It is therefore better and more profitable to belong to the simple and unlettered class, 
and by means of love to attain to nearness to God, than, by imagining ourselves learned and 
skillful, to be found [among those who are] blasphemous against their own God, inasmuch as 
they conjure up another God as the Father.  . . . It is therefore better that one should have no 
knowledge whatever of any one reason why a single thing in creation has been made, but should 
believe in God, and continue in His love, than that, puffed up through knowledge of this kind, he 
should fall away from that love which is the life of man. 
 
II.xxviii.1. Having therefore the truth itself as our rule and the testimony concerning God set 
clearly before us, we ought not, by running after numerous and diverse answers to questions, to 
cast away the firm and true knowledge of God. But it is much more suitable that we, directing 
our inquiries after this fashion, should exercise ourselves in the investigation of the mystery and 
administration [or dispensation/economy] of the living God, and should increase in the love of 
Him who has done, and still does, so great things for us. 

3. If, therefore, even with respect to creation, there are some things [the knowledge of] 
which belongs only to God, and others which come within the range of our own knowledge, 
what ground is there for complaint, if, in regard to those things which we investigate in the 
Scriptures (which are throughout spiritual), we are able by the grace of God to explain some of 
them, while we must leave others in the hands of God, and that not only in the present world, but 
also in that which is to come, so that God should forever teach, and man should for ever learn the 
things taught him by God? 

 
IV.xi.2. God also is truly perfect in all things, Himself equal and similar to Himself, as He is all 
light, and all mind, and all substance, and the fount of all good; but man receives advancement 
and increase towards God. For as God is always the same, so also man, when found in God, shall 
always go on towards God. For neither does God at any time cease to confer benefits upon, or to 
enrich man; nor does man ever cease from receiving the benefits, and being enriched by God. 
For the receptacle of His goodness, and the instrument of His glorification, is the man who is 
grateful to Him that made him. 
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IV.xx.1. As regards His greatness, therefore, it is not possible to know God, for it is impossible 
that the Father can be measured; but as regards His love (for this it is which leads us to God by 
His Word), when we obey Him, we do always learn that there is so great a God, and that it is He 
who by Himself has established, and selected, and adorned, and contains all things; and among 
the all things, both ourselves and this our world.  
 
IV.xx.4. There is therefore one God, who by the Word and Wisdom created and arranged all 
things; but this is the Creator (Demiurge) who has granted this world to the human race, and 
who, as regards His greatness, is indeed unknown to all who have been made by Him; but as 
regards His love, He is always known through Him by whose means He ordained all things. Now 
this is His Word, our Lord Jesus Christ, who in the last times was made a man among men, that 
He might join the end to the beginning, that is, man to God. Wherefore the prophets, receiving 
the prophetic gift from the same Word, announced His advent according to the flesh. 
 
III.xvi.6. There is therefore, as I have pointed out, one God the Father, and one Christ Jesus, who 
came by means of the whole dispensational arrangements [connected with Him], and gathered 
together all things in Himself. But in every respect, too, He is man, the formation of God; and 
thus He took up man into Himself, the invisible becoming visible, the incomprehensible being 
made comprehensible, the impassible becoming capable of suffering, and the Word being made 
man, thus summing up all things in Himself:  
 
III.xix.1 For by no other means could we have attained to incorruptibility and immortality, 
unless we had been united to incorruptibility and immortality. But how could we be joined to 
incorruptibility and immortality, unless, first, incorruptibility and immortality had become that 
which we also are, so that the corruptible might be swallowed up by incorruptibility, and the 
mortal by immortality, that we might receive the adoption of sons? 
 
V.xviii.3. For the Creator of the world is truly the Word of God: and this is our Lord, who in the 
last times was made man, existing in this world, and who in an invisible manner contains all 
things created, and is inherent in the entire creation, since the Word of God governs and arranges 
all things; and therefore He came to His own in a visible manner, and was made flesh, and hung 
upon the tree, that He might sum up all things in Himself. 
 
IV.xx.5 But in respect to His greatness, and His wonderful glory, “no man shall see God and 
live,” for the Father is incomprehensible; but in regard to His love, and kindness, and as to His 
infinite power, even this He grants to those who love Him, that is, to see God, which thing the 
prophets did also predict. For man does not see God by his own powers; but when He pleases He 
is seen by men, by whom He wills, and when He wills, and as He wills. For God is powerful in 
all things, having been seen at that time indeed, prophetically through the Spirit, and seen, too, 
adoptively through the Son; and He shall also be seen paternally in the kingdom of heaven, the 
Spirit truly preparing man in the Son of God, and the Son leading him to the Father, while the 
Father, too, confers [upon him] incorruption for eternal life, which comes to everyone from the 
fact of his seeing God. 


