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INTRODUCTION 
 

The Apostolic Fathers are a group of Christian writers from the late first to the middle 
second century, whose corpus of literature is considered by many to be "a fairly immediate echo 
of the preaching of the Apostles."1

For those who claim to be heirs to John Wesley’s theological legacy in general and his 
doctrine of Christian perfection in particular, an understanding of the Apostolic Fathers is 
paramount.  The significance of early Ante-Nicene Christianity in John Wesley’s life is readily 
apparent.  In his Christian Library, a fifty volume set of abridged selections of the best treatises 
on “practical divinity,” Wesley places extracts of Clement of Rome, Ignatius of Antioch, 
Polycarp, and Barnabas in the first volume.  In his “Address to Clergy” Wesley places the 
reading and understanding of the early Patristic writers second only to the Scriptures in 
importance, viewing them as the “most authentic commentators on scriptures.”

  Their importance is primarily derived from their close 
personal contact with the Apostles or their association with the disciples of the Apostles.  They 
wrote from many different regions of the Roman Empire to address pastoral and theological 
issues arising in the infant Church. Significant for us this afternoon, their literature is punctuated 
with references, statements, and occasional elaborations on Christian perfection.  

2

Specifically, the purpose of our study is threefold. First, we will attempt to illuminate the 
various doctrines of Christian perfection as they are addressed by individual Fathers. Second we 
will try to identify common features found in each doctrine, pointing to a consensual, operative 
understanding of Christian perfection among them. Finally, we will argue that the Apostolic 
Fathers establish a foundation upon which an orthodox tradition of perfection will develop in 
Ante-Nicene Christianity. 

  

A simple method will be used in our study - a close textual analysis of the relevant Greek 
and Latin Patristic texts as found in the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae and the Cetedoc Library of 
Christian Latin Texts. 3

                                                 
1 Johannes Quasten, Patrology, vol. I (Westminster, MD: Christian Classics, 1950), 40.  

  First, we will locate those passages in the Apostolic Fathers which 
directly mention, address, and/or develop the term "perfection" in its various grammatical forms 
as it relates to humanity.  Next, we will examine and interpret these texts for their meaning 
within their given literary contexts.  Some of the Fathers will have well-argued positions on 
Christian perfection, while others will have to have their views lifted inferentially from their 
texts. Specifically, the most commonly used words for “perfection”-- in the Greek "τελειότης" or 
"τελειός" and in the Latin "perfectus"-- have been selected as the foundation for our study 

2 John Wesley, The Works of John Wesley, Thomas Jackson, ed., (14 vols.; Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 
1978), X:484, 492-3.  
3 The Thesaurus Linguae Graecae (TLG), University of California Irvine, is a database which now contains 
virtually all ancient Greek texts surviving from the period between Homer (8th century B.C.) and A.D. 600.  This 
database also includes historiographical, lexicographical, and scholastic texts derived from the period between 600 
and 1453. The Cetedoc Library of Christian Latin Texts, Brepols, 1991, contains the entire contents of the series 
entitled Corpus Christianorum Series Latina and Continuatio Mediaevalis (from the earliest Latin writers--
Tertullian onward--through the high Medieval period).  These resources were the most helpful in my research.   
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because of their usage in Matthew 5:48 and 19:21 in the original Greek manuscripts and in 
subsequent Latin translations.4

 

 Specifically, our paper will examine Clement of Rome, Ignatius 
of Antioch, Polycarp of Smyrna, the Shepherd of Hermas, the Epistle of Barnabas, and the 
Didache. 

I. THE DOCTRINES OF CHRISTIAN PERFECTION IN THE APOSTOLIC FATHERS 
 
A. Clement of Rome (A.D. 30-100) 
 

While Clement was bishop in Rome he wrote the Epistle to the Corinthians, which is his 
only treatise to survive to the present.  In his letter Clement attempts to combat an insurrection 
within the Church at Corinth.  Apparently, various factions, which had been reprimanded earlier 
by Paul, had rebelled against ecclesiastical authority by overthrowing their appointed presbyters. 
For Clement there was only one solution for the Corinthians--repentance, marked by a return to 
compassion, humility, obedience, and love. In developing his prescription for the church, 
Clement draws specifically upon the idea of Christian perfection. 5

To begin, Clement opens his letter with the recognition of the greatness of the Corinthian 
Church before their schism.  Among other things, he praises them for their "perfect and well-
grounded knowledge.”

      

6

Next, after addressing the problem of insurrection in the church and exhorting the 
Corinthians to repentance, Clement charges them to be obedient to God, which will lead to 
divine order in their community.  He exemplifies his exhortation by recalling certain Old 
Testament figures who "perfectly ministered” to God’s “excellent glory.”

  By "perfect knowledge" Clement is referring to the Corinthians’ 
obedience to the commandments of God in hospitality, impartiality, humility, and the ordering of 
the community by presbyters, rather than a cognitive knowledge or understanding of the 
Christian faith.  

7  By recalling the lives 
and feats of Enoch, Noah, Abraham, Lot, and Rahab, Clement shows that "perfect ministry" 
involves: (1) "faith"--trusting God to fulfill his promises, even when they seem impossible, by 
obeying His commands and (2) "hospitality"--helping others even at severe personal expense.8

These two citations prepare the reader for Clement's concluding remarks and extended 
discussion on Christian perfection.  Clement climaxes his letter by urging the Church at Corinth 
to return to the practice of Christian love.  In his lengthy appeal, he makes three statements about 
Christian perfection that clearly portray his understanding.  First, he states that "by love the elect 

 
Thus, "perfect ministry" is connected to the Corinthians fulfilling their responsibilities to God 
and neighbor, which is what Clement wants to see manifested in the Corinthian community once 
again. 

