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The second half of the twentieth century witnessed a trend in positive appraisals of Irenaeus's use of Paul. This couldn't necessarily be said about studies published at the end of the nineteenth or during the first three decades of the twentieth centuries. In them Irenaeus's use of Paul was assessed as reluctant and distorted.1 The recent works of R. Noormann, D. L. Bal s, and R. A. Norris have contributed greatly to a more favorable and accurate evaluation of Paul in Irenaeus.2 E. Peretto helpfully treated, in particular, Romans 1-8 in Irenaeus.3 This present essay has profited from their labor. It attempts, however, to focus specifically on Romans 8 and to provide an understanding of how Irenaeus read that chapter in a unified manner for his anti-gnostic polemic. And polemic it was. He studied Paul's material  within the context of an exegetical controversy. That context, he believed, necessitated his rescuing Romans 8 and other sacred words from misuse.


In what is traditionally recognized as his description of the tenets of the Ophites, Irenaeus lists a belief which this sect understood the disciples of Jesus to have embraced in error (Adv. Haer. 1.30.13 [SC 264:382.249-53]):4

In this way, they claim, the disciples fell into the enormous error of imagining that Jesus was raised in his worldly body (corpore mundiali), because they were ignorant that "flesh and blood do not inherit the kingdom of God (1 Cor. 15:50)."

The unspoken implication, of course, as with all of Irenaeus's discussions of his opponents' exegesis, is that the Ophites have misunderstood the Pauline text of 1 Corinthians 15:50 and that the disciples imagined correctly. That is, for the bishop of Lyon, Jesus was raised in his worldly body. Irenaeus will make further comments upon his adversaries' exegesis of 1 Corinthians 15:50 in the final volume of Adversus Haereses, but it is important to see it linked so early in his polemical program to one of the gnostic sects.


According to Irenaeus (Adv. Haer. 5.9.1 [SC 153:106.3-5]), this passage is cited "by all the heretics in their folly and from it they strive to prove that there is no salvation for the creation of God (plasmationem Dei)."5 And furthermore, through their failure to grasp the apostle's meaning, they destroy "the entire economy of God (universam dispositionem Dei; Adv. Haer. 5.13.1 [SC 153:168.37-43])." That is, they "repudiate the salvation of the flesh, scorning its regeneration by insisting that it is incapable of receiving incorruption" (Adv. Haer. 5.2.2 [SC 153:30.18-21]). Their reading of 1 Corinthians 15:50, "Flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God," according to Irenaeus, suggests that Paul contradicts himself, for the apostle in many other passages declares without obscurity "the resurrection and incorruptibility of the flesh (Adv. Haer. 5.13.5 [SC 153:180.126-182.128])."6 The interpretation of the heretics puts false interpretations upon several other texts because they pervert the meaning of the one (Adv. Haer. 5.13.5 [SC 153:182.128-29]).


According to Tertullian, 1 Corinthians 15:50 is the pre-eminent text within the systems of those who would deny the resurrection of the flesh. They fortify their line of battle with it in first place (Resurr. 48.1).7 Tertullian, on the other hand, first builds an interpretive context from it and then treats it. And this is, as we shall see, in parallel with the approach of Irenaeus. 1 Corinthians 15:50, for the orthodox, must be read within an intricately composed network of other biblical texts. Such a network is needed because the heretics, it is thought, employ the one phrase in disconnection from the proper interpretive model.


Outside of Irenaeus's reference to the Ophite interpretation of 1 Corinthians 15:50, the Gospel According to Philip (second half of third century?) provides a glimpse of a Christian Gnostic, perhaps Valentinian, reading of the Pauline passage Gospel According to Philip 56.26-57.19 (Schenke, Say. 23) is notoriously difficult to interpret.8 Its apparent contradictions have frustrated more than one student leading to conclusions of inconsistency and absence of synthetical idea.9 Some, however, have pushed through the conflict to resolution. In addition, some of the language seems to draw into question Irenaeus's (and Tertullian's) blanket statements concerning gnostic interpretations of 1 Corinthians 15:50. Here is the text:

Some 'are afraid lest they rise naked.' Because of this they wish to rise 'in the flesh, and [they] do not know that it is those who wear the [flesh] who are naked.' [It is] those who [ . . . ] to unclothe' themselves who are not naked [2 Cor. 5:1-4]. "Flesh '[and blood shall] not inherit the kingdom' [of God]" (1 Cor. 15:50). What is this which will  not inherit? This which is on us. But what 'is this, too, which will inherit? It is that which belongs to Jesus' and his blood. Because of this he said,' "He who shall not eat my flesh and drink my blood has not life in him" (John 6:53). What 'is it? His flesh is the word, and his blood' is the holy spirit. He who has received these has 'food and he has drink and clothing.' I find fault with the others who say that it will not rise. Then both of them 'are at fault. You (sg.) say 'that the flesh will not rise. But tell me' what will rise, that we may honor you (sg). 'You (sg.) say the spirit in the flesh and it is also this light in the flesh. (But) this too is a matter' which is in the flesh, for whatever you (sg.) shall say, 'you (sg.) say nothing outside the flesh.' It is necessary to rise in this flesh, since 'everything exists in it.


Immediately the reader senses a contradiction: the flesh is not raised, yet it is; the author faults the claim of the resurrection of the flesh and then asserts its necessity. The teaching revolves around three New Testament texts: 2 Corinthians 5:1-4; 1 Corinthians 15:50; John 6:53. The problem seems framed by the two Pauline passages. What is it to be naked? What is it to be clothed? What inherits the kingdom? The solution is offered in the Johannine passage. The one who has partaken of Jesus inherits and is clothed.


