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Writing at the beginning of the second century, Bishop Irenaeus of Lyons 

delineates his understanding of the orthodox faith against heretics who deviate from the 

apostolic teaching in Against Heresies. Irenaeus expounds on the metanarrative of the 

redemption of humanity through the incarnation and triune work of God. Humanity, 

intended from the beginning to grow and share communion with their Creator, is once 

again restored through the incarnational work of the Son and the transformative work of 

the Holy Spirit in preparation for the resurrection to incorruptibility. In the following 

argument I will seek to demonstrate that Irenaeus understands martyrdom and the 

tribulation to serve as means to prepare the saints for immortal and incorruptible union 

with God.

In consideration of his doctrine of suffering and renewal, I will first reflect on

his discussion in Against Heresies (AH) on martyrdom before the tribulation. Then I will 

evaluate key passages on the suffering of the saints in regard to the tribulation while 

interacting with various Patristic scholars. Before diving into the meat of theology of 

martyrdom and the tribulation in AH, we must first lay a brief framework of Irenaeus’s

understanding of redemption and restoration. 

The Restoration of Humanity

In the theology of Irenaeus, the incarnation of the Word is central to the 

restoration of humanity to the triune plan. Humanity was created with the potential for 

growth towards the perfect, the uncreated One.1 While humanity was created to make 

progress towards the perfection of God, Irenaeus is clear that God is pre-eminent, alone 

uncreated, and the primary cause of all else (AH 4.38.1-4). Humanity would continue in 

1 Irenaeus of Lyons, Against Heresies, 4.37.7; 4.38.3
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immortality as long as they remained in subjection to Him, immortality being “the glory 

of the uncreated One.”2 Humanity’s traits of ability to grow and longevity are dependent 

upon the kindness and grace of God, as they reflect His glory as His image and likeness 

(AH 4.38.3).

Because of the disobedience (apostasy) of the first man, humanity is “unable 

to refashion itself and obtain the prize of victory,” having been “dashed to pieces by its 

disobedience”3 (AH 3.18.2). But God in his mercy sent forth His Word, who in the 

incarnation descended and took on flesh, sharing with His creatures so that His creatures 

could share in the Word, thus finding ascension toward God once again (AH 5.36.3). 

Through the redemption brought about by the Word, the redeemed of humanity anticipate 

the coming of the resurrection at the beginning of the kingdom, at which time they will 

once again partake of immortality and incorruptibility (AH 5.32.1).  Ben Blackwell states 

that for Irenaeus “the primary problem that humans face is mortality as the result of sin 

and separation from God. As a result, he presents sharing in divine immortality through 

the work of Christ and the Spirit as the primary anthropological effect of salvation.”4

Redeemed humanity continues in the kingdom to progress in renewal in the image of 

Christ until they, at last, behold the Father (AH 5.35.2; 5.36.2). Blackwell comments, 

2 Irenaeus of Lyons, “Irenæus against Heresies,” in The Apostolic Fathers with Justin Martyr 
and Irenaeus, ed. Alexander Roberts, James Donaldson, and A. Cleveland Coxe, vol. 1, The Ante-Nicene 
Fathers (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Company, 1885), 521.

3 Irenaeus of Lyons, Against the Heresies (Book 3), Ancient Christian Writers, trans. Domic J.
Unger, vol. 64 (New York, NY: Paulist Press, 2012), 88.

4 Ben C. Blackwell, Christosis: Engaging Paul’s Soteriology with His Patristic Interpreters
(Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2016), 63. 
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“Growth into God will not end because humans are ever changing, even into the 

eschaton.”5

In the meantime, the Spirit begins this process of transformation in the 

believer, who has received a portion of the Spirit (AH 5.8.1), awaiting transformation at 

the resurrection when they behold Christ (AH 4.38.3; 5.8.1; 5.36.1). In the process, the 

Spirit uses means to mold the believer. John Behr notes that Spirit prepares the Church 

through the nourishment of the Scriptures (AH 5.20.2), and through partaking in the 

Eucharist that prepares them for incorruptibility as they share in union with the Spirit (AH

4.18.15).6 And as we shall see, suffering and martyrdom also serve as means by which a 

believer may be changed and prepared.

This view of martyrdom does not trivialize the death of the saints, however.  