                                                 
4 For a more detailed discussion on the centrality of "teleiotes," Matthew 5:48 and 19:21 in the doctrine of Christian 
perfection, see K. Prumm, "Das neutestamentliche Sprach- und Begriffsproblem der Vollkommenheit," in Biblica 44 
(1963), 76-92, especially 77-9. 
5 At this juncture, I will list the important passages on Christian perfection in each of the Apostolic Fathers.  An 
asterisk will designate the most important ones.  In the First Epistle of Clement to the Corinthians these include: 1:2; 
9:2; 44:2,5; 49:5-50:3*; 53:5; 55:6; 56:1. 
6 I Clement 1.2. 
7 Ibid., 9.2. 
8 Ibid., 9.2-12.8. 
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of God have been made perfect."9  Clement immediately explains that the love by which 
Christian are made perfect is the selfless redemptive work of Christ, whereby he "gave his blood 
for us . . . his flesh for our flesh, and his soul for our souls."10

Second, Clement teaches that the "perfection” to which the elect are brought is the same 
as that which has perfected them--love.

  For Clement there is no Christian 
perfection apart from the redemptive exchange of Christ’s life for human lives.   

11  Christians who have love would rather "that they 
themselves than their neighbors be involved in suffering."12  He illustrates this love by pointing 
to the "insuperable perfection" of Moses and the "perfect faith" of Esther, two people who saved 
the Israelites by risking their own lives.13  Developing his thought further, Clement states that 
“perfection” in love leads to living godly lives, made manifest in keeping the commandments of 
God. 14

At this point, Clement clearly ties Christian perfection to the selfless love of neighbor and 
loving obedience to God. This is congruent with Clement's earlier statement on the Corinthians’ 
former "perfect and well-grounded knowledge," and his mention of Old Testament examples of 
"perfectly ministering” to God’s “excellent glory." 

     

Third, Clement explains that people can only experience a perfection of love in the 
present life by the grace of God.  He states, "Who is fit to be found in it, except such as God has 
vouchsafed to render so?  Let us pray, therefore, and implore of His mercy, that we may live 
blameless in this love . . ."15  He clarifies further that it is only "through the grace of God" that 
Christians have "been made perfect in love."16 While Clement gives no exact details about when 
this perfecting in love takes place, he does make clear that it can and does happen in the present 
life by imploring the Corinthians to pray for Christian perfection in their lives with the 
expectation that God can render it so and by speaking of Christians who in the present life have 
already been made perfect.17

As we leave our examination of Clement, an argument can be made that the basic appeal 
of Clement's Epistle is for the Corinthians to live out Christian perfection in their community. As 
such, the doctrine of Christian perfection forms the foundation and central thrust of Clement’s 
case.  Perfect love, made possible by the redemptive love of Christ, entails walking in obedient 
love to God, made manifest in submission to appointed presbyters and in sacrificial love of 
neighbor.   

 

 
B. Ignatius of Antioch (A.D. 30-107) 
 

According to Eusebius’ Historia Ecclesiastica, Ignatius was the third bishop of Antioch 
who was condemned to death by the Emperor Trajan.18

                                                 
9 Ibid., 49.5. 

 On his journey to execution in Rome, 
Ignatius wrote seven letters that have survived to the present. However, a problem arises in 

10 Ibid., 49.6. 
11 Ibid., 50.1-3. 
12 Ibid., 51.2. 
13 Ibid., 53.5; 55.6. 
14 Ibid., 50.5-6; 49.5. 
15 Ibid., 50.2. 
16 Ibid., 50.3. 
17 Ibid., 50. 2-3. 
18 Eusebius, Hist. eccl., 3.36. 
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reading Ignatius' letters.  There are two major and often divergent recensions.  The "long 
recension" contains the seven undisputed letters of Ignatius, along with interpolations by 
unidentified writers, and six additional letters claiming to be written by Ignatius, but clearly are 
not.  The "short recension" is an earlier collection of manuscripts, containing Ignatius' seven 
undisputed letters and is generally regarded as the most faithful to the original autographs.19 For 
the purpose of our study, attention is given primarily to the "short recension," although the "long 
recension" is consulted as well.20 The reason for our approach is twofold: the "long recension" 
addresses more completely the doctrine of Christian perfection than does the "short" and 
although the "long recension" contains extended additions by other writers from a period later 
than Ignatius, they still provide an intimate view of perfection in the early Ante-Nicene period of 
the Church.21

Specifically, Ignatius addresses the idea of Christian perfection in three of his letters--the 
epistles to the Ephesians, the Philadelphians, and Polycarp.

 

22  First, in the Epistle to the 
Ephesians Ignatius mentions perfection in relationship to humanity two times in one section.  
After a long series of exhortations to prayer, humility, respect for appointed leaders, and peace, 
he states, "None of these things is hid from you, if you perfectly possess that faith and love 
towards Jesus Christ, which are the beginning and the end of life."23  Immediately, he connects 
the perfect possession of faith and love as the requisite for holy living, because faith does not 
allow sin and love does not permit hate toward anyone.24

At this point, the "long recension" clarifies that the perfect possession of faith and love 
makes Christians perfect. The "long recension" states: “And these two being inseparably 
connected together do perfect the man of God; while all other things which are requisite to a holy 
life follow after them.  No man making a profession of faith ought to sin, nor one possessed of 
love to hate his brother.  For He (Jesus) said, `You shall love the Lord your God,' also said, `and 
your neighbor as yourself.'"

  Ignatius’ statement directly ties perfect 
faith and love to his preceding discussion on humility, respect, and peace, as well as directly 
connecting them to freedom from sin and love of neighbor. He makes clear that this perfection is 
the chief purpose of human life. 

25

In the "short recension" Ignatius proceeds from his discussion of faith and love by 
teaching on the witness of Christians in the world. Witnessing is manifested in verbal testimony 

  Thus, faith and love "do perfect" the "man of God," and are 
directly linked with the fulfillment of the two great commandments--the love of God and the 
love of neighbor. 

