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It has been some time now since our last “portrait” appeared in Beacon Lights. For those 

interested the last article appeared in the June-July, 1966 issue. In that article we drew a picture 

of Polycarp a martyr for the faith. It was our intention in discussing his life to point out that the 

Church, during the years 200-300, was a church in persecution. The saints suffered greatly at the 

hands of imperial Rome and were repeatedly washed clean in their own blood shed by their 

enemies. 

But the impression ought not to be left that the energies of the Church were so completely 

absorbed in suffering the violent hatred of her foes that she had time for nothing else. This is not 

correct. After the age of the apostles and before the year 300, even though persecution broke out 

time and again, the Church had time to devote her attention to her own calling to develop the 

truth of the Word of God. This was a very necessary task for the Church since from the 

beginning of her existence the devil attempted to destroy the Church through the instrument of 

false doctrine. Even this early in her life attacks against the truth were consistently made. And if 

the Church was to survive as the Bride of Christ, it was necessary that she resist the enticing 

allurements of other lovers and keep herself pure from threatening heresies. 

To give some idea of what this struggle was all about we pen the following portrait of 

Origen. 

* * * * * 

The Church had early been established in the Egyptian city of Alexandria. Perhaps this 

city was the most important in Egypt if not in the empire —with the exception of the capital. It 

was founded by and named after Alexander the Great who built it at the mouth of the Nile some 

300 years before Christ. It was a flourishing center of commerce and trade, filled not only with 

Egyptians, but also with Greeks and Jews. It possessed one of the largest libraries in these days 

when all books were written by hand. It was destined to become one of the greatest centers of 

Christianity. Tradition has it that the Church was established there through the labors of John 

Mark. 

Very early in the history of the Church in this city a catechetical school had been 

established to prepare converts from heathenism for baptism and membership in the Church. But 

it soon became far more than a Catechetical school. It developed into a “Seminary,” one of the 

very few to be found in the Church, for the training of ministers of the gospel. This school 

exerted a powerful influence on the whole Church from which ministers went forth to preach. 

But there was one grave problem. The city of Alexandria was filled with Jews, Greeks 

and Orientals. And for this reason it also became a hot-bed of heresy. Some of the most troubling 

heresies which arose in the early Church came out of this fair city. The chief of these heresies 

was called Gnosticism. It is not our intention to go into the intricacies of this awful heresy. But it 

is important that we see that this heresy was an attempt to synthesize all the religions of the 

world into one universal religion. Those who were proponents of this heresy took various 

elements from Oriental mystical religions, various elements from Greek pagan philosophy and 

various elements from Christianity and tried to incorporate them all into one unified system of 

religion which would be acceptable to all men. It wanted to take the “best” elements of every 

religion, discard the worst of each and form a religion which would be satisfactory to the whole 

world and unite all men in one common faith. It has its counterpart in efforts made today by 



leaders of the ecumenical movement who strive to unite all religions (Hinduism, Buddhism, 

Roman Catholicism, Judaism, Protestantism, etc.) into one universal faith which all men can 

believe and on the basis of which all men can join in a common Church. 

It would be nice if at this point we could say that the Church in Alexandria stood firmly 

opposed to this sort of thing. But they didn't; and therein lies the tragedy. They did not actually 

go along with these heresies; on the contrary, they quite faithfully condemned them. But the 

leaders in this Church (including Origen) made a basic concession which did harm to their 

theology. They were determined to reconcile Christianity with pagan philosophy and they 

permitted many elements of pagan thought to enter their confession. They spoke, in telling 

words, of the fact that while the Jews had the law to be a schoolmaster to lead them to Christ, the 

pagans had philosophy. But it served just as effectively as the law to be their schoolmaster to 

bring them to Christ. 

* * * * * 

Origen was born of Christian parents in Alexandria in the year 185. He was baptized in 

early childhood and received from his pious father Leonidas a learned and Christian education. 

When he was still a boy he committed large sections of Scripture to memory and often asked his 

father profound questions concerning Scripture's meaning which exasperated Leonidas because 

he was hard put to answer them. His father reproved his son for such curiosity, but secretly 

thanked God for such a son and often kissed the breast of his sleeping son acknowledging his 

son's breast to be the temple of the Holy Spirit. 

During the persecution of the emperor Septimus Severus in 202 Leonidas was imprisoned 

for his faith. Origen wrote his father in prison telling him not to deny Christ and would have 

given himself up also to the heathen authorities except that his mother prevented such rash action 

by hiding his clothes. Leonidas died a martyrs death and his property was confiscated by the 

state. This left Origen's mother a helpless widow responsible for the care of seven children. 

