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Jason R. Combs

“Christ” after the Apostles
The Humanity and Divinity of the 

Savior in the Second Century

Late one evening, in the middle of the second century AD, a small 
group of Christian priests, trained in the philosophy of Plato, 

met in secret in the back room of a church in Rome. Their goal? To 
complete the work of transforming the pure doctrine of Christ into 
a philosophically sound but morally deficient theology. They forged 
documents and altered scripture to suit their needs.1 In the end, over 
the course of that evening, they succeeded in forever altering the true 
doctrine of the nature of Christ into a fraud that would be propa-
gated throughout the centuries. 

The most significant fact about this story is that it never hap-
pened. None of it is true; I made it up. Yet Latter-day Saints might be 
inclined to imagine such a scenario when they read statements from 
Joseph Smith such as, “all their creeds were an abomination . . . [and] 
those professors were all corrupt” (Joseph Smith—History 1:19), or 
“I believe the Bible as it read when it came from the pen of the original 
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writers. Ignorant translators, careless transcribers, or designing and 
corrupt priests have committed many errors.” 2 Notice, however, that 
neither of these statements implies secret meetings or mass corrup-
tion in the ancient Church—in fact, “corrupt priests” is listed as only 
one out of three possible explanations for “errors” or changes in the 
biblical texts. And the statement regarding those “professors” of 
creeds should be understood more specifically as “referring to those 
ministers . . . with which Joseph Smith was involved,” as Robert 
Millet, professor emeritus of ancient scripture at Brigham Young 
University, and Elder William Grant Bangerter (1918–2010), a mem-
ber of the Seventy from 1976 to 1989, have explained.3

Sometimes LDS authors have suggested that, in the second 
century or later, Christians’ encounter with Greek language, ideas, 
and especially philosophy distorted the teachings of Christ found in 
the New Testament.4 Yet the spread of Greek culture—a develop-
ment known as Hellenization—began centuries before any book of 
the New Testament was written. The Christian authors whom we 
meet through the New Testament all wrote in Greek and employed 
Greek styles, genres, and even philosophical thought.5 To assume 
that the texts of the New Testament were somehow uninfluenced 
by Greek or Roman thought would be akin to suggesting that the 
modern-day writings of N. Scott Momaday or Sherman Alexie 
show no signs of western European influence because those authors 
are Native American. What’s more, Latter-day Saints should not 
assume that there is something inherently bad about ancient Greek 
philosophy.6 In fact, through the “Statement of the First Presidency 
regarding God’s Love for All Mankind,” issued February 15, 1978, 
the Church affirmed, “Philosophers including Socrates, Plato, and 
others, received a portion of God’s light. Moral truths were given to 
them by God to enlighten whole nations and to bring a higher level of 
understanding to individuals.”

Rather than imagine early Christians as duplicitous in their 
efforts to write about and understand their faith, it is more accurate 
to view them as earnest.7 The purpose of this essay is to introduce 
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Latter-day Saints to the origins of the Christian doctrine regard-
ing the nature of Jesus Christ, his humanity and divinity. What we 
will see are various early Christian authors and groups reading the 
texts that would one day become the New Testament and laboring 
to understand their relationship with Jesus Christ as Savior. These 
second-century Christians were not corrupt. Rather they were ear-
nestly seeking to make sense of sacred texts that could sometimes 
appear confusing or contradictory. The result of the christological 
debates of the second century was the shared Christian confession 
that Jesus Christ is both fully human and fully divine.

Second-Century Christians 
and Their Christologies

Irenaeus was a Church leader in the late-second century AD in 
Lugdunum, Gaul—modern-day Lyon, France—part of the Roman 
Empire where Christians faced persecution.8 By this time Christianity 
had grown from a small Jewish movement in Galilee into an empire-
wide religion that spanned across modern Europe, North Africa, and 
the Middle East.9 As more literate elites converted to Christianity, 
written communication and interaction between geographically di-
verse Christian communities also increased. Some Christian lead-
ers realized that the theological diversity that so troubled Paul 
(1 Corinthians 3:3–4 and Galatians 1:6–9; 2:4) and John (1 John 2:18–
19; 2 John 7; and 3 John 9–10) in the first century had continued into 
the second century. In response, Christians such as Irenaeus wrote 
treatises aimed at cataloging and refuting “heresies”—in Latter-day 
Saint parlance today, we might prefer the term false doctrines over 
heresies. 

I place the terms “heresy,” “heretical,” and “heretic” inside quota-
tion marks because the very groups that Irenaeus labeled as “hereti-
cal” often returned the favor. For instance, the author of the Coptic 
Apocalypse of Peter describes Irenaeus’s brand of Christianity as 
follows: 
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These people oppress their brothers and say to them, 
“Through this fellowship our God has mercy, since salvation 
comes to us alone.” . . . And there are others among those out-
side our number who call themselves bishops and deacons as 
if they have received authority from God. . . . These people are 
dry canals.10 

Whereas Irenaeus often rhetorically places “heretical” groups out-
side of what he deems to be official, authoritative Christianity, the 
author of the Coptic Apocalypse of Peter claims that Irenaeus’s exclu-
sionary rhetoric reveals him to be the “heretic.” For the author of this 
apocalypse, Irenaeus and those like him have no authority from God.11

What seems to have most troubled Irenaeus was the fact that 
these other Christian groups often appealed to the same traditions 
and scriptural authorities but arrived at dramatically different 
theological conclusions. Irenaeus insists that the scripture they cite 
actually refutes their own theological views. 