                                                 
19 Johannes Quasten, Patrology, vol. I, The Beginnings of Patristic Literature (Westminster, MD: Christian Classics, 
1992), 73-6. 
20 For the "short recension" of Ignatius’ letters, The Loeb Classical Library's edition of The Apostolic Fathers, Vol. I 
(London: The MacMillan Company, 1914) is consulted.  For the "long recension," J. P. Migne's Patrologiae cursus 
completus, series graeca, is used.  
21 It is interesting to note that the longest and most extensive interpolations found in the "long recension" address the 
issue of Christian perfection. It could be that the later interpolation is the addition of a more clearly defined teaching 
on perfection which existed later in the Christian community, which was added to Ignatius’ statements in order to 
more fully clarify them. That this later teaching was added and extensively developed further indicates the 
importance of the doctrine of Christian perfection in the early Church. 
22 The important passages on Christian perfection in Ignatius includes: The Epistle to the Ephesians (short) 14-15, 
(long) 8,15; The Epistle to the Philadelphians (short) 1, 3; (long) 1,3; The Epistle of Ignatius to Polycarp (long) 1-3. 
23 The Epistle of St. Ignatius to the Ephesians 14.1. 
24 Ibid., 14.2. 
25 Ibid., 14.2-3. 
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and Christ-like deeds. Both of which must go hand in hand.  As an example, he points the 
Ephesians to Christ who glorified God in his speech and in his actions of "silence."  He then 
suggests that people who are able to honor God in their words and actions can be "perfect.”26

There is another passage in the "long recension" in which the writer declares that the 
Ephesians "are perfect in Christ Jesus."

   

27  They are perfect because they are filled with the Holy 
Spirit and do nothing according to the flesh. Christian perfection here is synonymous with the 
fullness of the Holy Spirit, being "fully devoted to God," having "no evil desire," living "in 
accordance with the will of God," and being "the servants of Christ."28

Next, in his Epistle to the Philadelphians, Ignatius broaches the subject of Christian 
perfection one time.  In the introduction, Ignatius generously praises the Philadelphian bishop.  
He states that he was so impressed by the bishop's humility, meekness, obedience to the 
commandments of God, stability, and freedom from all anger that his only response to the bishop 
was one of admiration.  As a result, Ignatius declares the bishop's mind to be virtuous and 
"perfect.”

     

29

The "long recension" of this letter includes one other discussion of perfection, one in 
which Matthew 5:48 is quoted.  Specifically, the writer exhorts Christians to view schismatics as 
"enemies," but not to persecute or them.  Rather, Christians are to associate with schismatics 
with the goal to admonish them and encourage them to repent.  It is hoped that their course of 
action will bring schismatics back into unity with the Church.  The basis for this action is God's 
desire to save those who have left the unity of the Church and God's gracious benevolence.  The 
writer substantiates his advice by stating, "…the Lord, wishing us also to be imitators, says, `be 
ye perfect, even as your Father that is in heaven is perfect.'"

   

30

Finally, in the Epistle to Polycarp, Ignatius opens his letter with a series of exhortations.  
One of these is to "bear the infirmities of all, as being a perfect athlete: where the labor is great, 
the gain is all the more."

    

31  Ignatius proceeds to tell Polycarp the infirmities he must face in order 
to be a "perfect athlete" for Christ.  Specifically, Polycarp must go beyond loving the "good 
disciples"; he must in meekness seek to care for and deal with the weaker disciples ("the more 
troublesome") in their physical and spiritual problems.  He must also "stand firm" in the face of 
those who oppose him.32

From Ignatius' three epistles, we can discern that he ties Christian perfection to faith and 
love.  Faith is related to keeping free from sin in daily living, while love is connected to keeping 
free from hatred.  Both are manifested in Christ-like witness to the world in words and deeds.  
For example, Ignatius' mention of perfection is always directed toward working with the less 
fortunate, serving difficult people in the Christian community, and being free from all anger 
toward others.  While the "short recension" states that in faith and love Christians "may be 
perfect," the "long recension" clarifies that they "do perfect" believers. The "long recension" 
further connects Christian perfection to believers’ complete devotion to God, being filled with 
the Holy Spirit, being free from evil desire, and fulfilling the two great commandments--to love 
God and neighbor.   

   

                                                 
26 Ibid., 15.1-3.  
27 Ibid., 8.2. 
28 Ibid., 8.1. 
29 The Letter of Ignatius to the Philadelphians 1.1-2. 
30 Ibid., 3. 
31 The Letter of Ignatius to Polycarp 1.3. 
32 Ibid., 1.3 - 3.2. 
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C. The Didache (A.D. 100-150) 
 

The Didache in many scholars’ estimation is a composite document comprised of three 
parts written over a fifty to seventy-five year period with no definable author or redactor. The 
first section, called the "Two Ways," is a statement on the principles of Christian conduct taught 
to catechumens before their baptism. The second part is a series of instructions regarding the 
practice of Christian worship, baptism, fasting, the Eucharist, and the treatment of apostles, 
bishops, and deacons.  The final section is a short statement of eschatological hope, intended as a 
cautious exhortation to Christians.33

The importance of Christian perfection in the Didache cannot be minimized.  Perfection 
plays a critical, if not central, role in the unified document.

 

34  For example, the word “perfect” is 
the only major term that appears in and connects the three component parts of the treatise.  The 
section on the "Two Ways," the instruction on Christian practices, and the concluding 
eschatological exhortation all contain references to the content, practice, and means of achieving 
Christian perfection.  In addition the key statements on perfection are placed in the most crucial 
parts of the Didache, as seen in the culminating instruction at the end of the “Two Ways” 
section, which states that if people follow the road of life and avoid the road of death they will be 
perfect.35

Specifically, the Didache addresses the Church's teaching on perfection four times with 
each citation illuminating its understanding of perfection.