M. L. Turner emphasizes the rhetorical force and the Valentinian flavor of the passage's duality (1996, 230-34). She explains that the opposites are positioned in such a way as to teach that they dissolve into an unexpected middle. The author rejects three positions: (1) the resurrection of the flesh; (2) the denial of the resurrection of the flesh, and, (3) the resurrection of the spirit alone. Rather than affirming any of these notions the passage argues that it is Jesus' flesh that will arise, that is, Word and Holy Spirit. Anyone who has received, been clothed in, these (by baptism and Eucharist) will arise. John 6:53 receives a spiritualized, non-sacramental reading. Thus the author is not interested in the experience of the human body, but in Jesus' flesh. He or she is interested in the mystical awareness which brings the salvation of the spirit which has received Word and Holy Spirit. For the Gospel According to Philip it is not the body that is raised, nor the spirit alone, but the spirit with Jesus' flesh or the spirit with Word and Holy Spirit.


A. H. C. Van Eijk has a similar, but expanded reading (1971). The author of the Gospel According to Philip denies the resurrection of the flesh in the sense that flesh is not the body, but "the sphere marked human weakness and sin. This flesh has to be stripped off, this nakedness we have not to be afraid of (95)." But on the other hand, there will be resurrection of the flesh since the flesh of Jesus, the Word and Spirit, will be raised. Van Eijk notes that in this text "it is only the flesh of Christ that rises; in this flesh the individuality of the gnostic's flesh seems to disappear completely; having Christ's flesh and blood as food, drink, and clothing, it looses its own identity (98)." This resurrection is a present experience in this world by means of the sacraments (100). Through the Eucharist one "becomes the Logos, the Pneuma, the Perfect Man," that is, one who realizes his or her true identity and destiny in unity with the Pleroma (103-05).


For both Turner and van Eijk, then, the passage teaches Valentinian soteriology: the gnostic comes to self-realization. Van  Eijk, however, sees a more sacramental realism than Turner does.


Williams, although maintaining the Valentinian model, brings some different perspectives to the passage's interpretation (1971, 16). For him, that which inherits the kingdom is the spirit of the gnostic which is born at baptism and chrism. It is born or raised, however, in the flesh of its worldly habitation. But this flesh is not that which is immortalized, although the gnostic wears it from baptism to death when it is finally stripped off. Resurrection, then, happens presently through the sacraments when the "living man" begins immortal existence. In this way the text teaches "that the flesh does have a definite part in the resurrection and also that it is not the flesh which provides the true clothing of the 'living man' (16)." Thus, the passage knows nothing of "the resurrection of a person whose physical body has died. Resurrection means the birth of the soul and spirit within a spiritually dead (100, 11) individual at initiation [through baptism and chrism] (16)."


My purpose in recounting these three prominent interpretations is not, finally, to provide warrant for one over the other. Rather, I mean only to show that contemporary scholars have given common readings to elements within this text, which has Valentinian associations. Each of our commentators, even with the passage's language of the necessity of rising in the flesh, ultimately concludes that the passage does not teach the resurrection of that flesh (body) which has died. The Gospel According to Philip does not provide an interpretation of 1 Corinthians 15:50 which should cause us to question Irenaeus's or Tertullian's characterization of gnostic readings of this Pauline text.


It has been necessary for us to endure this examination of 1 Corinthians 15:50 in the second (and third) century because it is in answer to his opponent's exegesis of this passage, that Irenaeus offers a key aspect of his exegesis of Romans 8. He eventually cites the Pauline text in Adversus Haereses 5.9.1, although he has been anticipating it since 5.1.3:

Vain therefore are the disciples of Valentinus, who teach this doctrine [of docetic Christology] in order to exclude the flesh from life10 and to dismiss the creation of God (Adv. Haer. 5.1.3 [SC 153:24.58-60]).

It is also this which has been spoken elsewhere by the Apostle: "Flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God [1 Cor. 15:50]." This is the text which all the heretics cite in their folly and from it they strive to prove that there is no salvation for the creation of God (Adv. Haer. 5.9.1 [SC 153:106.1-5]).


In partial response to these concerns (exclusion of the flesh and creation from salvation) Irenaeus develops elements of Romans 8 in three locations. The first two are concerned with anthropological issues treated under the rubric of resurrection. The third concerns cosmological interests treated under the concept of renovation.

Resurrection: The Body Spiritually Changed


He centers his citation of 1 Corinthians 15:50 between two major discussions involving Romans 8:5, 8, 9, 10-11, 13-15. The first discussion takes place in Adv. Haer. 5.7.1-8.2 (SC 153:84.82-98.51) while the second occurs in 5.10.2-11.1 (SC 153:126.35-136.38).


In the first discussion he pivots his comments around Paul's phrase "He . . . shall also quicken your mortal bodies (Vivificabit et mortalia corpora vestra) in Romans 8:11. He then complements that focus with insights gained from Romans 8:9 and 8:15:

For you are not in the flesh, but in the Spirit if in fact the Spirit of God dwells in you

[We have received the Spirit of God] by which we cry, Abba, Father


In the first discussion within Adversus Haereses 5.7.1-8.2 and from other scattered locations in which he discusses these texts, he develops the notion of resurrection as transformation within time. There is continuity yet change of substance, there is future consummation, but present inauguration of blessing.