The very heretics themselves . . . starting from these [Gospels], 
each one of them endeavours to establish his own peculiar 
doctrine. For the Ebionites, who use Matthew’s Gospel only, 
are confuted out of this very same, making false suppositions 
with regard to the Lord. But Marcion, mutilating that accord-
ing to Luke, is proved to be a blasphemer of the only exist-
ing God, from those [passages] which he still retains. Those, 
again, who separate Jesus from Christ, alleging that Christ 
remained impassible, but that it was Jesus who suffered, pre-
ferring the Gospel by Mark, if they read it with a love of truth, 
may have their errors rectified. Those, moreover, who follow 
Valentinus, making copious use of that according to John, to 
illustrate their conjunctions, shall be proved to be totally in 
error by means of this very Gospel.12

Throughout the second century, one particular question seems to 
have dominated theological discussions: To what extent was Jesus 
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Christ human or divine? And each of these groups mentioned by 
Irenaeus—the Ebionites, Marcionites, “those who separate Jesus 
from Christ,” and the Valentinians—arrived at different conclusions 
about the humanity and divinity of Jesus Christ. 

No ancient Christian rejected completely the representations of 
Jesus Christ’s humanity or divinity found in the earliest Christian 
texts, such as Paul’s letters or the Gospels. The problem was that 
those early texts could be interpreted in different ways. When Paul 
wrote that Jesus was descended from David and “declared to be the 
Son of God . . . by the resurrection” (Romans 1:4), did he mean that 
Jesus was primarily human and a “Son of God” in name only? How 
about when Paul wrote that Jesus “was made in the likeness of men” 
(Philippians 2:7)? Did he mean that Jesus only seemed to be human 
but was actually divine? The second-century debate centered on how 
to interpret such texts and on how one might understand the human-
ity and divinity of Jesus Christ represented within them. 

This debate was not a purely intellectual pursuit. While early 
Christians certainly brought all their intellectual resources to bear 
on these questions, their concern was far from academic. In fact, for 
them, the salvation of humanity was at stake! Were Jesus Christ not 
sufficiently human, how could he have the ability to rescue humanity? 
Were Jesus Christ not sufficiently divine, how could he have the power 
to rescue humanity? The debates about the nature of Jesus Christ 
were debates about the relationship between humans and God as well 
as about how humans might be saved and from what they might be 
saved. The christological debates of the second century represent, in 
Latter-day Saint terminology, the work of the early Saints to under-
stand the central role of Jesus Christ within the plan of salvation.13

Introductory scholarship on the christological debates of the sec-
ond century typically describes four types of belief about the nature 
of Jesus Christ: adoptionist, docetist, possessionist/separationist, 
and incarnation Christologies.14 An adoptionist Christology empha-
sizes the humanity of Jesus. He is presented as fully human, con-
ceived through the normal physical union of Joseph and Mary and 
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born in a typical human manner. In this view, the human Jesus is not 
by nature divine. Yet, due to his righteousness, God chooses him and 
adopts him to be a son of God. Most commonly this is believed to 
occur at Jesus’s baptism, although some may understand the adoption 
to occur at resurrection as a reward for Jesus’s life of faithfulness.15

Docetist Christology could be described as the polar opposite 
of adoptionism. Whereas adoptionists present Jesus as only human, 
docetists believe that Jesus is only divine. The term docetism comes 
from the Greek dokein which means “to seem” or “to appear.” It is an 
apt description of this Christology because docetists affirm that Jesus 
Christ only appears to be human but is in fact fully divine.16 

Possessionist or separationist Christology describes Jesus Christ 
as both human and divine but limits that union to a set time dur-
ing Jesus’s mortal life. This Christology affirms Jesus’s humanity 
in a manner similar to the adoptionists—that is, that Jesus is fully 
human, conceived through normal human sexual processes. Yet this 
Christology also affirms that at some point in Jesus’s life, he is pos-
sessed by a preexistent divine being, sometimes called the “Christ.” 
In this state of divine possession, Jesus the Christ performs miracles. 
Then, at some point prior to his death on the cross, the divinity that 
possessed Jesus separates from him—for this reason, the belief is called 
either possessionist Christology or separationist Christology.17

The incarnation Christology that eventually becomes the orthodox 
position affirms that Jesus Christ is both fully human and fully divine. 
This Christology differs from possessionist/separationist Christology 
in the affirmation that Jesus Christ is human and divine from birth, 
that his conception and birth are miraculous, and that this union of 
divinity and humanity continues through death and into the resurrec-
tion.18 Like possessionist/separationist Christology, however, incarna-
tion Christology can be understood as occupying a middle ground on 
a spectrum with adoptionism and docetism as polar opposites. 

Latter-day Saints, like other Christians today, would find most 
of these Christologies to be absurd if not offensive. Likewise, Latter-
day Saints and most Christians today may find it difficult to imagine 
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that there was ever a time when some Christians questioned Jesus 
Christ’s complete humanity and divinity. Early Latter-day Saints 
and the scripture that came through Joseph Smith, such as the Book 
of Mormon and Doctrine and Covenants, attest to Jesus Christ’s 
humanity and divinity.19 This is not to suggest that LDS Christology 
was completely settled from the foundations of Mormonism.20 For 
instance, Terryl Givens has noted, “Initially . . . [Joseph] Smith and 
his colleagues used both titles [Jehovah and Elohim] to refer to God 
the Father.” 21 It is not until 1844, Givens explains, that we find “hints 
that Smith was beginning to see Elohim as the more proper title for 
God the Father.” 22 Yet, while the understanding of Jesus’s identity 
as Jehovah was only clarified over time for Latter-day Saints, the 
common Christian affirmation that Jesus Christ is both human and 
divine was accepted without reservation.23 And this affirmation has 
continued to hold sway in the Church. Givens summarizes the LDS 
view today as follows: “He was truly man and truly God, conceived 
and born of woman but in some sense progeny of a divine Father.” 24 
This affirmation is not explicit in the texts of the New Testament but 
was born out of the christological debates of the second century. 