   

36 First, the treatise begins by teaching 
that there are two possible roads which can be traveled by people--one of life and one of death.  
The road of life is defined by following the two great commandments--the love of God and the 
love of neighbor.  In the discussion of the implications of these commandments, the first 
statement on perfection is given: "If any man smites you on the right cheek, turn to him the other 
also and you will be perfect."37 After the road of life is fully explained, the Didache addresses 
the road of death, comprised of cursing, murder, fornications, thefts, pride, jealously, oppression 
of the poor, and “everything sinful.”  These actions and attitudes are to be avoided and the 
Didache prays for Christians to be delivered from them.38  Finally, the "two ways" section 
concludes with the next statement on perfection, "For if you can bear the whole yoke of the Lord, 
you will be perfect, but if you cannot, do what you can."39

The third reference to Christian perfection is found in the section on liturgical practices.  
In the instruction on the celebration of the Eucharist, and more particularly, in the written prayer 
of thanks said after the Eucharist, the Didache includes the petition, "Remember, Lord, your 
church, to deliver it from all evil and to make it perfect in your love and gather it together in its 

 As such, the first section of the 
Didache clearly ties Christian perfection to the attitudes and actions in the road of life and 
avoidance of sin in the way of death.  It also points to the possibility of perfection in the present 
life, although it makes allowances for Christians who cannot be perfect.   

                                                 
33 See Kirsopp Lake, The Apostolic Fathers, vol. I, The Loeb Classical Library (New York: The MacMillan 
Company, 1914), 305-7.  
34 The references to Christian perfection in the Didache are the following: 1.4; 6.2; 10.5; 16.2.  
35 Ibid., 6.2. 
36 The Didache's references to Christian perfection are found in 1.4; 6.2; 10.5; 16.2. 
37 Ibid., 1.7. 
38 Ibid., 5.2. 
39 Ibid., 6.2. 
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holiness from the four winds . . . "40 Clearly, this prayer shows Christian perfection to be a work 
of God in the Church.  Earlier, the Didache alluded to the need for individuals to strive to walk 
in the way of Life--perfection.  This liturgical prayer clarifies that there is no Christian perfection 
apart from God's work in the lives of His people, a point corroborated earlier in the "Two Ways" 
section, where the Didache teaches that completely avoiding the road of death, which is part of 
perfection, requires Christians being “delivered” by God.41

The fourth and final citation is found in the last section addressing eschatological 
concerns. In its closing admonitions, the Didache entreats, "But be frequently gathered together, 
seeking the things which are profitable for your souls, for the whole time of your faith shall not 
profit you except you be found perfect at the last time."

  People cannot completely avoid sin 
without divine intervention.  The Didache appears to present perfection as a state which involves 
human effort, but is accompanied and sustained by God's intervention.  Also, the Eucharistic 
prayer reinforces the “Two Ways” section by teaching that the content of Christian perfection is 
supremely a love for God and neighbor.  

42

In summary, the three sections of the Didache present a fairly uniform account of 
Christian perfection.  Perfection consists, positively, in the fulfillment of the two great 
commandments in attitude and action--the love of God and neighbor (the road of life)-- and, 
negatively, deliverance from sinful ways (the road of death).  Also, the Didache seems to hold 
perfection as an attainable possibility in life by the work of God, but will probably not be 
attained by all Christians.  Human effort is involved, but perfection cannot be experienced by 
people apart from God's continual help and commitment to the Church.  Finally, as evidenced in 
the Eucharistic prayer, perfection is a work of God which the whole Christian community seeks.  

  The Didache then proceeds to list the 
problems arising in the "last days," problems capable of moving Christians away from their 
perfection.  At the center of its concern are false prophets who will attempt to turn Christians 
from their love of God and neighbor.  Deviation from love will be fatal for the believer in the 
coming time of tribulation. 

                  
D. The Epistle of Barnabas (A.D. 130-138) 
 

Although the Epistle of Barnabas never claims Barnabas as its author, or makes any 
claim to apostolic origin, Church tradition has always attributed it to Barnabas, the companion of 
the apostle Paul.  While modern scholarship has showed that Barnabas could not have been the 
author, this does not diminished the high respect with which it was held by the early Church.43

The Epistle of Barnabas is divided clearly into two parts.  The first is theological in 
character, addressing the value and meaning of the Old Testament for the Church through 
allegorical interpretation.  Following in the tradition of Didache, the second section gives 
specific moral instruction, describing the two ways of human existence--the way of life and the 
way of death. Specifically, the theological section of Barnabas addresses the idea of Christian 
perfection.

 

44

                                                 
40 Ibid., 10.5.  In this passage “Church” refers to Her members -- the believers who comprise Her. 

  In three passages, each building upon the other, the writer delineates a clear 
doctrine of Christian perfection.   

41 Ibid., 5.2. 
42 Ibid., 16.2. 
43 Johannes Quasten, Patrology, vol.I, 89-91. 
44 The places in the Epistle of Barnabas which mention or discuss Christian perfection are the following: 1.5; 4.11; 
6.8-19*; 14.4-8*. 
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The first mention of perfection is found in Barnabas’ discussion of the relationship 
between the Church and the Old Testament temple. In making this connection, he exhorts the 
Church, "Let us be spiritually-minded: let us be a perfect temple to God."45  In context this is 
having the Old Testament covenant, in particular the Ten Commandments, written upon human 
hearts.  The transfer of the covenant from "tablets of stone" to human hearts is accomplished 
through the covenant Jesus established through his earthly life.46  In a later passage, Barnabas 
again connects the idea of the "perfect temple" with Christians meditating on the fear of God, 
keeping the commandments, and avoiding sin.47

 Barnabas then proceeds to develop the idea of Christian perfection through the image of 
Israel's conquest of Canaan.  By allegorically interpreting one of Israel's greatest events--going 
into the land "flowing with milk and honey, and having dominion over it," he speaks about a 
second fashioning of humanity into the image of God in which the Spirit of God removes "stony 
hearts" and replaces them with “hearts of flesh.”