John Behr notes that “for Irenaeus, human death plays a pedagogical role with the divine 

economy, enabling man to experience his weakness and mortality in apostasy from God, 

the only true source of life.”7 Behr notes this from AH 3.20.1, where Irenaeus indicates 

the longsuffering of God regarding human apostasy, knowing that victory would come 

through the Word. Irenaeus adds: “in truth, when power was made perfect in weakness, 

[the Word] showed forth God’s kindness and His most magnificent power.” Irenaeus 

goes on to illustrate from the story of Jonah and the whale that God allowed humanity to 

be “swallowed up by the great whale who was the author of the transgression” so that 

instead of perishing altogether, He could bring about salvation through the Word by the 

5 Ibid., 64.

6 John Behr, Asceticism and Anthropology in Irenaeus and Clement (Oxford, NY: Oxford 
University Press, 2000), 68-70. 

7 Ibid., 51. 
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miracle of Jonah. Thus humanity would receive salvation and rise from the dead to praise 

God as did Jonah for deliverance, and never conclude that “the imperishability that they 

have is their own naturally.”8 Behr notes from this section that even before the fall, 

humanity was to realize and acknowledge, through the command God gave them, that 

they were dependent upon Him for immortality, and when their self-conceit would lead 

them to believe otherwise, they would no longer possess that gift.9 Behr makes the

important note that despite the pedagogical character of human death, Irenaeus does not 

trivialize the matter. Despite the lesson contained in death for humanity, the fall and its 

consequence are still a catastrophe as “man, the image of God, created for life, rots in the 

earth.”10

The Role of Martyrdom in Against Heresies

Following the Footprints of the Suffering Christ (AH 3.18.5)

Irenaeus’s understanding of martyrdom begins to be developed in AH 3.18.4-

5. When defending the suffering of Christ, he cites the Lord imploring His disciples to 

take up their cross and follow him.11 He argues that Christ shared these things because He 

Himself is the Savior of those who would forfeit their lives for confessing him (AH 

3.18.4).

8 ACW,  64:94-95

9 Behr, Asceticism and Anthropology, 49-51.

10 Ibid., 52.

11 Matt 16:24; Mark 8:34-35; Luke 9:23-34. 
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Defending martyrs against the heretics, Irenaeus refers to them as those “who 

are killed because they acknowledge the Lord and endure all things the Lord predicted, 

and by virtue of this strive to follow in the footsteps of the Lord’s suffering having 

become witnesses [lit., “martyrs”] to the suffering [Lord]” (3.18.4).12 He then adds that 

those whose blood is sought out will attain glory. Thus we can see that Irenaeus views 

martyrdom as a practical, experiential imitation of the Lord, one that the Lord Himself 

foretold and called His followers to, and one that has glory as its final end.

The Suffering of the Church(s) – 4.31.1-3; 4.33.9

Irenaeus’ understanding of the role of suffering and martyrdom continues to 

unfold in his discussion of the commingling of the Spirit of God with humanity. The 

allegorical illustration that Irenaeus draws upon in 4.31 is awkward. Citing Genesis 

19:34-38, he uses the story of Lot and his daughters to illustrate the plan of God in 

recreating humanity. The two daughters of Lot function as a type of the “two churches.”13

Wolfgang Schrage suggests that in this phrase (duae synagogue), Irenaeus is 

appropriating the term of synagogue to refer to both “the Church and the true Judaism of the 

old covenant.”14 Irenaeus sees the story as illustrating that “the elder and younger church”15 are 

unable to bring forth children apart from their Father, but require the Father’s seed (in this case, 

he indicates that the Word is “the father of all” and “the seed” is the Spirit [AH 4.31.2]). Despite 

12 ACW, 64:90.

13 ANF, 1:505.

14 Wolfgang Schrage, “Συναγωγή, Ἐπισυναγωγή, Ἀρχισυνάγωγος, Ἀποσυνάγωγος,” ed. 
Gerhard Kittel, Geoffrey W. Bromiley, and Gerhard Friedrich, Theological Dictionary of the New 
Testament, vol. 7,  (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1964–), 841. 