Early Christian history is at least as complex as early Latter-day 
Saint history. Just as certain aspects of LDS Christology became 
clear only with the passage of time, so too the very affirmation which 
became orthodox, incarnation Christology, developed over the course 
of the second century in dialogue with other Christologies. And 
those other Christologies were more complex than the categories 
described above. Those categories—adoptionism, docetism, posses-
sionist/separationist, and incarnation—are heuristically useful, but 
the descriptions of Jesus Christ that we find in ancient Christian 
writings often appear as hybrids or combinations of categories. For 
this reason, we cannot proceed by simply collecting evidence for adop-
tionism, then docetism, and so forth. It is necessary, instead, to review 
what specific Christian groups affirmed about Jesus Christ and to use 
our christological categories as a tool to help us analyze their unique 
beliefs. In what follows, I adopt Irenaeus’s summary of “heretical” 
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groups who preferred one Gospel over another as an organizing 
principle. I begin therefore with the Christology of the Ebionites, 
followed by that of Marcion and Valentinus, before concluding with 
the Christology affirmed by proto-Orthodox Christians.25 

Ebionites

Ebionites are often described in ancient Christian texts as “Jewish-
Christians.” 26 Although only fragments of the Ebionites’ writings 
survive, and only in quotations from their theological opponents, we 
are still able to piece together some of the beliefs of this group. The 
name Ebionite most likely comes from the Hebrew, ʾebyon, mean-
ing “poor”—as in, “blessed are the poor in spirit” (Matthew 5:3).27 
Irenaeus introduces the Ebionite Christians as follows:

Those who are called Ebionites agree that the world was made 
by God; but their opinions with respect to the Lord are simi-
lar to those of Cerinthus. . . . They use the Gospel according 
to Matthew only, and repudiate the Apostle Paul, maintain-
ing that he was an apostate from the law. As to the propheti-
cal writings, they endeavour to expound them in a somewhat 
singular manner: they practice circumcision, persevere in the 
observance of those customs which are enjoined by the law, 
and are so Judaic in their style of life, that they even adore 
Jerusalem as if it were the house of God.28

In this description, the Ebionites’ concern for the law of Moses is 
clear; it is their reason for preferring Matthew over Paul, and it is the 
reason they continue to practice circumcision as well as other “cus-
toms which are enjoined by the law.” Irenaeus also emphasizes that 
they look to Jerusalem “as if it were the house of God,” even though 
by this time the Jerusalem temple had been destroyed and replaced 
by a Roman temple dedicated to the god Jupiter. 

Irenaeus believes that this group emphasizes Jewish customs too 
much, but he is more concerned about their teaching regarding Jesus. 
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Here he says only that “their opinions with respect to the Lord are 
similar to those of Cerinthus.” Elsewhere, however, he describes their 
beliefs in greater detail. Cerinthus, he explains, “represented Jesus as 
having not been born of a virgin, but as being the son of Joseph and 
Mary according to the ordinary course of human generation, while 
he nevertheless was more righteous, prudent, and wise than other 
men.” 29 According to Irenaeus, this is what the Ebionites believe. A 
point he reiterates again—“The Ebionites . . . assert that [Jesus] was 
begotten by Joseph” 30—and again—“Vain also are the Ebionites, 
who do not receive by faith into their soul the union of God and man, 
but who remain in the old leaven of [the natural] birth, and who do 
not choose to understand that the Holy Ghost came upon Mary, 
and the power of the Most High did overshadow her.” 31 According 
to Irenaeus, Ebionites believe that Jesus was conceived through the 
normal physical union of Mary and Joseph and was born as naturally 
as any human being. Jesus was a human being at birth, and nothing 
more. 

One might wonder how the Ebionites, who according to Irenaeus 
treasured the Gospel of Matthew, could possibly believe that Jesus’s 
birth was normal. What’s normal about Mary being “found with 
child of the Holy Ghost” when she “was espoused to Joseph, before 
they came together” (Matthew 1:18; see also 1:20)? It may be that 
the Ebionites’ Gospel of Matthew was different from the Gospel 
that we know today by that name. According to Epiphanius—ano
ther chronicler of heresies like Irenaeus, but one who wrote at the 
end of the fourth century AD—the Ebionites’ Gospel was different: 
“The Gospel of Matthew used by them [was] not in a perfect but in 
a mutilated and castrated form called the Gospel of the Hebrews.” 32 
Epiphanius’s quotations of the Ebionites’ Gospel are more similar to 
the Gospel of Mark than to the Gospel of Matthew. The Gospel of 
Mark, of course, does not include a narrative of Jesus’s birth.33 In the 
Gospel of Mark the only explanation provided for Jesus’s divine son-
ship comes at Jesus’s baptism when the heavens part and a voice is 
heard: “Thou art my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased” (Mark 
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1:11). To Jewish-Christians like the Ebionites, this would likely 
remind them of the divine proclamation to King David in Psalm 2:7, 
“Thou art my Son; this day have I begotten thee” (see also 2 Samuel 
7:14). The Ebionites may have thought that if God could pronounce 
King David and King Solomon to be his sons without miraculous 
births, he certainly could do so with Jesus. 