Body: Continuity and Change


Informed by 1 Corinthians 15:53 ("It is necessary that this mortal nature [mortalis] put on immortality [immortalitas] and that this corruptible [corruptibilis] nature put on incorruptibility [incorruptela])"11 since Adversus Haereses 5.2.3, Irenaeus emphasizes the need for the human creature to be transformed by the Creator. The creature is not immortal by nature, he insists, but must receive this excellence from the intervention of God.12 Such a state of corruptibility and the dependence of the creature upon the Creator for incorruptibility breeds humility rather than pride. Through the process of transformation from mortal to immortal the redeemed human learns the utter distinction between the natures of the infirm creature and powerful Creator. God's act of vivifying the mortal and bringing incorruptibility to the corruptible manifests that he is powerful and that the human's proper response is to love the Creator. Irenaeus reasons that since God created the mortal it is thoroughly conceivable that God would transform it.


In support of this thesis he uses the language of Romans 8:11 in a unique manner. "Shall also quicken (vivificabit; zwopoihvsei) your mortal bodies" becomes "the Creator does even here quicken our mortal bodies (Demiurgo enim et hic vivificante mortalia corpora nostra; Adv. Haer. 5.4.1 [SC 153: 56.11-12])."13 Irenaeus views Paul's language as timeless. It applies to the original creation and the eschatological recreation. For the bishop of Lyon, God, of course, will give the body eschatological life, for he has given it temporal life; of course flesh can bear eschatological life, for God gave it temporal life. He provides warrant for the future force of "he shall also quicken" in Romans 8:11 (a force he has yet to discuss) by first developing the obvious empirical accuracy of its present force. This argumentation discloses an abiding bias in Irenaeus's exegesis and theological construction: the variance between the different economics of creation and salvation or old covenant and new covenant is one of degreenot  substance. These economies are different stages of the one united agenda of the one God. They are not opposite or contradictory but common in property.14 Irenaeus can also read Romans 8:18 in this manner. Although the main force for him is futuristic, as will be seen below, there is also a present sense to it. Matched with Romans 8:28-30, the bishop understands that those who love God are already being prepared to advance into the future glory (Adv. Haer. 4.20.8 [SC 100.2:193-96]). The orthodox have this view of God's progressive, successive, gradual workmanship: "For there is only one salvation and only one God, but there are many precepts for forming humanity and the stages which lead to God and not few (Adv. Haer. 4.9.3 [SC 100.2:486.76-79])." What is true of the present, is true of the future, there is only difference in degree. For Irenaeus, then, if God is already now imparting life to bodies he will in the future impart life to them everlastingly. It is improper for the heretics to hold that mortal bodies cannot receive life. They already have life. Bodies receive life as the Creator determines. If he did not raise them he would be seen as impotent.15


It is significant that the language of Romans 8:11 is used in this discussion of the present, empirical basis for resurrection which culminates in an apology for God's power. Romans 8 has its own concerns for issues of God's power as it gives life to Christians through the Spirit. This is ultimately clear in Romans 8:31-39.16 Also present in Romans 8 is the instruction that the present sets the pattern for the future (vv. 11, 13, 17, 23-25, 29-30). Irenaeus has extended the line of continuity further into the past. For Paul the present ministry of the Spirit in redemption determines the eschaton. For the bishop of Lyon the universal act of God in original creation and in providence begins the paragon culminated  in resurrection.


When he reaches Adversus Haereses 5.7.1, however, he concentrates on the future force of Romans 8:11 as written by Paul. In addition he highlights the phrase "mortal bodies" in an attempt to define specifically what it is that is raised. In the same way in which Christ was raised in "the substance of flesh," he argues, so shall the redeemed be raised by his power (1 Cor. 6:14). He unites 1 Corinthians 3:16, 17; 6:13, 14 and John 2:19-21 in order to prove that the redeemed have their bodies raised (they are the Spirit's and Christ's temples/members) just as Christ was raised in flesh (his wounds demonstrate this).


This parallel between the resurrection of Christ and the redeemed is present also in Romans 8:11 (Adv. Haer. 5.7.1 [SC 153:84.6-8]):

If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies (mortalia corpora).


Irenaeus begins his exposition of this passage with the question he intends to answer: "What, then, are mortal bodies (mortalia corpora)? (Adv. Haer. 5.7.1 [SC 153:84.9]). His response comes in stages throughout the rest of 5.7.1 and into 5.7.2 (SC 153:84.9-92.59). "Mortal bodies" (mortalium corporum) are not incorporeal souls, the breath of life (Gen. 2:7), immortal substance. Neither is the "mortal body (mortale corpus)" the spirit. Instead, the "mortal body (corpus mortale)" is the flesh, that which dies, decomposes, becomes breathless, and inanimate. "This, then [the flesh], is what is mortal (mortalia). And it is this of which he also says, "He shall also quicken (vivificabit) your mortal bodies (mortalia corpora)." In support he connects Romans 8:11 to 1 Corinthians 15:36 by means of the linking term "quicken (vivificatur)": "That which you sow cannot be quickened unless it first dies." Here are two important elements to his definition. The mortal is sown because it dies. The language of 1 Corinthians 15:42-44 also lends support by means of the term "sow." The body is sown in corruption, dishonour, weakness, and physicality. Mortal bodies, then, are bodies of flesh which succumb to death, but through the Spirit's power they are raised.