15 ANF, 1:505
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the unfortunate appropriation of the story of Lot and his daughters as an illustration,16 the 

theological point should still be noted, which Irenaeus sums up at the end of 4.31.2: “The seed of 

the Father of all—that is, of the Spirit of God, by whom all things were made—was commingled 

and united with flesh—that is, the two churches—produced from their own father living sons to 

the living God.”17

Continuing on 4.31.2, Irenaeus draws another illustration from the story of Lot: Lot’s 

wife, remaining as a pillar of salt, is a type of the Church. The Church, “which is the salt of the 

earth, has been left behind within the confines of the earth, and subject to human suffering; and 

while entire members are often taken away from it, the pillar of salt still endures.”18 Irenaeus 

concludes this line of thought by indicating that Lot’s wife typifies “the foundation of the faith 

which maketh strong, and sends forward children to their Father.”19

Several observations should be made from this particular section of AH. First, 

humanity is made children of God through their union with the Spirit. The Church, serving as salt 

in the world, endures through subjection to human suffering. D. Jeffrey Bingham summarizes 

Irenaeus’s statements thus: “As ‘the salt of the earth’ the church's abode is the earth, the realm of 

death, suffering and persecution. But also as a pillar of salt, the church has a firm (pillar) and 

preservative (salt) faith. This faith strengthens the church's martyrs who, in advance of other 

believers and the children of the Father, are sent to the Father. This faith also causes the church to 

persevere to the end of time despite the persecutions which rob it of its members.”20

16 The editors of ANF suggest that Irenaeus is trying to imitate Paul’s allegory regarding 
Hagar and Sarah in Galatians 4:24 (Alexander Roberts, James Donaldson, and A. Cleveland Coxe, eds., 
The Apostolic Fathers with Justin Martyr and Irenaeus, vol. 1, The Ante-Nicene Fathers [Buffalo, NY: 
Christian Literature Company, 1885], 505 n.5.).

17 ANF, 1:505

18 Ibid., 1:504.

19 Ibid., 1:505
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Irenaeus returns to this topic in AH 4.33.9, where he indicates that the Church sends 

forward a “multitude of martyrs to the Father” in every time and place, on account of their love 

for God, for righteousness sake, and for “their confession of His Son.”21 Irenaeus notes that the 

Church is thus often weakened, but immediately finds an increase in numbers, “after the same 

manner as her type, Lot’s wife.”22 He further indicates that the church shares in the experience of 

the ancient prophets in suffering persecution. 

Bingham notes that Irenaeus is both citing and alluding to Matt 5:10-13 in this 

section. He suggests that Irenaeus is reading 5:13 as referring to the Church as salt (Irenaeus is 

referencing Lot's wife again), and may read this section of Scripture as teaching that the Church’s 

suffering brings about flourishing. Bingham adds, “the church as victim gives way to the church 

as mother, for the church continues to bear children.”23 The Church, characterized as life brought 

about by the union of the Spirit to human flesh, does not suffer in vain, but sends forth her 

martyrs to the Father and finds continual increase through her suffering.

J.N.D. Kelly suggests from 4.33.9 that Irenaeus seems to believe that the martyrs are 

the only ones who “are excused from [the] place of waiting” unlike the souls of other saints who 

Irenaeus argues follow the pattern of the Lord and descend into the lower places of the dead, an

invisible place of waiting, until the resurrection (AH 5.31.1-2). Kelly notes that Tertullian affirms 

that the souls of the believers wait in the intermediate place following the pattern of Christ, with 

the exception of the martyrs (On the Soul, 55-8).24 If this is what Irenaeus is implying, perhaps 

20 Dwight Jeffrey Bingham, Irenaeus' Use of Matthew's Gospel in “Adversus haereses,”
(Lovanii: Peeters, 1998), 223.

21 ANF, 1:508.

22 Ibid.

23 Bingham, Irenaeus' Use of Matthew's Gospel, 224-5. 

24 J.N.D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines (Peabody: MA, Prince, 1978), 468. Cf. Tertullian, 
On the Soul, 55-8.
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this suggests that he believes the martyr to be further along in their process of transformative 

growth.

Irenaeus’ discussion of the significance of martyrdom continues in AH 5.9.2, noting 

the significance that suffering plays for the believer in their relationship to the Spirit. For 

Irenaeus, the Spirit is established in the heart of the believer through faith, thus becoming those 

who are “spiritual” and “living to God,” since “they possess the Spirit of the Father, who purifies 

man, and raises him up to the life of God.”25 He indicates that when the Spirit is united with the 

infirmity of the flesh, the strength of the Spirit overcomes and absorbs the weakness of the flesh. 