Origen was, briefly, supported by some wealthy benefactor, but soon earned his own living by 

giving instruction in Greek and literature and by copying manuscripts. 

He was a brilliant student, perhaps the most brilliant of his age; and was appointed 

president of the catechetical school in Alexandria when only eighteen years old. Under his 

direction students were attracted to the school from all parts of the empire, and it reached its 

most flourishing period. 

There were in the Church already at this early date strong tendencies towards asceticism 

to which Origen was not immune. It was a principle of his faith to deny himself all earthly 

comforts. He refused any gifts from his pupils and in literal obedience to Christ possessed only 

one coat, no shoes and almost no earthly possessions. He rarely ate meat, never drank wine and 

spent most of every night in prayer and study. When he did succumb to sleep, he scorned the use 

of the crudest bed and slept on a bare and hard floor. In the misguided zeal of his youth he 

emasculated himself thinking to obey the injunction of Christ in Matt. 19:12, but he lived to 

repent of this folly. 

In 228 on a journey to Ceasarea where he had been invited to teach he was ordained an 

elder by the bishops there. But this was an important turning point in his life. His foreign 

ordination and his growing popularity aroused the jealousy of bishop Demetrius of Alexandria 

who called a couple of local Synods in 231 and 232 to have him excommunicated. With this 

sentence of excommunication the Western Church concurred, although the action was opposed 

by most Churches in the East. 

But the result was that Origen stayed in Ceasarea starting a school there which soon 



became greater than the one in Alexandria which he left. Under the pressure of continued 

persecution he went to Cappadocia, then to Greece, then back to Palestine. With a change in 

bishops in Alexandria he returned to his homeland but was soon imprisoned during the 

persecution launched by the cruel emperor Decian. He was thrown into a dark dungeon, loaded 

with chains, suffered his limbs to be pulled apart on the rack and condemned to die at the stake. 

The death of Decian saved him from being burned alive, but, although released from prison, he 

died soon after in the year 253 from the injuries suffered during his torture. 

* * * * * 

Trying to fit Origen into the general pattern of the history of the Church of his time the 

following points are pertinent. 

1) Origen was one of the most (if not the most) brilliant man of his day and gave 

tremendous impetus to the development of the truth, particularly the development of the doctrine 

of the trinity and divinity of Christ. 

2) He was moreover, a child of his times as far as his asceticism was concerned. We 

shall have to say more about this ascetic tendency in the Church in some later article. 

3) He was, in some important senses, a heretic. Surely he was not a heretic in the sense 

in which we use the term today. The doctrines on which he went astray (including in some 

respects the truth of the Trinity) were doctrines not yet fully developed by the Church. They 

would be developed in subsequent history, and this development would even take place under 

the prodding of Origen’s errors. But he did not as such depart from established dogma in the 

Church. 

4) His heresy consisted particularly in his fondness for philosophy and in his attempt to 

marry philosophy and the Christian faith in some unholy alliance. Through his own erroneous 

views he called attention to the danger of trying to bring about harmony between pagan thought 

and the revelation of Scripture. And because of the errors into which his views lead, the Church 

was called to point out in no uncertain terms that there is no common ground between pagan 

philosophy and the revelation of God. The former is of man, born in man’s sinful heart, part of 

his opposition to God. The former is arrived at by the power of reason alone. The latter is of 

God's revelation, divinely given, appropriated only by faith. It alone can lead to the true and 

saving knowledge of God. 

There is a point here that needs to be made. It is especially true of Christian colleges that 

something on the same order is taught under the guise of common grace. The attempt is often 

made to demonstrate that the Christian has the right and even calling to incorporate into his faith 

the beneficial and correct teachings of pagan philosophy which are also truth granted to heathen 

men by God. The calling is described in terms of a marriage between Jerusalem and Athens. But 

the Church of Origen’s day saw (and the Church today must also see) that the Christian faith is 

absolutely antithetical to all pagan thought. It stands alone in a class by itself. The faith of the 

saints in the life of the Church is a perpetual and unending condemnation of all that man 

accomplishes through the power of reason for he ends with an idol. While therefore, the Church 

could gain from the profound writings of Origen, one of its most brilliant thinkers, many 

thoughts which Origen had gleaned from the pages of Holy Writ, it had to condemn him too for 

his desire to go in search of the glories of Greek philosophy. This it did. May the Church of 

today do no less. 
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