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When we began this series of essays on early church history, we were asked to do so 

from the viewpoint of the lives of the great men God raised up and used in the growth of His 

church.  Thus far we have done so, calling your attention to Ignatius, Polycarp, Justin Martyr, 

Origen and Tertullian.  However, we also felt the need of giving you a general picture of the 

condition of the church in the periods in which these men lived. 

We have now come to the period of polemics and once again, we feel the need of making 

a few general remarks about the period and the events that lead up to it before we begin to single 

out and treat the lives of individuals who lived in that age.  This period of polemics had in 

common with the period of apologies, the period which we have just considered, the fact that the 

church is still fighting against its enemies.  That is true of the church in every age.  The age of 

polemics differed from the age in which the apologists lived in that now the true church and the 

true believers found themselves fighting almost solely against the enemy who was inside and not 

outside the church.  The apologists, we have seen, sought to prove that Christianity has and 

deserves a place in this world and that the heathen idolatry and humanistic philosophy of man is 

to be condemned.  The church in the age of polemics—the word polemic, by the way, means 

argument or controversy—strove to defend the truth over against the false doctrines that were 

being taught in the church.  It was a period of arguments and controversies over points of 

doctrine.  In it there was a tremendous step made in the development of doctrine. 

The devil being cunning and crafty and having found by experience that persecution—

and the church had undergone some extremely violent persecutions before the age of polemics—

did not hinder Christianity, but rather occasioned its spread sought now to undermine the church 

from within.  There was a rapid rise and development of false doctrines under his guidance.  The 

existing false doctrines, that is, the false doctrines that were present when Christ was here upon 

earth and when His Spirit was poured out upon His church, began to assume new forms that were 

more suitable and deceiving in that they professed to believe in Christ. 

One of the chiefest of these new forms of an old false doctrine was that of Ebionism.  It 

was simply a whitewashed Judaism.  Remember what we said in a previous installment that the 

two chief opponents of Christianity in the early days of the New Testament Church were 

Judaism which was the doctrine of the unbelieving Jews who wanted to hold on to all the ritual 

and shadows of the Old Testament and rejected Christ completely even though He was of Jewish 

descent and Paganism which was the old idolatry, mythology and philosophy of the heathen 

nations outside of the nation of Israel.  Well, in the second century this Judaism put on a new 

cloak, but remained unchanged in its heart.  It began to profess faith in Christ, that is, in as far as 

it felt the necessity of doing so in order to deceive those who professed to be Christians and at 

the same time by implication it denied Him completely.  The devil is still at his old trick which 

was first tried in Paradise and was so successful in deceiving man. 

The main tenets of this Ebionism were the following four points for which information I 

am indebted to Prof. G.M. Ophoff and his church history notes: (1)  Jesus is the promised 

Messiah, the Son of David, but a mere man like Moses and David.  (2)  Circumcision and 

observation of the whole Law of Moses are necessary to salvation.  (3)  Paul is an apostate and a 

heretic and all his epistles must be put under a ban.  (4)  Christ is soon to return and will 

introduce the glorious 1000 year reign of the Messiah with Jerusalem as its seat. 



Notice that here in the second century, the false doctrines of pre-millennialism, 

arminianism and modernism were being taught.  There is nothing new about these doctrines.  

Modernism today denies Christ’s divinity and preaches Him as an excellent teacher and a man 

who set us a wonderful example of love and obedience.  But, there is nothing modern about 

Modernism.  Ebionism taught this same heresy centuries ago.  The point we wish to make here, 

however, is that here in the second century false doctrines are beginning to creep into the church 

that calls itself Christian.  And Christians who have been fighting the enemy outside the fold 

now found themselves fighting against those within the fold.  The church began to argue, to 

discuss and to defend the truth.  A period of controversy or polemics was about ready to begin. 
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