When this occurs, that person is not “carnal, but Spiritual, because of the fellowship of the 

Spirit.” He continues to conclude that it is “because of the readiness of the Spirit” not the 

weakness of the flesh that leads the martyrs to despise death and bear witness. Irenaeus argues

that when the weakness of the flesh is absorbed, it shows forth “the Spirit as powerful.” The 

Spirit also possess the human flesh “as an inheritance in itself,” the union forming “a living man,” 

life having come through the Spirit unity of the Spirit with the flesh. John Behr summarizes: 

“When the weakness of the flesh is absorbed, it manifests the Spirit as powerful; and again, when 

the Spirit absorbs the weakness, it inherits the flesh for itself, and from both of these is made a 

living man.” Behr goes on to conclude that therefore “our paradigm of the living human being—

flesh vivified by the Spirit—is the martyr.”26

In AH 5.9.3 Irenaeus affirms that those who are without the Spirit are incapable of 

possessing the kingdom. He adds, “But where the Spirit of the Father is, there is a living man; 

[there is] the rational blood preserved by God for the avenging [of those that shed it]; [there is] 

the flesh possessed by the Spirit, forgetful indeed of what belongs to it, and adopting the quality 

25 Translations of Irenaeus in this section are all from ANF, 1:535

26 Behr, Asceticism and Anthropology, 79.
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of the Spirit, being made conformable to the Word of God.”27 Irenaeus here indicates the end of 

vivification, and therefore the end of martyrdom: conformability to the Word, Jesus Christ.

For Irenaeus the Church, consisting of humanity united to the Spirit, does not suffer 

in vain. Through her suffering, she follows in the footsteps of her suffering Lord. She remains in 

the world, holding a faith that strengthens her members in the midst of suffering brought on by 

the world. She continually suffers and sends forth her martyrs to the Father, but finds increase and 

growth in the process. In the process of martyrdom, the strength of the Spirit overcomes and 

absorbs the weakness of the flesh, allowing the martyr to partake of the Spirit and thus making 

him a “living” man, and allowing the martyr to testify of their Lord and demonstrate the power of 

the Spirit. Already we can see the important role that martyrdom plays within the divine plan 

toward the restoring and preparatory work of the Spirit, a process that Irenaeus continues to draw 

out within his discussion of the tribulation.

The Role of Tribulation Suffering in Against Heresies 

The Antichrist and the Flight of the Church in 5.25.2-4; 5.26.1

In book five of AH, Irenaeus presents his understanding of future 

eschatological events that will take place. He begins with the rise of the Antichrist and his 

tyrannical reign. He demonstrates Antichrist’s defeat at the return of the conquering 

Christ to establish His literal kingdom. In the kingdom, redeemed humanity will grow 

accustomed to their post-resurrection incorruptible state (AH 5.32.1). 

In 5.25.2, Irenaeus cites the Lord’s prophecy in Matt 24:15 indicating that 

when the abomination of desolation would come and stand in the holy place, and 

imploring those in Judea should flee into the mountains at that time. To this quotation he 

27 ANF, 1:535.
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adds v.21, where the Lord indicates that there will come a great tribulation as has never 

been nor ever will be. 

Irenaeus continues on to cite the prophecy of Daniel 7 regarding the horns and 

the beast, quoting Daniel 7:21-22 which states that the “horn made war against the saints, 

and prevailed against them, until the Ancient of days came and gave judgment to the 

saints of the most high God, and the time came, and the saints obtained the kingdom.”28

He continues to quote verse 25, which indicates that the fourth beast will wear out the 

saints, ruling for a “time, time, and half a time,”29 which Irenaeus takes to be three and a 

half years in which Antichrist will reign.

Further on in 5.25.4, Irenaeus suggests that during the rule of Antichrist “the 

saints shall be put to flight, they who offer a pure sacrifice to God.”30 Here he cites 

Daniel 9:27, stating that the “sacrifice and the libation shall be taken away” as the 

abomination of desolation enters the temple, and adding that “the tree years and six 

months constitute the half-week.”31

Donald Fairbairn suggests that “one could take the ‘saints’ of this sentence as 

a reference to people who have become believers during the tribulation, the new (Jewish) 

believers will worship in Old Testament ways.” Fairbairn instead argues that Irenaeus 

28 ANF, 1:553.

29 ANF, 1:554.

30 Ibid. 

31 Ibid.
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makes no distinction between Israel and the church, but that “saints” here refers “to 

believers in general” without a prior removal of the Church.32

Understanding what Irenaeus is saying requires careful attention. Michael J. 