Irenaeus takes the reader from "mortal" to "flesh" with all its humble characteristics because the problematic term in 1 Corinthians 15:50 is flesh. This argument comes forth again in Adversus Haereses 5.13.3-5 where he challenges his opponents' understanding of the term. He rallies for his offensive the Pauline texts of Philippians 3:11, 20-21; 2 Corinthians 3:3, 4:10, 11, 5:4; 1 Corinthians 6:20, 15:13-21, 32, 50, 53-55. All together they teach the resurrection of that which is mortal (mortalis), the flesh which dies.17 Two passages carry particularly pointed language:

It is necessary that this corruptible nature put on incorruptibility and that this mortal nature put on immortality. When this mortal nature puts on immortality, then this word of Scripture will be fulfilled: "Death has been swallowed up in victory. O death, where is your sting? O death, where is your victory?" (1 Cor. 15:53-55; Adv. Haer. 5.13.3 [SC 153:170.48-53]).18

. . . always carrying with us in our bodies the death of Jesus so that the life of Jesus Christ might also be manifested in our bodies: for if we, the living, are delivered to death because of Jesus, it is so that the life of Jesus might also be manifested in our mortal flesh (2 Cor. 4:10-11; Adv. Haer. 5.13.4 [SC 153:176.84-88]).19


The terms which call these texts into relationship with the teaching of Romans 8:11, of course, are "death," "mortal," "bodies," and very helpfully, the phrase "mortal flesh (carne mortali)." So, Irenaeus's first interest is to bring to relief Paul's concept of mortal. His second interest, however, has to do with Paul's concept of "quicken." The flesh is not only that which encounters death; it is also that which is raised. This interest runs quite deep, for it counters the belief of the Valentinians. They hold that:

God himself is a slave of this necessity so that he is unable to impart immortality to that which is mortal or to confer incorruptibility to that which is corruptible [Cf. 1 Cor. 15:53-54], but that each being returns to the substance corresponding to its nature (Adv. Haer. 2.14.4 [SC 294:136: 76-80]).


For the Valentinians, according to Irenaeus, God does not transform natures. Mortal remains mortal, it does not become spiritual. Dead flesh remains dead. Likewise, those who are by nature immortal or spiritual remain immortal and are saved.20 The orthodox believe otherwise, and it is a fundamental issue of theological reflection for Irenaeus.21 For the creature, immortality is a matter of modification not nature, for God "resuscitates (resuscitans) our mortal bodies (mortalia corpora)" because he is more powerful than nature (Adv. Haer. 2.29.2 [SC 294:296.39-298.42]). Already in Adversus Haereses 2 Irenaeus is anticipating his exegesis of Romans 8:11 in book 5.22 For him that Pauline text addresses the issues of God's freedom and power, the nature of the substance of creatures, and the destiny of that substance. Romans 8:11, in connection with a host of other texts which together form an interpretive network, sets forth the idea "that material continuity accounts for identity," that "what falls must rise," or that in resurrection, it is 'flesh which undergoes fundamental organic change."23 For Irenaeus, Romans 8:11 contributes to the orthodox confession that salvation is not by nature of original substance, but by transformation of that original substance through the power of God. According to the Rule of Faith in Adversus Haereses 1.10.1 (SC 264:158.23) "God bestows incorruptibility," it is not an endowment of nature.

Change: Future Yet Present


Having treated the issue of the transformation of the mortal flesh by means of Romans 8:11, Irenaeus turns to the topic of the present inaugural experience of that quickening or resuscitation of the mortal. In the same way that he argued that general creation is in continuity with resurrection, now he argues that already in the mortality of their flesh, believers participate in immortality. The argument comes in Adversus Haereses 5.8.1-2 (SC 153:92.1-98.51). Romans 8:9, 15 provide material conducive to a realized eschatology of incorruption.


At the end of Adversus Haereses 5.7.2 (SC 153:90.53-92.59) Irenaeus cites 1 Corinthians 13:9, 12; 1 Peter 1:8 in order to introduce the idea that although fullness of joy in the vision of God comes only in the future, there is "now" (nunc) a partial entrance into that delight. He complements this introduction with a citation of Ephesians 1:13 which teaches the good news of the present earnest or deposit (pignus) of the Holy Spirit. This leads to a citation of Romans 8:9:

"For you," he says, "are not in the flesh, but in the Spirit if it is true that the Spirit of God dwells in you."

Also, he presents a citation of a phrase from Romans 8:15, three times, which speaks of a response true of those who have now, in the present time, received the Spirit of God:

"[by this Spirit of God] we cry, Abba, Father."


From these two passages of present force ("are not," "[are] in," "is true," "we cry") he develops the thesis that the present earnest of the Spirit "renders us already spiritual and the mortal [is already] swallowed up by immortality (2 Cor. 5:4)." This present state, however, does not take place outside the flesh as if it were cast away, for those to whom Paul wrote were still in their flesh. Rather, the present realization of immortality means the reception of God's Spirit which enables us now in part, prior to the eschatological vision of glory, to cry to him in joyful triumph. Earlier in Adversus Haereses 4.9.2 (SC 100.2:484.62) he also refers to the Spirit's present cry of "Abba Father" (perhaps this time from Gal. 4:6).24 Again he connects it to the eschatological joy and vision of 1 Peter 1:8 and 1 Corinthians 13:12, but qualifies that focus with the good news of the believer's current cry of joy and progress towards the final consummation.