In fact, Epiphanius quotes the section of the Ebionites’ Gospel 
that describes the baptism: “Jesus came also and was baptized by 
John. And as he came up out of the water, the heavens opened, and 
he saw the Holy Spirit descending in the form of a dove and entering 
into him. And a voice was heard from heaven, ‘You are my beloved son, 
and in you I am well pleased.’ And again, ‘This day I have begotten 
you.’ ” 34 Here the declaration, “This day I have begotten you,” takes 
on additional meaning because the description of the Holy Spirit’s 
descent includes this statement: “He saw the Holy Spirit . . . entering 
into him” (emphasis added). This supports Irenaeus’s claim that the 
Ebionites’ understanding of Christ is similar to that of Cerinthus. 
Irenaeus’s description of Cerinthus’s Christology begins with an 
explanation of Jesus’s humanity and then continues by describing 
Jesus’s baptism: “Moreover, after his baptism, Christ descended upon 
[Jesus] in the form of a dove from the Supreme Ruler, and then he 
proclaimed the unknown Father, and performed miracles. But at last 
Christ departed from Jesus, and then Jesus suffered and rose again, 
while Christ remained impassible, inasmuch as he was a spiritual 
being.” 35 The Gospel quoted by Epiphanius describes the Holy Spirit 
“entering” Jesus, and here Irenaeus describes the belief that a divine 
being called “Christ” entered the human Jesus after baptism. The 
similarity is enough to suggest that one of these views is close to what 
the Ebionites believed, despite our only sources originating with their 
theological opponents.36 

In summary, the Ebionites appear to have believed that Jesus 
was conceived and born through the normal physical union of Mary 
and Joseph. Then Jesus was chosen by God, adopted because of his 
righteousness, and became the vessel for a divine being, called either 
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Christ or the Holy Spirit. That divine being empowered the human 
Jesus to perform miracles and to teach about God. Then, prior to 
Jesus’s death on the cross, the divine being departed. Certain aspects 
of the Ebionites’ Christology sound like an adoptionist view, while 
others seem closer to a separationist/possessionist Christology. 

Marcionites

Marcion was born around AD 100 and was raised in Sinope, a Ro
man port city in the region of Pontus on the southern shore of Black 
Sea—modern-day Turkey.37 His father was a Christian bishop, and 
Marcion became a wealthy shipowner. Around the year AD 139, after 
Marcion experienced a falling-out with his father, Marcion sailed to 
Rome. He was, at first, welcomed by Christians there, and he do-
nated 200,000 sesterces to the Church—the purchase price of a nice 
house in Rome.38 Eventually Marcion began to develop and preach 
his own unique theology, so the Roman Church returned his money 
and excommunicated him.39

What did the Church at Rome find so offensive about Marcion’s 
teachings? Marcion taught that the God of the Old Testament, the 
God worshipped by Jews, was a god of wrath, vengeance, and jus-
tice, and was not the God who sent Jesus. For Marcion, the God who 
sent Jesus was a God of grace, mercy, and love; and Jesus was sent 
to rescue us from the justice of the Old Testament God.40 Certainly 
it is understandable how a Christian might come to this conclusion 
by reading the Old Testament—some Christians today continue to 
interpret the Old Testament in this way. But how could Marcion 
possibly read something like the Gospel of Matthew, the Gospel of 
John, or the Epistle to the Hebrews and think that Jesus was working 
against the God of the Old Testament? The answer is that he didn’t. 
That is, in the middle of the second century there was not yet a “New 
Testament” as we have it today. So Marcion created his own and 
excluded all of those books. In Marcion’s Bible, he included only his 
own edited version of the Gospel of Luke and a small collection of the 
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apostle Paul’s letters—his Bible was “the Gospel” and “the Apostle,” 
and that was it! Nothing from the Old Testament was included.41 For 
Marcion, Christianity started with Jesus.

Since, for Marcion, Jesus was not the Creator God of the Old 
Testament and was not sent by the God of the Old Testament, what 
did Marcion believe about Jesus? It is difficult to say. As with the 
Ebionites, our knowledge about Marcion comes entirely from the 
writings of his theological opponents. In the early third century AD, 
Tertullian wrote an entire treatise against Marcion.42 Tertullian 
was a prolific Latin-writing convert to Christianity from paganism; 
he lived in the city of Carthage—on the northern shore of Africa 
in modern-day Tunisia. In his treatise titled Against Marcion, he 
addresses Marcion’s Christology as one of the core problems with 
Marcion’s teachings. And Tertullian describes Marcion and his fol-
lowers as “antichrists” because, he says, “they denied that Christ was 
come in the flesh.” 43 This language about “antichrists” Tertullian bor-
rowed from the Epistles of John; for instance, 2 John 1:7 says, “For 
many deceivers are entered into the world, who confess not that Jesus 
Christ is come in the flesh. This is a deceiver and an antichrist.” 44 
It is not clear whom John was writing about or what precisely they 
believed, but Tertullian finds in John’s words the language to describe 
Marcion. 

Tertullian continues by explaining why Marcion believes that 
Christ has not come in the flesh. According to Tertullian, Marcion 
believes that the vengeful god of the Old Testament created this 
world and that Jesus came to save humanity from that god and from 
his corrupt material world. “Christ, therefore, in order to avoid . . . the 
imputation, if possible, of belonging to the Creator, was not what he 
appeared to be [that is, human].” 45 This idea that Christ only appeared 
to be human even though he was actually fully divine was introduced  
above as the defining characteristic of docetism. 46

Tertullian argues that this belief is absurd because if Christ only 
appeared to be human, then he only appeared to heal people and 
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only appeared to suffer and die, but did not in actuality do any of 
those things.

