
St. Irenaeus 

St. Irenaeus was born around 125 and was a disciple of St. Polycarp of 

Smyrna.  The tradition is that St. Polycarp sat at the feet of St. John the 
Apostle, where he heard the stories of Jesus firsthand.  In other words, 

with St. Irenaeus we already see an oral tradition at work as he received 
the faith and passed by his teaching and writings. 

 
He was ordained in 177 and served as a priest in Lyon, Gaul (modern 

Lyons, France).  In the same year, Irenaeus was sent to Rome.  He 
eventually returned to Lyon and received the office of bishop, which had 

been vacated because bishop St. Pothinus has been martyred during a 
violent persecution.     

 
St. Irenaeus worked against Gnosticism, which was heresy ravaging 

across his diocese.  Gnostics proposed a dualistic system of belief.  Matter 
was evil, while the spirit was good.  God was disconnected from the 

world.  Gnostics also believed that one was saved by knowledge.  They 
claimed to have secret access knowledge imparted by Jesus to only a few 
disciples.  The Gnostics borrowed from the gospels what was suited to 

their belief and wrote new gospels.   
 

St. Irenaeus wrote against the Gnostics, basing his arguments on the 
writings of St. John the Apostle.  St. John says in his first letter, “This is 

how you can know the Spirit of God: every spirit that acknowledges Jesus 
Christ come in the flesh belongs to God.” (1 Jn 4:2) 

 
He wrote five books in which he set the doctrines of erroneous faiths in 

contrast to Holy Scripture and the teaching of the Apostles.  St. Irenaeus’ 
writings, which were widely read, lead to the death of Gnosticism.  

Irenaeus died around the year 203.  One can still read his book Against 
Heresies today.   

 
St. Irenaeus’ famously once said, “The glory of God is the human being 
fully alive.”  God is glorified when we are most fully ourselves.  In other 

words, God is glorified in His saints.  
 

Finally, regarding the Eucharist, St. Irenaeus said, “Just as bread from 
the earth, when it receives the invocation of God, is no longer common 

bread but the Eucharist, made up of two elements, one earthly and one 
heavenly, so also our bodies, in receiving the Eucharist, are no longer 

corruptible, for they have the hope of resurrection.”  As God transforms 
bread and wine at Mass, so He will transform our mortal bodies in the 

Resurrection.  St. Irenaeus, pray for us! 