Nevertheless, the cry of those indwelt by the Spirit (or the Spirit's cry from within those indwelt by him) for Irenaeus is a meager one compared to the eschatological exclamation. He reads the present utterance of "Abba, Father," almost as if it were a whisper awaiting the clamor associated with the full vision of the Father. This is why he connects it to 1 Peter 1:8. There Peter speaks of an eschatological "joy unspeakable (inenarrabilis)" and in his own mind this conjures up visions of the redeemed who will "burst forth into a hymn of exultation" (Adv. Haer. 5.8.1 [SC 153:94.18-20]). The believer's "Abba, Father" is only a slight foretaste consistent with the earnest of the Spirit. The lesson is this: although the redeemed are presently spiritual in their flesh, do not mistake the present blessing of the Spirit's earnest for the eschatological transformation of the flesh. The future resurrection is in no way marginalized by the presence of the eschaton.


Apparently, the current state of being God's children by possession of his Spirit (Rom. 8:15-17), is for Irenaeus, a state entered into now only in part (cf. 1 Cor. 13:12). Believer's, as God's children, are in their current position connected more closely with their inheritance of Christ's suffering (Rom. 8:17) rather than his glory (Rom. 8:17). He reads Romans 8:15 and its "Abba, Father" in light of Romans 8:18 and Romans 8:22-23:

I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us.

We know that the whole creation has been groaning in travail together until now; and not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait for adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies.

The believer's "Abba, Father" is as a prayerful groan of the one who in the midst of suffering awaits incomparable adoption and bodily redemption. Exultation in the present is tempered by the fullness of the future.


In continuity with this bodily hope, then, we find him explaining the "adoption" of Romans 8:15-17, 23 in terms of 1 Corinthians 15:53-54; 2 Corinthians 5:4. To be adopted as God's children is to be transformed progressively from a corruptible and mortal state to our incorruptible and immortal one by means of the Son of God's own complete union with flesh, a union that after Romans 8:3 was "in the likeness of sinful flesh."25 He who is immortal by nature imparts immortality to humanity through his union with humanity. Only those adopted in body on the foundation of the incarnation (on the basis of the Son's healing of humanity by imparting to it the divine attribute of incorruptibility) and through reception of the grace of the Holy Spirit (Rom. 8:15) can therefore be recognized as deified.26 He understands this adoption, informed as he is by Romans 8:29, to be the fashioning of the whole human after the image of the Son of God (Adv. Haer. 4:37.7 (SC 100.2:942.175); 5.6.1 [SC 153:72.2]).

Spiritually Natural: Flesh and Spirit


In his second major discussion of the material in Romans 8, Irenaeus shifts to the issue of distinguishing the substance of flesh from the works of the flesh in order to define what is spiritual and natural. In Adversus Haereses 5.10.2-11.1 (SC 153:126.35-136.38) his texts are Romans 8:4, 8-11, 13-14. Again, we will see how important canonical networks of texts are to his exegesis. In this context Romans 11:17, 24 provide the paradigm for his reading of the language of Romans 8. Paul's metaphor of the olive tree becomes a picture of Irenaeus's anthropology.27 By virtue of the Spirit, fleshly humans are grafted into spiritual humanity, that which was created after the image and likeness of God. Rather than teaching the loss and gain of Israel and the Gentiles in redemptive history, the metaphor describes how unrighteous humans attain to a nature which may inherit God's kingdom: "Admirably, then, does the apostle demonstrate our nature (naturam ostendit) and the whole economy of God when he speaks of flesh and blood as well as the wild olive (Adv. Haer. 5.10.1 {SC 153:124.17-19]).


Irenaeus's reading of Romans 8 in relation to Romans 11:17, 24 must be understood against the background of the Valentinian exegesis of the olive tree metaphor. For Irenaeus Romans 8 enables an orthodox interpretation of Paul's metaphor which negates that of his opponents. Early in Adversus Haereses 1.8.3 (SC 264:122.81-124.95) he notes that Romans 11:16 is used by the Valentinians to distinguish the spiritual class of people (who are spiritual by nature [naturaliter spiritales])28 from those of the church, the ensouled or "psychic" ones. The members of the church are capable of a meager salvation in the intermediate place only by virtue of being gathered in through the nature of the spiritual ones. The "psychic" class is made "holy" through the Valentinian spiritual class.


Clement of Alexandria's Excerpta ex Theodoto 56.3-57 provides further insight into Valentinian exegesis of Romans 11.29 There are three races: the spiritual one is saved by nature (pneumatiko;n fuvsei sw//////////////zovmenon); the psychic (ensouled) one has freewill; and the material one is corrupt and perishable by nature. Being grafted into the spiritual olive tree saves the psychic. From Paul's teaching the Valentinians gather that "Israel" refers to the spiritual ones who will see God and are associated with the free-woman rather than the slave-woman of Egypt (Gal. 4:23). On the other hand the psychic are the Gentiles, those who "according to the flesh" are children of the slave-woman. For the spiritual there is a "formation" of the element natural to them which gives them a salvation superior to that of the psychic. For the psychic there is a "freedom" of a measure of salvation in the Ogdoad, but not a "formation" which leads to the Pleroma. The "fatness of the olive tree" is incorruptibility which the spiritual have by nature, but into which the psychic may be grafted by choice of faith. This is not incorruptibility of flesh or body, however, but of the psychic element, which the spiritual shed for their final abode in the End. Even here with Theodotus we find that salvation is by nature of spirit or incorruption of soul not by transformation of the substance of flesh into spiritual flesh.


