
“A STUDY OF THE SAINTS THROUGH THE CENTURIES” 

 

By Richard Thornton 

 

SAINT IRENEOUS – SEC0ND CENTURY 

 

Saint Ireneous, as a child, learned the faith from the great Bishop, Saint Polycarp, 

who had in turn learned it from the Apostle John.  So Saint Ireneous knew a day 

when the teaching of the Apostles was a living memory, and he learned the 

apostolic doctrine from a man who learned it from the Apostles themselves.  

From the end of his days, Saint Ireneous would make sure the Apostles Doctrine 

would always remain a living memory in the Catholic Church. 

 

In 177, we find Saint Ireneous listed in the College of Presbyters. In that year he 

was sent to Rome with a letter from the community in Lyons to Pope Eleutherius.  

His mission to Rome saved Saint Ireneous from the persecution of Marcus 

Aurelius that took the lives of at least forty-eight martyrs, including the ninety 

year old Bishop Pontinus of Lyons.  On his return, Saint Ireneous was appointed 

Bishop of the city. 

 

The second century was a time of great creativity in the Church.  Great thinkers 

were making the speculative explorations in theology.  New spiritual movements 

were rising up in every corner of the known world. Saint Ireneous knew that not 

every new development was truly Christian.  His master teacher, Saint Polycarp, 

had warned about teachers who “pervert the oracles of the Lord to their own 

desires.” 

 

Saint Ireneous developed exceptionally sharp powers of discernment.  He read 

widely in the works of these new movements but he read the new works with the 

eyes that had been trained by Saint Polycarp, whose eyes had been trained by the 



Apostles.  He affirmed what he could in the new movements, and he tried his best 

to keep them Catholic. 

 

The name Ireneous means “peaceable”, and Saint Ireneous lived up to the 

promise of his name.  That was the judgement of historian Eusebius, who added 

that Saint Ireneous was “by temperament…a peacemaker,” and that he “pleaded 

and negotiated thus for the peace of the Churches.”  Yet he would not buy peace 

at any cost.  He would not compromise Catholic Doctrine, so he put heroic efforts 

to reason with wayward thinkers, to bring them around to the truth.  Saint 

Ireneous is known as the champion in the fight against heresies. 

 

As a writer, he pursued a twofold aim: to defend true Catholic Doctrine from the 

attacks of heretics, and to clearly explain the truth of the Catholic faith.  His 

greatest work is the large five vol.  books of “The Detection and Overthrow of the 

False Gnosis and Demonstration of the Apostolic Teaching.”  (Which can also be 

called the oldest Catechism of Christian Doctrine.) 

 

Saint Ireneous believed that the true Christian teaching is not that invented by 

intellectuals, which goes beyond the Churches simple faith. The true Gospel is the 

one imparted by the Bishops who received it in an uninterrupted line from the 

Apostles.  Saint Ireneous tells us there is no secret doctrine concealed in the 

Churches common creed.  There is no superior Christianity for intellectuals.  The 

faith publicly confessed by the Church is the common faith of all, Apostolic, 

handed down from the Apostles, from Jesus, and from God. 

 

Saint Ireneous was considered the first great theologian.  He was one of 

thousands of Catholics who gave their lives in testimony to their faith. 

 

 