 

48 This second fashioning allows the Lord to 
inhabit the human heart and makes Christians a "holy temple."  When this has occurred by the 
work of the Spirit, people are able to once again possess the authority and dignity originally held 
in the beginning of creation by virtue of their being made in the image of God.49 At this point 
Barnabas states, "If, therefore, this does not exist at present, yet still he has promised it to us.  
When?  When we ourselves also have been made perfect so as to become heirs of the covenant 
of the Lord."50

Finally, picking up again on an idea first addressed in his discussion of the “perfect 
temple,” Barnabas makes clear how Christian perfection is made possible. In recalling the giving 
of the Old Testament covenant through the service and suffering of Moses, Barnabas argues that 
the new covenant has been enacted through the service and suffering of Jesus Christ.  He states, 
"He was manifested, in order that they might be perfected in their iniquities, and that we, being 
constituted heirs through Him, might receive the covenant of Jesus."

  Here, Barnabas directly connects Christian perfection with the restoration to or 
renewal in the image of God.  This restoration is then tied to the removal of all impediments to 
the Spirit of God dwelling in Christians, and the restoration of human authority or dignity in 
creation. 

51

In summary, perfected Christians are like the Jewish temple, set free from sin, where the 
Spirit of God dwells on earth.  The Spirit renews believers in the image of God, writes the law 

 He proceeds by stating 
that the perfection of Christians is a result of the service and suffering of Jesus Christ. The result 
of Christ’s work is deliverance from sin, initiation into the new covenant, and liberating outreach 
to the world. 

                                                 
45 The Epistle of Barnabas 4.11. 
46 Ibid., 4.7-11.  
47 Ibid., 4.12-14. 
48 Ibid., 6.10. 
49 Ibid., 6.10-18. 
50 Ibid., 6.19. 
51 Ibid., 14.5.  The clause, “that they might be perfected in their iniquities . . .,” could be difficult for the reader to 
understand apart from the larger immediate context of Barnabas’ discussion.  Specifically, Barnabas argues that God 
tried to give His covenant to the Israelites at Sinai.  However, their sin and rebellion kept them from receiving this 
gift from the Lord.  For humanity to enter into a covenant relationship with God, human sin must be addressed and 
overcome.  Barnabas states that Christ’s death did this.  Christ’s death makes it possible for believers to be redeemed 
and perfected.  Christ takes humanity in humanity’s sinful state and through Christ’s redemption sets humanity free 
from sin and renews/makes humanity in the image of God.  This is the reception of God’s covenant.  Christ came to 
perfect human beings, even while human beings were in sin. 
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upon their hearts, and empowers them to serve the world on behalf of Christ.  This work is made 
possible through the service and suffering of Jesus Christ. While Barnabas appears to infer that 
not all Christians are perfect, he does hold it as a possibility in this life.  In his discussion about 
having the law of God written upon human hearts, the Spirit of God dwelling in humanity, and 
humanity's renewal in the image of God (these are the his concomitants of perfection), Barnabas 
points out that this may not have happened in the lives of those to whom he is writing.52  
However, he states that through the redemptive suffering of Christ, people can be made perfect.53

 
   

E. Polycarp (A.D. 65-155) 
 

According to early Church records, Polycarp along with Ignatius was a disciple of the 
Apostle John.  He served as the bishop of Smyrna in the first half of the second century, until his 
martyrdom.  Irenaeus records that Polycarp wrote several epistles, but only one remains in 
existence--the Epistle to the Philippians.54

Polycarp mentions perfection in relationship to humanity only one time.  However, his 
citation appears at the end of an extended discourse and is the culmination of his teaching in that 
section.  Specifically, Polycarp closes a series of exhortations with the instruction, "Pray for all 
the saints.  Pray also for kings, and potentates, and princes, and for those that persecute and hate 
you, and for enemies of the cross, that your fruit may be manifest to all, and that you may be 
perfect in Him."

  The purpose of the letter is to warn the church at 
Philippi about certain problems existing in the church, most notably apostasy, as well as to help 
in the collection and circulation of Ignatius' letters.  

55  This imperative concludes a series of admonitions throughout the letter for 
the Philippians to love their neighbors in attitude and action, including both friends and enemies.  
Polycarp declares that in the inward intention and outward practice of love, all the 
commandments of the law and the requirements of righteousness are fulfilled.56  He further 
instructs that "he that has love is far from all sin."57

For Polycarp, perfection in Christ is found in Christian love, in attitude and action, 
directed toward all of humanity.  When the practice of love is made manifest in the lives of 
Christians, they are perfect. 

 

  
F. The Shepherd of Hermas (A.D. 96-150) 

 
According to patrology scholars, the Shepherd of Hermas is the compilation of various 

apocalyptic works from different periods of the early Church that were brought together by a 
redactor into final form by the middle of the second century.58

While the mention of perfection in relationship to humanity does not play a prominent 
role in The Shepherd Hermas, only being mentioned twice, it is worthy of notice.  The first 
reference is contained in the Shepherd’s teaching on prayer.  He speaks of Christians who are 

  The Shepherd of Hermas is 
divided into three sections, joined together by the theme of repentance and restoration.   

                                                 
52 Ibid., 6.19. 
53 Ibid., 14.5. 
54 Irenaeus, Adv. Haer., 5.33.4.  
55 The Epistle of Polycarp to the Philippians 12.3. 
56 Ibid., 3.1-3; 12.1-3. 
57 Ibid., 3.3. 
58 Johannes Quasten, Patrology, vol. I, 92-3. 
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"perfect in faith."59  They are able to receive everything they ask of the Lord, because they make 
their requests to God with confidence, free from double-mindedness. In the larger context the 
Shepherd draws a contrast between the exercise of faith and the experience of doubt.  On the one 
hand, faith is a gift from the Lord which is characterized by freedom from sin and has the power 
to "perfect all things."  On the other hand, doubt originates from the Devil and is marked by 
wickedness, sin and double-mindedness.60

The second reference occurs in the context of a discussion on fasting.  The Shepherd 
states, "be on your guard against every evil word, and evil desire, and purify your hearts from all 
the vanities of this world.  If you guard against these things, your fasting will be perfect."