Against this interpretation Irenaeus places his own informed by Paul's words in Romans 8 (Adv. Haer. 5.10:1-2 [SC 153:122.1-132.71]). Humans by their own fault become unfruitful in righteousness because of their lusts of the flesh. This unfruitfulness is like unto the deadness of the untended wild olive. They are in the flesh, producing works of the flesh. Such persons must receive the Holy Spirit by faith and be grafted into the good olive tree, that is, into the "pristine nature of humanity (pristinam hominis naturam) that which was created in the image and likeness of God (Adv. Haer. 5.10.1 [SC 153:126.32-34])." Such engrafting certainly does not alter the former substance of that which is engrafted. The wild olive does not lose "the substance of its wood (substantiam ligni)." The human remains flesh, he or she does not lose the substance of flesh (substantiam carnis). The engrafting changes the quality of the fruit and gives the previously called wild olive a new name: good or fruit-bearing olive. In the same way, the unfruitful, "fleshly," unrighteous human of mere flesh and blood produces the fruit of righteousness and is given a new name: spiritual human. Thus to be flesh and blood after the manner of 1 Corinthians 15:50, is to be without the Spirit, without faith, without righteousness and with the lusts, works of the flesh. Such persons are disconnected from the incorruptible, pristine human nature created by God.


Here is how Irenaeus uses the language of Romans 8 to his benefit. Romans 8:8, "Those who are in the flesh cannot please God," speaks not in repudiation of the substance of flesh, but in repudiation of the flesh's lusts, a Spirit-less flesh. Humans are corrupt not because of the flesh, but because of the works of the flesh. Ignatius has something similar: "But even those things which you do in the flesh are spiritual (Eph. 8.2 [Lindemann, 184.6]).30 The verse which then follows in Irenaeus, Romans 8:9, solidifies this interpretation. It addresses those mortal and incorruptible ones who through the Spirit have put on immortality and incorruptibility (1 Cor. 15:53): "But you are not in the flesh, but in the Spirit, if it is true that the Spirit of God dwells in you." Those who by faith have received the Spirit have been engrafted into the humanity of the Spirit and are no longer ultimately associated with the humanity of flesh, mortality, and corruption. Righteousness and life, not sin, death, or the works of the flesh marks the new association. 

He continues his argument by citing Romans 8:10-11, 13. His point? The body of flesh dies because of sin, the works and life of the flesh. But, the Spirit who indwells and works righteousness (the same Spirit of the God who raised Jesus) gives life and will raise the mortal body of flesh which dies. It is not life in bodily, mortal flesh which is the enemy of the Spirit, but life lived in the lusts or works of the flesh. If God quickens the mortal body, flesh in Romans 8 and 1 Corinthians 15 cannot mean body. 

Romans 8:13-14, then, gains this interpretation: if you put to death the works of the flesh (unrighteousness, the Spiritless humanity outside of the image and likeness of God) by receiving the Spirit you will live incorruptibly, immortally, in your body of flesh. This is the case because those who are led by the Spirit, that is, those who engrafted into the incorruptible humanity bring forth the fruit of the Spirit, are God's children in the flesh. This connection between righteousness and the resurrection of Romans 8:11 (Cf. 2 Cor. 4:14) is strongly anticipated in terms of Jesus' teaching by Polycarp (Phil. 2.2).31 For Irenaeus, the particulars of the lusts of the flesh which prevent access to the kingdom and the fruit of the Spirit which are consistent with life in the Spirit are declared in Galatians 5:19-23 (Adv. Haer. 5.11.1-2 [SC 153:132:1-140.59]). The Epistle to Diognetus seems to have captured Irenaeus's idea in its own pithy statement of the meaning of Romans 8:12-13. Speaking of Christians it says: "They are "in the flesh" but they do not live "after the flesh" (5.8).32


Against the Valentinians, the bishop of Lyon develops the thesis that the spiritual is not natural, but it is flesh. On the other hand the flesh is natural and not spiritual. Yet, also, the natural is the original creation of God, the image and likeness of God which is spiritual. To this the redeemed are returned, but it is theirs by engrafting not nature. Romans 8 with its language of body, flesh, life, and Spirit allows the bishop to substantiate his interpretation of Romans 11 and to navigate skillfully two meanings of flesh and nature while producing one meaning of spiritual. Romans 8 in his second discussion is all about the semantics of flesh and spirit. In his first discussion of the chapter he was concerned with the semantics of "body." For Irenaeus, Paul's thought is thick with information on the nature of humanity, redeemed and unredeemed.

Renovation: The Creation Renewed


But our bishop does not find Paul speaking merely of anthropology in Romans 8. For him, the apostle's thought encompasses the nature of the whole creation. Not only does he envision from Romans 8 the restoration of human nature to its pristine condition, but also the restoration of "creation (conditio) itself" to its "pristine (pristinus) state (Adv. Haer. 5.32.1 [SC 153:398.17])." In Adversus Haereses 5.32.1 (SC 153:396.1-398.24) he has been arguing the renovation of this Creation (conditio) as the proper eschatological environment of the righteous. The creation (conditio) in which they endured suffering (Rom. 8:17, 18), the creation (conditio) in which they were martyred, and the creation (conditio) in which they were in bondage (servitus:; Rom. 8:21) should be the location of their blessed destiny. This eschatological earthly kingdom will be the inauguration of incorruption (incorruptela) as the righteous begin to comprehend God. He supports his eschatological vision from Romans 8:19-21:

The creation (creatura) waits with firm expectation for the revelation of the children of God. For the creation (creatura) has been subjected to vanity, not of its own will, but because of the one who has subjected it in hope: because the creature (creatura) itself will be delivered from the bondage (servitus) of corruption (corruptela) into the liberty (libertas) of the glory of the children of God.