Since however, Christ’s being flesh is now discovered to be a 
lie, it follows that all things which were done by the flesh of 
Christ were done untruly. . . . If with a touch, or by being 
touched, He freed any one of a disease, whatever was done by 
any corporeal act cannot be believed to have been truly done 
in the absence of all reality in His body itself. . . . On this 
principle, too, the sufferings of Christ will be found not to 
warrant faith in Him. For . . . a phantom could not truly suf-
fer. God’s entire work, therefore, is subverted. Christ’s death, 
wherein lies the whole weight and fruit of the Christian name, 
is denied.47

For Tertullian, it is absurd that anyone would believe in Marcion’s 
Christ. And it might be tempting to agree with Tertullian, but it’s 
worth remembering that Tertullian is Marcion’s theological oppo-
nent and as such might not do justice to Marcion’s theology. That is, 
Marcion may not have held a docetic Christology.

Before further analyzing Marcion’s Christology, it is worth not-
ing that passages in the writings of Paul—Marcion’s favorite apos-
tle—lend themselves to docetic interpretation. For instance, when 
Paul discusses the challenges of both sin and flesh in this life, he 
describes Christ’s incarnation in a way that could lead someone to 
believe that Christ was not incarnated (literally “in-fleshed”) but only 
appeared to be so: “God sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful 
flesh” (Romans 8:3). Similarly, in a poetic passage from Paul’s letter to 
the Philippians, Christ is described as only being similar to humans: 
“But [Christ] made himself of no reputation, and took upon him the 
form of a servant, and was made in the likeness of men” (Philippians 
2:7). Marcion could have read either of these passages and concluded 
that Jesus’s flesh was similar to that of human beings, but not pre-
cisely the same. That said, it is not clear that Tertullian’s description 
of Marcion as a docetist accurately captures Marcion’s Christology.
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We catch a glimpse of the problem with Tertullian’s caricature 
of Marcion’s Christology at the very end of his four-volume trea-
tise against Marcion. There he quotes from Marcion’s edition of the 
Gospel of Luke. In the King James Version, the passage reads:

But they were terrified and affrighted, and supposed that 
they had seen a spirit. And he said unto them, Why are ye 
troubled? and why do thoughts arise in your hearts? Behold 
my hands and my feet, that it is I myself: handle me, and see; 
for a spirit hath not flesh and bones, as ye see me have. (Luke 
24:37–39)

According to Tertullian, Marcion cut many passages out of his 
version of the Gospel of Luke. Yet, when it comes to this passage, 
which would seem to contradict a docetic Christology, Tertullian 
quotes Marcion’s Gospel as saying, “Why are ye troubled, and why 
do thoughts arise in your hearts? See my hands and my feet, that it 
is I myself; for a spirit hath not bones, as ye see me have.” Although 
this passage does not appear precisely the same as that found in the 
KJV translation of Luke today—for instance, it omits the command 
to “handle” Jesus and leaves out the word flesh—it, nevertheless, re-
jects the idea that Jesus was a mere “spirit” after his resurrection and 
insists that he has “bones.” 48 Tertullian is clearly confused by this 
passage and struggles to make sense of why it appears in Marcion’s 
Gospel. He concludes that “Marcion was unwilling to expunge from 
his Gospel some statements which [were] even made against him,” 
and he suggests that Marcion only included this passage so that he 
could “deny that he had expunged anything.” 49 Of course, the other 
possibility is that Marcion did in fact believe that Christ had some 
form of a tangible body.50 In fact, Tertullian admits that Marcion’s 
later followers believed that Jesus’s body was tangible: “They allow 
that Christ really had a body. Whence was the material of it, if not 
from the same sort of thing as that in which He appeared? . . . He 
borrowed, they say, His flesh from the stars, and from the substances 
of the higher world.” 51 In other words, Marcion seems to have argued 
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that Christ’s body looked human but was in reality more divine or 
was made of more heavenly than earthly material. 

How might Marcion have developed the idea that Christ’s body 
was not of this earth but was instead a heavenly body? Once again, 
Paul uses similar language in his first letter to the Corinthians. In 
the context of explaining the resurrection, Paul contrasts Adam with 
Jesus Christ, and thus human beings with the Lord. Referring to 
Christ as the “last Adam,” Paul writes: “There is a natural body, and 
there is a spiritual body. And so it is written, The first man Adam was 
made a living soul; the last Adam was made a quickening spirit. . . . 
The first man is of the earth, earthy: the second man is the Lord from 
heaven” (1 Corinthians 15:44–45, 47). It is easy to understand how 
Marcion might have developed from Paul’s language in 1 Corinthians 
15 the idea that Christ’s body was not fully human.

Despite Tertullian’s insistence that Marcion was a docetist, 
Marcion’s Christology seems to have been more complex. Rather than 
insisting that Jesus Christ was a phantasmal being who only appeared 
to have a tangible body, Marcion actually affirmed that Jesus’s body 
was real and tangible. Yet, for Marcion, this body of Jesus was not 
made of the evil material that comes from this world. Instead, Jesus’s 
body was comprised of heavenly substance—a concept Marcion likely 
derived from his reading of Paul.

Valentinians

The story of Valentinus (no relation to the century-later St. Valen
tine) is similar to that of Marcion. It seems that Valentinus was 
born in Egypt in the early second century AD and was educated in 
Alexandria.52 At some point, Valentinus moves to Rome and be-
gins preaching (c. AD 130–160). Unlike Marcion, Valentinus then 
becomes so popular that he is almost elected Bishop of Rome.53 
Irenaeus and Tertullian, however, do not think highly of him, and 
they associate him with other “heretics” such as Marcion. Unlike 
Marcion, however, Valentinus was not trying to change the beliefs of 
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all Christians in Rome. Instead, Valentinus offered his teaching as 
an expansion or deeper understanding of the Christian message al-
ready taught to the masses—he formed a church within the Church.
Irenaeus criticizes, in particular, Valentinus’s beliefs about Christ, ar-
guing that he does not place sufficient emphasis on Jesus’s humanity.