Svigel notes that in AH 5.26.1, Irenaeus “apparently correlates Christ’s admonition for 

those in Judea to ‘flee into the mountains’” in Matthew 24 with the woman’s flight into 

the wilderness in Rev. 12:6. He further notes that Irenaeus states that the Church is put to 

flight by the ruling nations of the Daniel prophecy. He suggests that, along with 

Irenaeus’s use of the half-week, the Church being put to flight "likely refers to the flight 

of the woman in Revelation 12:6 and 14." He concludes that if this is the case, Irenaeus is 

indicating that the Church escapes, finding preservation from the Antichrist's persecution. 

He further adds "if Irenaeus is relying on the details of the flight in Revelation 12, then he 

would also have in mind a second group of saints—the ‘rest of her offspring’—who did 

not flee into exile but who were to become the victims of the antichrist’s persecution 

during his forty-two month reign.”33

In the previous discussion of AH 4.31.1-3 and 4.33.9 we saw that Irenaeus 

does indicate that the suffering of the Church leads her to produce offspring. If Irenaeus 

is indicating that offspring remain after the Church escapes from Antichrist and the 

faction of nations, the paradigm of the reproductive result of the Church’s suffering may 

continue in Irenaeus’s understanding of the tribulation. 

32 Donald Fairbairn, “Contemporary Millennial/Tribulational Debate,” in A Case for Historic 
Premillennialism: An Alternative to “Left Behind” Eschatology, ed. Craig L. Blomberg and Sung Wook 
Chung (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2009), 126.

33 Svigel, “The End Times in Irenaeus (Notes),” unpublished class notes provided for HT910 
(Dallas Theological Seminary, Fall Semester, 2016), 3-4. 
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Preparation for the Royal Banquet: Eucharistic Typology in 5.28.2-4

Irenaeus returns to the rise of the Antichrist again in 5.28.2, stating that 

Antichrist “concentrates in his own person the apostasy,”34 and sits in God’s temple. 

Irenaeus further cites Revelation 13:2-10, including the forty and two months (three and a 

half years). In 5.28.4 Irenaeus continues to reveal the plan of God in the tribulation:

And therefore throughout all time, man, having been moulded at the beginning by 
the hands of God, that is, of the Son and of the Spirit, is made after the image and 
likeness of God: the chaff, indeed, which is the apostasy, being cast away; but the 
wheat, that is, those who bring forth fruit to God in faith, being gathered into the 
barn. And for this cause tribulation is necessary for those who are saved, that 
having been after a manner broken up, and rendered fine, and sprinkled over by 
the patience of the Word of God, and set on fire [for purification], they may be 
fitted for the royal banquet.35

Irenaeus thus indicates that the tribulation serves to prepare the saints, 

rendering them pure and ready for the kingdom. Irenaeus begins this explanation by 

indicating that the Son and the Spirit (“the hands of God”) throughout all time have 

molded humanity, which was created in the image and likeness of God. For Irenaeus, this

tribulation thus serves as part of the means by which God continues this process of 

molding humanity to become more like Him- the apostate being cast away, and the 

faithful being purified. Fairbairn understands this to be a reference to the final tribulation. 

He comments that it serves to separate out the believers and the unbelievers, and 

completes “the process [of sanctifying believers] that God has been carrying out all 

along, and thus it (like all the lesser trials and sufferings that Christians undergo) will 

34 ANF, 1:557.

35 Ibid.
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serve to make believers fit for the marriage supper of the Lamb,” after they have been 

separated from the apostate through the tribulation (chaff).36

To back up his statement about the tribulation refining believers as wheat for 

the royal banquet, Irenaeus quotes the Epistle of Ignatius to the Romans, where Ignatius 

states “I am the wheat of Christ, and am ground by the teeth of the wild beasts, that I may 

be found pure bread of God.”37 The quotation of Ignatius here is significant. Svigel 

suggests that Irenaeus's discussion should be understood in light of what has been taking 

place "throughout all time.” Svigel notes that for Irenaeus, Ignatius serves as an example 

of the tribulation that has been ongoing since the fall. He thus suggests that Irenaeus 

likely sees “tribulation in an already/not yet sense.”38

John Behr notes that in 5.28.4 Irenaeus is no longer appealing to becoming the 

image and likeness of God in martyrdom through the imagery of “following Christ and 

sharing in his passion.” Instead, Behr suggests that the language employed by Irenaeus is 

Eucharistic: “the sufferings of the martyrs prepare them for God in the same way that 