  Thus, the perfection of faith is a divine gift enabling 
singularity of mind toward God, liberation from sin and temptation, and a "power to perfect all 
things." 

61  
Here, the Shepherd is not speaking merely of the spiritual discipline of abstaining from food or 
water, but of a way of life.  Specifically, fasting involves doing "no evil in life," serving the Lord 
with a pure heart, keeping the commandments of God, having purity of intention, and believing 
in God.62

In these two citations, the Shepherd uses the adjective "perfect" to describe a life 
characterized by a singularity of devotion to the Lord and freedom from sin. Furthermore, the 
Shepherd speaks of "perfect faith" and "perfect fasting" as an expected norm in the Christian's 
life. He describes these two aspects of the Christian life as being common in the faith 
community. While he also recognizes that this is not true in the lives of all Christians, he does 
hold these up as the expected standard in the Church.     

  As such, a "perfect fast" is a Christian way of living. 

 
II. THE DOCTRINE OF CHRISTIAN PERFECTION IN THE APOSTOLIC FATHERS 
 

From the preceding survey and analysis of the Apostolic Fathers we can see that the use 
of “perfect” or “perfection” in relationship to humanity is common. While not every Apostolic 
Father uses the term in his writing, such as Mathetes and Papias, the most recognized and 
respected Apostolic Fathers in the orthodox tradition do, either making reference to it in their 
pastoral work or employing it as the primary thrust of their arguments.  

Specifically, Ignatius of Antioch, Polycarp, and the Shepherd of Hermas make limited 
reference to perfection. However, Ignatius’ makes clear that the purpose of human life, the 
“beginning and end” of life, is “perfect faith” and “perfect love” and Polycarp deems Christians 
“perfect” who fulfill his treatise-long series of pastoral exhortations.63 Clement of Rome, the 
Didache and The Epistle of Barnabas make the doctrine of Christian perfection an essential point 
in their works, rendering them incomplete without their appeal to, development of and 
elaboration upon Christian perfection. In the First Epistle to the Corinthians Clement appeals to 
the schismatics, as well as the whole Church to live out Christian perfection in their community. 
Clement’s argument begins, builds and climaxes with the idea of perfection.64

                                                 
59 The Shepherd of Hermas 2.9.1.  

 In the Didache the 

60 Ibid., 2.9.1. 
61 Ibid., 3.5.3. 
62 Ibid., 3.5.1-2. 
63 See the discussion in The Epistle of Polycarp to the Philippians 12.3 in which the mention of perfection forms the 
climatic point of one of Polycarp’s major exhortations. See also the Epistle of St. Ignatius to the Ephesians 14.1 in 
which Ignatius says “perfect faith” and “perfect love” are the “beginning and end of life.”  
64 See the First Epistle of Clement to the Corinthians 1:2; 9:2; 44:2, 5; 49:5-50:3*; 53:5; 55:6; 56:1. 
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concept of Christian perfection is the only major concept that ties all three component parts of 
the treatise together. The first section on “The Two Ways” culminates its entire argument with 
the promise that if people follow the way of life and avoid the way of death, they will be 
perfect.65 Finally, the Epistle of Barnabas allegorically interprets the key events in the history of 
Israel to develop the doctrine of Christian perfection.66

From the preceding survey and analysis, we can also see a common consensus on 
Christian perfection emerging from the Apostolic Fathers, pointing to a shared doctrine of 
Christian perfection. Specifically, there appears to be a mutual understanding of (A) what 
Christian perfection is, (B) perfection’s attainability in this life and (C) how perfection is made 
possible in believers. 

   

 
A. What Christian Perfection Entails  
  

First, the Apostolic Fathers teach that Christian perfection is a perfection of love in 
believers, explicitly and implicitly summarized in the two great commandments – the love of 
God and the love of neighbor.67

 Second, the Apostolic Fathers teach that Christian perfection entails freedom from sin. 
Negatively, this means that Christians are free from deliberate or willful sin; positively, they live 
lives of complete obedience to the commandments of God.

 Christian love is the dominant rubric by which perfection is 
understood. Every aspect of the Fathers’ doctrine is a logical development of love or application 
of love. Perfect love entails a singularity of devotion and obedience to God and a sacrificial love 
of friends, strangers, and enemies. Specifically, perfect love is manifested in different ways by 
the Apostolic Fathers, depending upon the particular pastoral context in which they write. For 
example, Clement connects the perfect love of God to the Corinthians’ submission to divinely 
appointed presbyters, Ignatius’ to the call for “perfect faith,” the Didache to walking in the way 
of life, Barnabas’ to the call to become a “perfect temple,” and the Shepherd of Hermas to 
serving the Lord with a pure heart. The perfect love of neighbor is tied to Clement’s exhortation 
for Christians to suffer willingly in service of others, to Ignatius of Antioch’s instruction on the 
treatment of schismatics, to the Didache’s teaching on “turning the other cheek,” to Barnabas’ 
expectation for the Church to be “a light to the nations,” and to Polycarp’s encouragement for 
Christians to pray for their enemies.  

68

 

 While freedom from sin is 
primarily tied to outward actions, the Fathers relate Christian perfection to inward attitudes and 
intentions as well. For example, Clement ties perfection to an attitude of selflessness, Ignatius to 
deliverance from “evil desires,” Barnabas to the law of God being written on human hearts, the 
Didache to deliverance from pride and jealously, Polycarp to purity of intention toward enemies, 
and the Shepherd of Hermas to freedom from temptations. 