And I have proved already, that it is the same thing to say that 
He appeared merely to outward seeming, and [to affirm] that 
He received nothing from Mary. For He would not have been 
one truly possessing flesh and blood, by which He redeemed 
us, unless He had summed up in Himself the ancient forma-
tion of Adam. Vain therefore are the disciples of Valentinus 
who put forth this opinion, in order that they may exclude the 
flesh from salvation, and cast aside what God has fashioned.54

Irenaeus asserts that Valentinus’s Christology is no different than af-
firming a Jesus who “appeared merely outward seeming,” and in this 
way Irenaeus equates the Christology of Valentinus with docetism. 
To support this criticism, Irenaeus points to the Valentinian belief 
that Jesus “received nothing from Mary,” and he argues that Christ 
could not have truly saved humanity (those of “flesh and blood” like 
“Adam”) unless he was also flesh and blood.

Tertullian offers a similar criticism of Valentinus. Likewise focus-
ing on Christ’s relationship to his mother, Mary, Tertullian argues that 
the Valentinians play irresponsibly with the prepositions through and 
of: Christ was born through Mary, they say, not of her. The implication 
is that Christ did not inherit any particular humanness from Mary.

[Valentinus’s] position being one which must be decided by 
prepositions; in other words, [Christ] was produced by means 
of a virgin, rather than of a virgin! On the ground that, having 
descended into the virgin rather in the manner of a passage 
through her than of a birth by her, He came into existence 
through her, not of her—not experiencing a mother in her, but 
nothing more than a way. Upon this same Christ, therefore 
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(so they say), Jesus descended in the sacrament of baptism, in 
the likeness of a dove.55

Tertullian also mocks the idea of a Christ made of multiple parts (be-
yond a spirit and a body) by describing the Valentinians as stuffing 
Christ’s body first with “spirit-seed” and “a soul-breath” and later at 
baptism with this divine being (Jesus), as if the divinity were “season-
ing” intended to prevent the other “stuffing” from spoiling.

I now adduce (what they say) concerning Christ, upon whom 
some of them engraft Jesus with so much license, that they 
foist into Him a spirit-seed together with a soul-breath. 
Indeed, I will not undertake to describe these incongruous 
crammings, which they have contrived in relation both to 
their men and their gods. . . . Moreover, there was even in 
Christ accruing . . . the condiment of a spirit-seed, in order 
of course to prevent the corruption of all the other stuffing.56

Tertullian’s mockery, like that of Irenaeus, was intended to disparage 
the Valentinians’ beliefs and portray them as ridiculous. Tertullian 
concludes by describing the Valentinians as “reducing all things to 
mere images—Christians themselves being indeed nothing but imagi
nary beings!” in the thought of Valentinus.57

Valentinus’s understanding of the world and of Christ’s role in it 
was more logical than his theological opponents allow. And most of 
his ideas concerning the nature of Christ came from close readings 
of texts now found in the Bible. For instance, Valentinus’s under-
standing of the nature of Jesus’s body seems to have developed in 
part from his reading of the Gospel of John. Valentinus argued that 
Jesus’s body was special: “He was continent, enduring all things. Jesus 
digested divinity: he ate and drank in a special way, without excret-
ing his solids. He had such a great capacity for continence that the 
nourishment within him was not corrupted, for he did not experi-
ence corruption.” 58 As strange as it may seem that Valentinus would 
have speculated about the bowel movements of the Savior, it is worth 
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noting that this theory likely originated from his reading of John 6:27. 
As Bentley Layton explains: 

His exaggerated statement about Jesus’ digestion may be 
based on a New Testament story of Jesus’ command to the 
people of Tiberias in Jn 6:27, playing upon the double mean-
ing of the Greek verb “to labor for,” which also means “to 
digest”: “Jesus answered them . . . ‘Do not labor for (or digest) 
the food which perishes, but for the food which endures to 
eternal life, which the son of man will give you.’ ” 59

As with the other Christian authors we have considered so far, 
Valentinus is deriving his understanding of Jesus Christ from scrip-
ture. In this case, Valentinus is focusing on texts that suggest Jesus’s 
body was unique.

For Valentinus, Jesus’s body was different from an average human 
being’s body. In the Gospel of Philip, likely written by one of the dis-
ciples of Valentinus, the author explains that Jesus’s flesh is the only 
true flesh.60 

[The master] was conceived from what [is imperishable], 
through God. The [master rose] from the dead, but [he did 
not come into being as he] was. Rather, his [body] was [com-
pletely] perfect. [It was] of flesh, and this [flesh] was true flesh. 
[Our flesh] is not true flesh, but only an image of the true.61

Jesus’s flesh is better and more perfect than the flesh of human be-
ings, both because of the way in which he was incarnated and because 
of the way in which he was resurrected. 