Christians prepare bread for eucharist.”39

Behr notes that Irenaeus draws on the imagery of grapes and wheat becoming 

the Eucharist in connection with Christian death and resurrection in 5.2.3.40 Irenaeus 

refers to the cutting of the vine and decomposition of the wheat after falling to the 

36 Fairbairn, “Contemporary Millennial/Tribulational Debate,” 126.

37 ANF, 1:558.

38 Svigel, “The End Times in Irenaeus (Notes),” 6.

39 Behr, Asceticism and Anthropology, 77. 

40 Ibid., 72.
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ground. The wheat finds “increase by the Spirit of God…and having received the Word 

of God, becomes the Eucharist, which is the body and blood of Christ.” Irenaeus thus 

makes a typological comparison to the flesh of the believer in death and resurrection. He 

suggests that our flesh, having received nourishment from “the Eucharist, which is the 

body and blood of Christ,” after suffering death, will rise as the Word grants 

resurrection.41

Regarding the reference to the fiery preparation in 5.28.4, Behr notes that the 

wheat is threshed (separated from the chaff), and “kneaded together with Christ.”42 The 

ANF translation renders πεφυραμένοι (consperi)43 “sprinkled over.”44 Bread-making 

imagery does seem to be in mind. Πεφυραμένοι, refers to “mixing flour and similar 

substances,” according to the lexicon LSJ.45 “Sprinkle” appears to be an accurate 

rendering of the Latin consperi.46

Thus it seems clear then that Irenaeus does intend to equate the preparatory 

process of suffering with being "kneaded" together with Word, as flour into dough. In AH

5.2.3, Irenaeus refers to the Eucharist becoming "the body and blood of Christ," just as

our bodies, following the same process of preparation, are granted resurrection by the 

41 ANF 1:528

42 Behr, Asceticism and Anthropology, 78.

43 William Wingan Harvey, S.T.B., ed., Saint Irenaeus Bishop of Lyon’s Five Books Against 
the Heresies, vol. 2 (Rochester: St. Irenaeus Press, 2013), 403. 

403.

44 ANF 1:557.

45 Henry George Liddell et al., A Greek-English Lexicon (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), 
1963.

46 William Whitaker, Dictionary of Latin Forms (Bellingham, WA: Logos Bible Software, 
2012).



15

Word of God. Behr notes the parallel that is found between Irenaeus's Eucharistic 

understanding of the death mentioned in AH 5.2.3 and the connection to Irenaeus’s

Eucharistic typology in 5.28.4. He notes that “the sufferings of the martyrs prepare them 

for God in the same way that Christians prepare bread for the eucharist.”47 After having 

been purified by fire, the martyr is prepared for the eschatological banquet. Like Ignatius, 

they are found to be “the pure bread of God.”48

Irenaeus grabs the concept of the separation o wheat and chaff from Matt 

3:12, a passage he also eludes to in AH 4.33.11. Following shortly after his discussion of

the Church suffering martyrdom, Irenaeus indicates in 4.33.10 that the prophets foretold 

“that all those on whom the Spirit of God should rest, and who would obey the word of 

the Father, and serve Him according to their ability, should suffer persecution, and be 

stoned and slain. For the prophets prefigured in themselves all these things, because of 

their love to God, and on account of His word.”49

He continues in 4.33.11 to connect the quotation of Matt 3:12 to Old 

Testament prophecy of Christ and Paul’s statement in 1 Thess. 1:6-8, where Paul 

indicates that the Lord will repay those who afflict the believers at the revelation of Jesus 

Christ. Irenaeus then references the prophecy of John the Baptist to in Matt 3:12, quoting 

the selection of gathering wheat into the barn and sending the chaff into the fire as 

referring to the day of the Lord. Irenaeus’s use of the text in 4.33.11 would suggest that 

he does anticipates a future “separating” event from this text, but draws on the reference 

47 Behr, 77.

48 Ignatius of Antioch, Romans, 4.1 (ANF, 1:75, 558). 

49 ANF, 1:509.
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in 5.28.4 to describe the already/not yet tribulation that prepares believers for the royal 

banquet, "kneading" them in with Christ.  