B. The Possibility of Christian Perfection in the Present Life 

                                                 
65 See the Didache's references to Christian perfection as found in 1.4; 6.2; 10.5; 16.2, particularly 6:2. 
66 See the Epistle of Barnabas 1.5; 4.11; 6.8-19; 14.4-8. 
67 I Clement 49.5-50.1-3; Epistle of St. Ignatius to the Ephesians 14.1-3; Epistle of St. Ignatius to the Philadelphians 
1.1-3; The Didache 1.4, 6.2, 10.5; The Epistle of Polycarp to the Philadelphians 3.1-3, 12.1-3; and The Shepherd of 
Hermas2.9.1, 3.5.1-3. 
68 I Clement 1.2, 9.2-12:8; 50.5-6; Epistle of St. Ignatius to the Ephesians 14.2-3; The Didache 1.4 -6.2; The Epistle 
of Barnabas 4.7-14, 6.10-19, 14.5-9; The Epistle of Polycarp to the Philadelphians 3.1-3; and The Shepherd of 
Hermas 2.9.1, 3.5.1-3. 
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The Apostolic Fathers point to the attainability of Christian perfection in the present life. 

Each of the Fathers teaches that Christians can be perfected in love, fulfill the two great 
commandments of Jesus, be freed from deliberate sin, and have their hearts oriented in love and 
purity. While they do not provide any detailed discussions, they acknowledge there are 
Christians who have been made perfect, while also recognizing there are Christians for whom 
perfection has not yet occurred. For those who have not been perfected yet, there is exhortation 
and offers of hope.69

For example, Clement gives no exact details about when a “perfecting in love” takes 
place, but he speaks of Christians who have already been made perfect and implores the 
Corinthians to pray for Christian perfection in their lives with the expectation that God will do it. 
Ignatius describes a Philadelphian bishop as having a “perfect mind,” yet recognizes that not all 
Christians are perfect, though they “may be” perfect in the future as they are filled with the Holy 
Spirit. The Didache assumes there are Christians who are walking entirely in the way of life, and 
as such are perfect, while encouraging those unable to do so, to do what they can.  Likewise, 
Barnabas exhorts believers, “"If, therefore, this does not exist at present, yet still he has promised 
it to us."

  

70

  

 Finally, the Shepherd portrays perfection as the Christian way of life with the 
expectation that every believer is walking in it.   

C. The Means of Christian Perfection 
 

The Apostolic Fathers clearly teach that Christian perfection is the work of God, made 
possible through the redemptive life of Christ and the sanctifying presence of the Holy Spirit. 
Specifically, Clement teaches that Christian perfection is made possible through the redemptive 
exchange of Christ’s life for human lives, whereby he “gave his blood for us…his flesh for our 
flesh, and his soul for our souls;” Ignatius states that it is through the filling and fullness of the 
Holy Spirit, the Didache through divine deliverance from the way of death, Barnabas through the 
life and suffering of Christ and a “second fashioning” of humanity into the image of God by the 
Holy Spirit, and the Shepherd of Hermas through the exercise of divinely given faith.71

However, while the Apostolic Fathers recognize Christian dependency upon God for the 
work of perfection, they do not absolve believers of any responsibility in bringing about 
Christian perfection. They expect Christians to make decisions, take appropriate actions, and 
exercise discipline over their minds and bodies in order for perfection to be realized. For 
example, while Clement acknowledges the Corinthian fall from Christian perfection, he believes 
they play a part in regaining it through repentance, a return to compassion and obedience. 
Ignatius implies that for the Philadelphians to be perfect they must cooperate with the Holy 
Spirit, while the Didache encourages Christians to walk in the way of life as much as possible, to 
be as perfect as they are able. Finally, Polycarp and the Shepherd of Hermas assume Christians 
can choose to walk in the way of perfection or choose not to do so.

 

72

                                                 
69 I Clement 50.1-3; Epistle of St. Ignatius to the Ephesians 14.1-3, 15.1-3; Epistle of St. Ignatius to Polycarp 1.3-
3.2; Epistle of St. Ignatius to  the Philadelphians 1.1-3, 3; The Didache 6.2, 10.5; The Epistle of Polycarp to the 
Philadelphians 12.1-3; and The Shepherd of Hermas2.9.1, 3.5.1-3. 

             

70 Ibid., 6.19. 
71 I Clement 49.5-6; Epistle of St. Ignatius to the Ephesians 8.1; The Didache 5.2, 10.5; The Epistle of Barnabas 
6.10-19, 14.5; and The Shepherd of Hermas 2.9.1-3. 
72 See previous reference. 
 



 
 

 13 

 
III. THE APOSTOLIC FATHERS’ DOCTRINE OF CHRISTIAN PERFECTION IN THE 
LATER ANTE-NICENE PERIOD 
 

The Apostolic Fathers’ doctrine of Christian perfection plays a significant role in the later 
Ante-Nicene period by forming a basic foundation for understanding Christian perfection and by 
establishing the parameters and trajectory for future work on the doctrine of Christian perfection. 
As such, their work is essential in the development of a consensual orthodox tradition in Ante-
Nicene Christianity that continues to impact the understanding of salvation in all of the major 
Christian traditions – Roman Catholicism, Eastern Orthodoxy, and Protestantism. The Apostolic 
Fathers’ common understanding of Christian perfection forms the interpretive foundation upon 
which the later Ante-Nicene theologians build and apply their doctrines of Christian perfection, 
as well as evaluate other competing views of Christian perfection. This is most clearly seen in 
the major theologians of the Ante-Nicene period – Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, and Origen, 
each of whom extensively address, develop, and apply the doctrine of Christian perfection found 
in the Apostolic Fathers.73

While the examination of the relationship between the Apostolic Fathers doctrine of 
Christian perfection and later Ante-Nicene Fathers is limited by the constraints of our paper, we 
can begin to see the intimate nature of their relationship. To begin, the indebtedness of Irenaeus, 
Clement of Alexandria and Origen to the Apostolic Fathers’ doctrine is clearly established in 
their treatises by their own admissions. Irenaeus, who in his youth was influenced by the 
preaching of Polycarp, confesses in Against Heresies that he develops his doctrine of Christian 
perfection as an articulation of the “rule of faith,” the clear teaching of the Church passed down 
to him and to which he is obliged to be faithful, in contrast to and refutation of the Gnostic 
understanding of human perfection.