Conditio and creatura are used in parallel throughout Adversus Haereses 5 to represent ktivsis in Irenaeus's Greek. In regard to the issues of Romans 8 he develops four points.33 First, the creation (conditio), formed by God, is for the benefit of humanity, for it was made for humanity not humanity for it (Adv. Haer. 5.29.1 [SC153: 362.7-9]). Second, the eschatological blessing of God includes the renovation and restoration of this creation (creatura ;conditio) as well as its liberation (libero; Rom. 8:21) with God's children and its subjection to them (Adv. Haer. 5.33.3-4 [SC

153:414:63-65; 420.172-14]). Third, this renovation of the creation (creatura) to be enjoyed by God's children will involve great fruitfulness and result in great feasting (Adv. Haer. 5.34.2-3 [SC 153:424.28-30; 432:86-88]). Finally, such a restoration of the creation (conditio) is in keeping with the faithfulness of its Creator (Adv. Haer. 5.36.1 [SC 153:452.3-6]).


All of these points contribute to the main orthodox thesis that "neither the substance nor the matter of the creation (conditio) will be annihilated," but instead there will be "the new heaven and new earth in which the new humanity shall remain always conversing with God in a new manner (Adv. Haer. 5.36.1 [SC 153:452.4-6; 454.14-16])." In the final chapter and paragraph of his five-book work he alludes to Romans 8:19-21 in summary of his thesis:

It is this that the apostle Paul confesses when he says that the creation (creatura) will be liberated from the bondage of corruption in order to have part in the glorious liberty of the children of God (Adv. Haer. 5.36.3 [SC 153:464.56-58]).


A host of other biblical passages are gathered into an intertextual network in which Romans 8:19-21 finds its meaning. Texts which speak eschatologically or in promise concerning the earth, land, fruitful harvests and lavish banquets are particularly important (e.g., Gen. 13:14-17; 15:19-21; 23:3-20; 27:27-29; Ps. 103:30; Isa. 6:12; 11:6-9; 26:19; 30:25-26; 31:9-32; 54:11-14; 58:14; 65:17-25; 66:22; Jer. 16:14-15; 23:7-8; 31 [38]:10-14; Baruch 4:36-5.9; Ezek. 28:25-26; 37:12-14; Matt. 5:5; 12:5; 26:27-29; Luke 14:12-13; 1 Cor. 7:31; Rev. 20:11-14; 21:1-6). But also in these texts and in Romans 8, one finds emphasized the exalted state of the human who is served and bountifully nourished by the creation. Redeemed humanity will have dominion over the new earth and it is the liberty of humanity in which the earth will share.34 In other words, the renewal of humanity ushers in the renewal of the rest of creation. This second century notion of humanity's return to its natural state and dominion as the foundation for creation's renewal is made explicit in the Epistle of Barnabas and Theophilus of Antioch.35 The latter also seems to be informed by Romans 8:19-21.36

Conclusion


Anthropology (Rom. 8:5-17) provides the foundation for understanding cosmology (Rom. 8:18-25). Irenaeus reads Romans 8 as telling us something about our own nature. it reveals to us at least in part what we are. It speaks to us anthropologically, informing us about what it is to be human. Flesh is an essential component of humanity whether in original creation or in resurrection, whether in realized or consummative eschatology, whether in corruption or incorruption, whether with or without the Spirit of God. Romans 8 also speaks cosmologically. The creation is essentially and substantially worthy of renovation. Its bondage is linked to the bondage of its master, the human. So too, its restoration is linked to the liberty of humanity. The creation has entered corruption only through humanity. It will receive its incorruption only in the glory of the human.


Against his opponents, the bishop of Lyon reads underneath the soteriology, pneumatology, and eschatology of Romans 8. These issues are not ignored, of course, but it is the anthropology and cosmology underlying Paul's discussion that consumes his interest. He draws Paul's implicit principles forth and makes them explicit in concert with a network of biblical passages drawn from throughout the canon. The immediate literary context is a context for understanding the thought of the apostle, but by no means is it the only or even necessarily the primary context. The mind of the apostle is in continuity with the mind of the Spirit displayed harmoniously throughout the biblical canon. Within his polemical environment he could take nothing for granted. The web of anthropology and cosmology needed to be elucidated. Romans 8 provided the material around which to center and unify that explanation.


Yet Romans 8 and the networks associated with its interpretation contribute to a larger network aimed at providing an orthodox reading of 1 Corinthians 15:50. The heretics' interest in this text determined Irenaeus's fixation. So he employs Romans 8 with its networks as a component in that battle and thereby demonstrates a polemical technique common to orthodox and heretic alike. 1 Corinthians 15:50, for Irenaeus and Tertullian, could only be properly read within a carefully constructed canonical network. As we saw in the Gospel of Philip the same was true of their opponents. Neither was ignoring the problematic text. The issue was the interpretive network. Exegesis, and therefore theology, is an issue of canonical connection within the second century. And as Irenaeus has shown through Romans 8 exegesis and theology is informed by assumptions implicit in certain key texts. So, Irenaeus,  for instance, sees implicit in Romans 8 anthropological and cosmological truths. Without those truths firmly in hand one cannot understand Romans 8 or ultimately  1 Corinthians 15:50. Moreover one cannot construct the network.