The Last Contest of the Righteous, 5.29.1-2

Irenaeus returns to his discussion of suffering in 5.29.1. He first recalls some 

of his previous arguments, stating that all things were created for the sake of humanity, 

preparing saved humanity for immortality. He goes on to indicate that the nations that do 

not look to heaven or return the thanks due their Maker are “useful and serviceable to the 

just, as stubble conduces towards the growth of wheat, and its straw, by means of 

combustion serves for working gold.”50

Irenaeus then indicates that “the Church shall be caught up from this,” citing 

Christ’s reference to the great tribulation in Matt 24:21. He adds that this is “the last 

contest of the righteous, in which when they overcome, they are crowned with 

incorruptibility.” 51 Fairbairn again argues that this is not a reference to a pretribulational 

rapture, because the point of Irenaeus is that the tribulation is a “final preparation of 

believers for the eternal kingdom.”52 Svigel notes that within Irenaeus’s statement, “this” 

refers “to the current tribulations wrought by the wicked nations” mentioned in 5.28.4.53

If Irenaeus is to be understood as meaning that the Church escapes and the 

righteous continue under persecution, the tribulation suffering of the “righteous” who 

remain follows the pattern of martyrdom throughout history as a means of preparatory 

50 ANF, 1:558

51 Ibid.

52 Fairbairn, 128. 

53 Svigel, 6.
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purification. As we have seen,] in Irenaeus, the suffering of the Church produces

offspring that continue to be offered up unto the Father. If we take the catching up of the 

Church to refer to her escape from Antichrist, “the righteous” who face the “last 

contest”54 are likely the offspring of the Church, saints of the great tribulation who 

continue on under the oppression of Antichrist. Svigel suggests that “Irenaeus’s reading 

of Matthew 24 and Revelation 12 appears to result in two classes of saints during the 

final half of the Tribulation with two distinct relationships to Antichrist” and his 

persecution: the Church/Woman who flees or is caught up, and her children/the 

righteous.55

These individuals go on to face the final contest, but with the crown of 

incorruption as their prize for overcoming. The martyr's crown is a symbol that appears in 

other writings of the early church. Walter Grundhman notes that in the Martyrdom of 

Polycarp 17.1 and 19.2, Polycarp is said to have attained the martyr’s crown (of 

immortality), and the martyrs are said to receive a crown and incorporation into the tower 

in Shepard of Hermas (Hermas, 8.2.1; 8.3.6).56

The Commencement and Inheritance of the Kingdom in 5.30.4; 5.32.1

Irenaeus once again states in AH 5.30.4 that Antichrist, once he has 

“devastated all things in this world,” will reign for three and a half years, sitting in the 

Jerusalem temple. His reign comes to an end when the Lord comes from heaven, sending 

Antichrist and his followers into the lake of fire. The Lord brings “in for the righteous the 

54 ANF, 1:558.

55 Svigel, 7.

56 Walter Grundmann, “Στέφανος, Στεφανόω,” ed. Gerhard Kittel, Geoffrey W. Bromiley, and 
Gerhard Friedrich, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1964-), 
633.
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times of the kingdom, that is, the rest, the hallowed seventh day.”57 In AH 5.35.2 Irenaeus 

reminds his readers that he has repeatedly demonstrated that redeemed humanity rises 

truly and bodily. To this he adds that just as humanity actually rises, so they are “actually 

disciplined beforehand for incorruption.” But he continues, noting that these individuals 

progress through the kingdom unto the end that they are “capable of receiving the glory 

of the Father.”58 Eric Osborn notes that this literal kingdom has a prospective purpose: 

the transition into incorruptibility and the gradual accustoming of partaking of the divine 

nature for the worthy. Osborn also notes that it has a retrospective purpose: it rewards the 

faithful for their former trials, receiving as a reward the very place in which they suffered 

for their faith.59 Irenaeus notes this in AH 5.32.1, stating:

It is just that in that very creation in which they toiled or were afflicted, being 
proved in every way by suffering, they should receive the reward of their 
suffering; and that in the creation in which they were slain because of their love to 
God, in that they should be revived again; and that in the creation in which they 
endured servitude, in that they should reign. For God is rich in all things, and all 
things are His. It is fitting, therefore, that the creation itself, being restored to its 
primeval condition, should without restraint be under the dominion of the 
righteous.60

In this way the earthly kingdom serves as a just reward for those who suffer. 

Here again we find Irenaeus indicating that the suffering of the righteous demonstrates 

their love for God. In reward for their suffering and death for Him, they are restored in a 

just reversal to rule in the very world were their lives were taken on account of His name. 

