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8. Balancing the Past and Present:
Gnosticism, the Canon, and Church Order
(2nd-3rd Centuries)

This chapter asks how Christians in the second and third
centuries stayed faithful to God's past revelation while facing
new needs. Under pressure from false teachings—especially
Gnosticism—the church developed a canon of Scripture, a Rule
of Faith, and stronger overseers. It traces both the gains and the
excesses of these changes.

Key takeaways

e Gnosticism taught that the physical world was evil and only
the spiritual was pure, so it denied Christ's true humanity.
Christians rejected this, insisting salvation renews the body,
not escapes it.

e Marcion cut the God of the Old Testament out of the faith
and made the first list of 'Scripture'—only edited Luke and
ten of Paul's letters. He was excluded as a heretic.

e Origen fought Gnostics but still borrowed Greek philosophy,
promoting allegorical readings and prizing celibacy over
marriage—showing Gnosticism's lasting mark.
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e The canon formed by three tests: connection to an
eyewitness apostle, wide use among churches, and
agreement with known truth. About twenty books were
accepted from the start.

e The Rule of Faith (baptismal questions answering Marcion)
grew into what we call the Apostles' Creed—affirming God as
Ruler of all, Christ's real birth and death, and resurrection of
the flesh.

e Overseers (bishops) gained power as guardians of apostolic
teaching, but some overstepped—Victor cut off eastern
churches over the date of Easter.

e The Montanists (New Prophets) rightly stressed the Spirit
and holiness but made false predictions and demanded rules
stricter than Scripture.

e The church's holiness rests not in its bishops or in individual
experiences, but in faithfulness to the apostolic testimony
preserved in Scripture.

Passages worth keeping

“God's people must learn to view God's present activities in the
light of God's past revelation of Himself in the pages of Holy
Scripture.”

The chapter's key concept, stated twice as its frame.
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“Among early Christians, testimony that could be connected to
eyewitnesses of the risen Lord was considered to be uniquely
authoritative.”

The core standard behind the New Testament canon.

How it connects

The chapter's thread—present workings measured against past
revelation—runs through every episode: canon, creed, and
church order all exist to keep the church anchored to the
apostles' eyewitness testimony to Jesus.

Scripture referenced

¢ John 1:14 -- 'The Word became flesh'—affirms Christ's humanity
against Gnostics.

¢ 1 Corinthians 6:19-20 -- Honor God with your body—salvation
includes the physical.

e John 8:58 -- Jesus as the 'T AM' ties Him to Yahweh, refuting

Marcion.

e Acts 1:21-26 -- Eyewitness qualification that grounds apostolic
authority.

e Philippians 2:11 -- 'Jesus Christ is Lord'—early confession
behind the Rule of Faith.

e Deuteronomy 13:1-5 -- Test for false prophets, applied to the
Montanists' failed predictions.
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