Notes

1See the survey in E. Dassmann, 1979, 305-07.

2Noormann, 1994, Iren„us als Paulus interpret; Bal s, 1992, "The Use and Interpretation of Paul in Irenaeus's Five Books Adversus Haereses"; Norris, 1990, "Irenaeus' Use of Paul in His Polemic Against the Gnostics."

3E. Peretto, 1971. La lettera ai Romani cc. 1-8 nell' Adversus Haereses d' Ireneo.

4The critical editions used for Irenaeus, Adv. Haer., are: Ir‚n‚e de Lyon: Contre les h‚r‚sies, Livres l, 2, 3, 4, 5, ed. A. Rousseau, L. Doutrelau, et al., Sources chr‚tiennes (SC), nos. 263, 264, 293, 294, 210, 211, 100.1, 2, 152, 153 (Paris: Cerf, 1979, 1982, 1974, 1965, 1969). They are referenced as SC no.

5See SC 152:201. The language emphasizes God's action in forming, fashioning by his own hands the human body. Such personal attention (based upon Gen. 2:7) confers majesterial dignity upon God's humble creature, creation, our human flesh, our gender that which is corporeal and passible, that which can enter into sacred marital, sexual union, that which Christ took upon himself, and that which is saved. Cf. Adv. Haer. 1.22.2 (SC 264:310.26); 1.28.1 (SC 264:354.10); 3.16.6 (SC

211:312.214); 3.17.1 (SC 211:330.21); 4. Pref. 4 (SC 100.2:390.71); 4.40.3 (SC 100.2:980.45); 5.1.1 (SC 153:20.32); 5.1.2 (SC 153:24.60); 5.12.3 (SC 153:150.55-56).

6For the charges of contradiction see Adv. Haer 5.13.3 [SC 153.170.44-47]; 5.13.5 [SC 153:180.116-121].

7Tertullian, 1954, 987.1-5.

8Gospel According to Philip, 1989, 152; Das Evangelium Nach Philippus, 1960, 42.

9Schenke, 123-24; Wilson, 1962, 87.

10After the Armenian and the Greek we read "life" rather than "salvation." Cf. SC 152:202.

11Cited in Adv. Haer. 5.10.2 (SC 153:130.54-56).

12Cf. Peretto, 1971, 209.

13See the phrase again in Adv. Haer. 5.3.3 (SC 153:52.80-81).

14Cf. Adv. Haer. 4.9.2 (SC 100.2:480.29-486.70).

15Adv. Haer. 5.4.2 (SC 153:58.28-60.39).

16Cf. for the theme of power by means of God's Spirit in Rom. 8: Kassemann, 1980, 212-52.

17Note the repetitive occurrence of mortalis: Adv. Haer. 5.2.3 (SC 153:38.60); 5.3.1, 2, 3 (SC 153:42.16; 44.33; 52.81); 5.4.1 (SC 153:56.12); 5.7.1 (SC 153:84.8, 11; 86.14, 17, 18; 88.31, 32); 5.8.1 (SC 153:94.10); 5.10.2 (SC 153:130.55, 63); 5.13.3 (SC 153:170.49, 50, 53; 172.67, 70; 174.75, 76); 5.13.4, 5 (SC 153:176.88; 180.124, 125); 5.14.4 (SC 153:192.84).

18CF. Adv. Haer. 5.13.5 (SC 153:180.123-25).

19Cf. Adv. Haer 5.13.5 (SC 153:180.125-26).

20Cf. Adv. Haer. 1.6.2 (SC 264:92.24-94.42).

21Cf. Adv. Haer. 1.10.3 (SC 264:164.74-76); van Unnik, 1977.

22Cf. SC 293:326-27.

23Bynum, 1995, 34, 38.

24This time the Spirit cries. Cf. SC 100.2:484, n.k.

25Adv. Haer 3.19.1 (SC 211:374.20-28); 4.11.1 (SC 100.2:498.11-20); 3.20.2 (SC 211:107.10); 4.2.7 (SC 100.2:412.111).

26Adv. Haer. 3.6.1 (SC 211:66.24-36; 4. Pref. 4 (SC 100.2:390.68-75). Cf. Fantino, 1994, 214. Salvation, for Irenaeus, is ministered within a Trinitarian schema.

27Cf. Noormann, 1994, 303.

28Adv. Haer. 1.6.2 (SC 264:94.31).

29Clement of Alexandria, 1970, 172-73; cf. 174, 175, nn. 1-5; Exc. ex Theod. 63-65; Clement of Alexandria, 1934, 22-25; Orbe, 1985, 465-66; Sagnard, 1947, 530-37.

30Cf. Peretto, 1971, 211.

31Die Apostolischen Vater: Griechisch-deutsche Parallelausgabe, 1992, 246.5-14.

32A Diognete, 1997, 62.

33Cf. Adv. Haer. 5.36.3 (SC 153:452.4) Where we have Irenaeus's Greek (ktivsewá)Fr. gr. 29.1); Reynders, 1954, 2:61, 73.

34Cf. Noormann, 1994, 368.

35Ep. Barn. 6.18-19; Ad Auto. 2.17.

36Biblia Patristica, 1986, 437.
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