For Valentinians, it was necessary that Jesus’s flesh be better than 
that of humanity in order that he might save humanity from a kind 
of flesh that can get sick and die. In the Gospel of Truth, a work pos-
sibly written by Valentinus himself, the flesh of Jesus nailed to the 
cross becomes the salvific fruit of the tree of life: “He was nailed to 
a tree and became fruit of the Father’s acquaintance. Yet it did not 
cause ruin because it was eaten. Rather, to those who ate of it, it gave 
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the possibility that whoever he discovered within himself might be 
joyful in the discovery of him.” 62 This tree of the cross becomes for 
Valentinus “the climactic moment of divine self-revelation,” as David 
Brakke explains.63 It is through Christ crucified that the Father 
is revealed and Christians can become acquainted both with God 
and with their own divine destiny. This tree of the cross of Christ 
stands in opposition to a tree that would “cause ruin.” As Brakke 
notes, it points back to the forbidden fruit of Eden and forward 
to the Eucharist—in LDS terminology, the sacrament.64 Again, 
Valentinus’s love for the Gospel of John shines through as his theol-
ogy of the cross echoes Jesus’s sermon in John about partaking of his 
life-giving flesh as bread (see John 6:51).

It is not clear whether Valentinus believed that Jesus’s material 
body was comprised of celestial substance, as Marcion taught, or 
whether Valentinus affirmed that Jesus’s body was made of the sub-
stance of this world (inherited from his mother, Mary) and redeemed 
by his own spiritual body that inhabited it.65 It is clear, however, that 
the Christology of Valentinus and later Valentinians was more com-
plicated than Tertullian’s classification of it as mere docetism. For 
Valentinus, Jesus Christ was divine and had a body that was crucified 
and resurrected. 

Proto-Orthodox
The Christology that eventually became the orthodox position and 
continues to be preached by Christians today, including Latter-day 
Saints, affirms that Jesus Christ is fully human and fully divine. This 
understanding of Jesus Christ is no more explicit in the New Testament 
texts from the first century than are the views later promoted by the 
Ebionites, Marcion, or Valentinus. Rather, during the second century, 
proto-Orthodox Christians developed and refined their understand-
ing of the nature of Jesus Christ in dialogue with the Christologies 
of these other groups and authors.66 As Aloys Grillmeier explains, 
“The struggle against the Docetists and the Adoptionists gives rise 
to stronger stress on the Godhead [the divinity] and the manhood in 
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Christ.” 67 We can see the development of this dual emphasis on the 
full divinity and humanity of Christ in the writings of Irenaeus and 
Tertullian at the end of the second century.68

Irenaeus’s arguments against docetism helped him to refine his 
belief in Jesus Christ’s humanity. For instance, Irenaeus argues for 
Jesus’s humanity when he says, “Those, therefore, who allege that He 
took nothing from the Virgin do greatly err. . . . In that case is His 
descent into Mary [superfluous]; for why did He come down into 
her if He were to take nothing of her?” 69 Then, alluding to one of 
the most common titles Jesus uses for himself in the Gospels, Son of 
Man, Irenaeus writes, “For if He did not receive the substance of flesh 
from a human being, He neither was made man nor the Son of man; 
and if He was not made what we were, He did no great thing in what 
He suffered and endured.” Irenaeus then quotes Galatians 4:4 and 
Romans 1:3–4 to prove that Christ was “made of woman” and “made 
of the seed of David according to the flesh.” 

Irenaeus’s arguments against adoptionism helped him to refine 
his belief in Jesus Christ’s divinity. For instance, Irenaeus also quotes 
the rest of Romans 1:3–4, which continues, “made of the seed of 
David according to the flesh; And declared to be the Son of God 
with power, according to the spirit of holiness, by the resurrection 
from the dead.” Since Paul says that it was by his resurrection that 
he was “declared to be the Son of God,” this passage could be read 
to imply that Jesus became divine by “adoption” through his resur-
rection but was actually only human. Yet Irenaeus elsewhere argues 
against those who emphasize Jesus’s humanity over his divinity when 
he writes, “Those who assert that He was simply a mere man, begot-
ten by Joseph . . . are in a state of death having been not as yet joined 
to the Word of God the Father.” 70 With his mention of the “Word 
of God,” Irenaeus alludes to the prologue of the Gospel of John, in 
which the divine Word is made flesh so that all who receive him might 
become children of God (John 1:1, 12, 14). The critique, that they 
have not yet “ joined to the Word,” has a double meaning. First, they 
have not accepted the belief that Jesus is fully divine, and second, 
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they have not, Irenaeus suggests, received Christ in such a way that 
they might be saved. Here, Irenaeus makes an argument similar to 
Valentinus, that humankind could only be saved by a divine Christ 
acting to transform humanity’s corruptible, mortal nature: “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?” 71 Of course, Irenaeus argues against Valentinus’s view that 
Christ was more divine than human by insisting that the humanity 
of Jesus was just as important as his divinity.72

In response to these opposing views—that Jesus Christ was more 
divine than human or that he was more human than divine—Irenaeus 
insists that both positions are equally true. Grillmeier summarizes 
Irenaeus’s Christology as describing the divine Word, or Logos, “in 
a living relationship to the flesh he has assumed.” 73 In Irenaeus’s own 
words, he affirms: 

For as [Jesus Christ] became man in order to undergo temp-
tation, so also was He the Word that He might be glorified; 
the Word remaining quiescent, that He might be capable of 
being tempted, dishonoured, crucified, and of suffering death, 
but the human nature being swallowed up in it (the divine), 
when it conquered, and endured [without yielding], and per-
formed acts of kindness, and rose again, and was received up 
[into heaven]. He therefore, the Son of God, our Lord, being 
the Word of the Father, and the Son of man, since He had 
a generation as to His human nature from Mary—who was 
descended from mankind, and who was herself a human 
being—was made the Son of man.74

For Irenaeus, it was necessary that Jesus Christ be both human and 
divine in order to save humankind.