57 ANF, 1:560.

58 ANF, 1:566.

59 Eric Osborn, Irenaeus of Lyons, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 139.

60 ANF, 1:561.
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The Goal of Suffering in the Tribulation—A Summary

Thus we can see that for Irenaeus, martyrdom is an ongoing tragedy endured 

by the saints throughout history, one that they endure through the strength of the Spirit. In 

suffering for the faith, the martyr follows in the footsteps of Christ, experientially 

imitating him. Their suffering is not in vain, for it has glory as its final end. 

The faithful, sharing in a measure of the Spirit now, are prepared for 

incorruptibility. One of the means that the Spirit uses in this process is the suffering of 

the martyr. The Church suffers in the world, continually sending forth her children to the 

Father through her suffering. The faith strengthens her members as they face their death, 

and she finds increase despite her loss. The Spirit works to display His strength within the 

weakness of the martyrs flesh as they endure suffering, giving way to the producing of

spiritual humanity enlivened by the Spirit. For Irenaeus, the end of the vivifying work of 

the Spirit is conformability to Christ, which is therefore the end of martyrdom as they 

follow in the pattern of His suffering.  

Irenaeus views tribulation as an ongoing reality throughout redemption 

history, which anticipates a future great tribulation under the Antichrist who sums up in 

himself all rebellion against God. Using the imagery of the Eucharist, Irenaeus believes 

that suffering tribulation prepares the believer for the eschatological banquet of the 

Father, having been separated from the wicked, “kneaded” in with Christ, and purified 

through their suffering. 

But Irenaeus also does seem to indicate that the Church will escape the final 

trial of the great tribulation, her offspring being left to continue on in the last contest of 

the righteous. Irenaeus seems to anticipate that this event will be the final separating of 
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the wheat and the chaff. In overcoming this final contest, the righteous find their reward 

of sharing in the crown of incorruptibility. 

Conclusion (How it all ties together)

As we initially saw at the beginning of this paper, Irenaeus’s view of the 

metanarrative of redemption begins with the creation of humanity, intended to obey God 

and grow eternally ever more-and-more like Him. Through their rebellion, God put an 

end to their longevity. Thus man would suffer death. But humanity once again finds 

restoration through the incarnational work of Christ, who takes on humanity for himself, 

obediently suffers the penalty of their disobedience, and defeats death in his resurrection. 

For those who believe, they attain part of the Spirit now, beginning to become 

truly spiritual in anticipation of their resurrected state in which they will be truly vivified 

by the Spirit. For Irenaeus, suffering as Christ did is a significant process by which the 

Spirit begins to enliven the righteous. Whereas their death would seem like the final 

defeat, they instead find victory as the strength of the Spirit enlivens the weakness of 

their flesh, conforming them to the pattern of their savior, and preparing them for the 

coming glory of the kingdom, where they will rise again, immortal and incorruptible, 

abounding and growing in the likeness of God as they were always meant to. 

Thus martyrdom, both in the past and the coming future trials under the 

rebellion of Antichrist, displays the utter reversal that has come through the incarnational 

work of Christ. Whereas humanity rebelled in Adam, and came unto death because of 

their disobedience, the Word has brought life again through his obedience unto death. 

And that new life, beginning now in anticipation of the resurrection, is seen most clearly 

in the intermediate time in the death of the martyr, who is strengthened by the faith and 
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enlivened by the Spirit as they commit to obeying the Father even in the face of the death 

at the hands of Antichrist. As Irenaeus indicates, these are the ones the prophets foretold 

of whom the “Spirit of God should rest, and who would obey the word of the Father, and 

serve Him according to their ability, should suffer persecution, and be stoned and slain.” 

Like the prophets before them, they do so because of his word and their love for Him (AH

4.33.11).61

The martyrs, both those who suffered before and who will face the final 

coming contest, find at the end of their suffering glory, refinement as gold, the crown of 

incorruptibility, the inheritance of the kingdom, and a conformity to Christ brought about 

through the vivifying work of the Spirit in their death. Through the tragedy of their death, 

they are fitted for the life that Christ has purchased in the coming age. For Irenaeus, death 

is a tragedy, but in the perfect plan of God that tragedy is flipped on its head to display 

the wonder of God’s work of redemption, preparing those who have received the Spirit in 

faith to be enlivened and shaped in anticipation of their future resurrected glory, receiving 

life once again in commencement of the kingdom where they “should contain the Word, 

and ascend to Him, passing beyond the angels, and be made after the image and likeness 

of God.”62

61 ANF, 1:509.

62 ANF, 1: 567.
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