Tertullian also refined his Christology in dialogue with alterna-
tive views and alternative interpretations of scripture. For instance, 
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the same scriptural passage that docetists might have used to autho-
rize their interpretation of Jesus’s difference from humans is used by 
Tertullian to affirm Jesus’s humanity: “God sending his own Son in 
the likeness of sinful flesh” (Romans 8:3). Tertullian explains: 

For in another place also he says that Christ was in the like-
ness of the flesh of sin: not that he took upon him the likeness 
of flesh, as it were a phantasm of a body and not its reality: but 
the apostle will have us understand by “the likeness of sinful 
flesh” that the flesh of Christ, itself not sinful, was the like of 
that to which sin did belong, and is to be equated with Adam 
in species but not in defect.75

In other words, for Tertullian, Paul did not claim that Jesus’s body 
was only in appearance like that of other humans. For Tertullian, 
Jesus’s body was comprised of the same flesh as any other human. The 
only difference in Tertullian’s interpretation of Paul is that Jesus’s 
flesh was not sinful because Jesus was sinless—therefore, it was in 
the “likeness of sinful flesh,” but it was nonetheless human flesh.76

Tertullian, in response to the Christologies of Marcion and 
Valentinus, emphasizes the humanness of Jesus’s body. When he 
affirms that Jesus was crucified, died, was buried, and was resurrected, 
he emphasizes that Jesus’s flesh is human: “I mean this flesh suffused 
with blood, built up with bones, interwoven with nerves, entwined 
with veins, a flesh which knew how to be born, and how to die, 
human without doubt, as born of a human being.” 77 For Tertullian, 
it is important that Jesus’s flesh be exactly the same as human flesh 
because it is in part through Jesus’s incarnation that he is able to 
save human beings: “By clothing himself with our flesh he made it 
his own, and by making it his own he made it non-sinful.” 78 Notice 
how this contrasts with Valentinus’s understanding of Christ’s flesh. 
For Valentinus, Christ’s flesh had to be superior to that of humanity 
so that through it humans might escape their own sinful flesh. For 
Tertullian, however, it is by Christ taking upon himself human flesh 
that he is able to redeem that very flesh. Rather than escape from 
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sinful flesh, in Tertullian’s understanding of incarnation, Christ saves 
flesh from its potential for sinfulness.

For Tertullian, it was necessary that Jesus Christ be both human 
and divine. In a statement that echoes Irenaeus’s affirmation concern-
ing the humanity and divinity of Jesus Christ, Tertullian summarizes 
his own view: 

Thus the nature of the two substances displayed Him as man 
and God,—in one respect born, in the other unborn; in one 
respect fleshly, in the other spiritual; in one sense weak, in the 
other exceeding strong; in one sense dying, in the other living. 
This property of the two states—the divine and the human—
is distinctly asserted with equal truth of both natures alike, 
with the same belief both in respect of the Spirit and of the 
flesh. The powers of the Spirit proved Him to be God, His 
sufferings attested the flesh of man.79

For Tertullian, Jesus Christ was both fully human and fully divine. 
This is not the end of the story. While this may have been the 

first time that the belief in Jesus Christ’s two natures was so clearly 
elucidated, it was not the last. Discussions about the relationship 
between Jesus Christ’s humanity and divinity continued into the 
middle of the fifth century, with the Council at Chalcedon, and 
beyond.80 Although Latter-day Saints may now quibble with some of 
the nuances of the later creeds, we owe a debt of gratitude to the early 
proto-Orthodox Christians whose Christology we have inherited. 
Likewise, all Christians owe gratitude to the Ebionites, Marcionites, 
Valentinians, and others who labored alongside the proto-Orthodox 
to grow in their understanding of Jesus Christ. 

Conclusion

The story of the christological developments of the second century 
has been told in different ways. Latter-day Saint authors have some-
times conveyed this story as though it were a disaster narrative, in 
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which all that is good collapses and is lost or scattered.81 The ortho-
dox Christian telling of this story is one of heroes and villains, in 
which authors such as Irenaeus and Tertullian triumph over their 
heretical rivals.82 The story that I have related is less dramatic and less 
triumphalist. It is not the story of a fight for survival and not a story 
of good versus evil. Rather it is the story of various ancient Christians 
who worked to understand their relationship with Jesus Christ. 

Whereas Latter-day Saints often disagree with Christians of 
other denominations on the nature of the Trinity, or Godhead in 
LDS parlance, we find general agreement on the affirmation that Jesus 
Christ is both fully human and fully divine. Yet this doctrine is not 
explicitly affirmed by Christians until the end of the second century 
AD. Latter-day Saints have sometimes ignored or worse disparaged 
the writings of Christians that came after the texts now compiled in 
the New Testament. It is sometimes assumed that anything written 
in the second century AD and beyond must be evidence only of rebel-
lion against God, what we commonly call the Great Apostasy. Yet, 
as we have seen here, one of the fundamental Christian doctrines—
belief in Christ’s full humanity and divinity—came into focus over 
the course of the second century as various Christians worked to 
understand holy scripture. This is not to deny the LDS doctrine of 
a Great Apostasy or the concomitant doctrine of the Restoration, 
but only to suggest that we may not yet fully understand the extent 
and ramifications of each. For that reason, we should take extra cau-
tion when setting limits on whom God might guide and how God 
might work for the benefit and understanding of humankind. And 
as Latter-day Saints, we should graciously acknowledge our debt to 
second-century Christians and be grateful for the understanding of 
Jesus Christ we have inherited from them.

Jason R. Combs is an assistant professor of ancient scripture at Brigham 
Young University.
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