 

74 Similarly, Clement of Alexandria appeals to the “rule of 
faith,” the tradition of the Church with which he had been entrusted, in his teaching on Christian 
perfection, explicitly connecting his doctrine of Christian perfection to Clement of Rome’s 
“perfect and well-grounded knowledge” and “perfect ministry,” as well as the Shepherd of 
Hermas’ “perfect fast.”75 In the same way, Origen in his First Principles takes great care to 
clearly articulate and distinguish the “unmistakable rule of faith,” the consensual tradition of the 
Church operative in his time, in his articulation of Christian perfection. While Origen is known 
for his creative speculation, he is careful to distinguish his imaginative theology from the “rule of 
faith’s” doctrine of Christian perfection.76

The connection between the Apostolic Fathers and the later Ante-Nicene Fathers doctrine 
can be seen most clearly in the fact that when Irenaeus, Clement, and Origen articulate the “rule 
of faith’s” teaching on Christian perfection, it is essentially the same as the Apostolic Fathers, 

  

                                                 
73 While there are differences between the Apostolic Fathers’ doctrine of Christian perfection and the later Ante-
Nicene Fathers, their differences are minor in comparison to the “common ground” they share.   
74 For Irenaeus’ key passages on Christian perfection, see Adversus Haerses 2. Preface; 2.26.1; 2.28.1-2, 9; 2.30.7; 
3.1.1; 3.2.1;3.3.1; 3.12.5, 13; 4.9.2-3; 4.11.2-5; 4.20.12; 4.27.1; 4.37.7-4.39.4; 5.1.1-3; 5.6.1-2; 5.8.1-5.9.3; 5.21.2; 
5.36.3. For Irenaeus’ account of the Gnostic teaching on human perfection, see 1.6.1-1.8.4; 1.11.5; 1.13.1, 6; 1.21.1-
4; 1.29.3; 1.31.2; 4.35.2. 
75 Clement of Alexandria, Stromata 4:17-18. For Clement of Alexandria’ key passages on Christian perfection, see 
Paedagogus 1:1; 1:16; Stromata 2.19, 22; 4.1, 17-26; 5.1, 10; 6.1, 8-9, 12; 7.3, 10-14. 
76 Origen, De Principiis, Preface. The doctrine of Christian perfection can be found throughout his commentaries, 
homilies, dogmatic works, and is even mentioned in his apologetical work Contra Celsum. 
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although developed more extensively by them. For example, they connect Christian perfection 
with the perfection of love in believers. Irenaeus teaches that Christian perfection is a love 
marked by the fulfillment of the two great commandments - to love God and neighbor, which are 
the “precepts of an absolutely perfect life;” Clement of Alexandria summarizes Christian 
perfection as a love that leads Christians to freely and willingly lay down their lives for God and 
others; and Origen testifies that perfection is a dynamic love for God and neighbor ever 
increasing, ever deepening.77 Also, like the Apostolic Fathers they tie Christian perfection to 
freedom from sin in outward action and inward character. Irenaeus states that the Holy Spirit in 
perfection works to render believers into “a greater likeness to God” by purifying them from all 
sin and adorning them with the fruit of the Spirit; Clement of Alexandria instructs that perfection 
cures Christians of the “disease of sin” and rids Christians of “habitual sinful inclinations;” and 
Origen teaches that initial perfection involves obeying the commandments of God and doing 
away with the “reek of sin.”78

The connection between the Apostolic Fathers and the later Fathers can be seen further in 
the development of the theme “image or likeness of God” as a description for Christian 
perfection. By the time of Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, Origen and the later Ante-Nicene 
Fathers, this phrase becomes synonymous with Christian perfection. This concept is used to 
express the reflection of the character and nature of God, particularly God’s love and holiness, in 
perfected Christians. The phrase is also used to link the fullness of the Holy Spirit or the abiding 
presence of the Spirit in the lives of believers. The Spirit’s presence makes Christians into the 
likeness of God through the work of sanctification and empowerment for Christian living and 
ministry. However, even this concept has its roots in the Apostolic Fathers, specifically in 
Barnabas’s idea of a “second fashioning” of humanity into the image of God, which he connects 
to the presence and fullness of the Holy Spirit in Christian lives.

  

79

  
      

CONCLUSION  
 

In conclusion, our paper has attempted to present a picture of Christian perfection in the 
earliest post-testamental period of the Church through a specific analytic lens. We have argued 
that while the Apostolic Fathers nuance perfection in different ways according to their pastoral 
contexts, they appear to be operating from a common theological conception of Christian 
perfection. For Clement of Rome, Ignatius of Antioch, the Didache, Barnabas, Polycarp and the 
Shepherd of Hermas Christian perfection is expressed supremely in love, defined as the 
fulfillment of the two great commandments, and is evidenced in freedom from deliberate sin, 
obedience to God, and inner transformation of the human heart. They clearly understand that 
perfection is a divine work made possible by the redemptive work of Christ and the sanctifying 
work of the Holy Spirit, coupled with human cooperation. 

We have also argued that the Apostolic Fathers’ teaching on Christian perfection 
establishes the interpretive foundation, the parameters, and trajectory of doctrinal development 
on perfection in the later Ante-Nicene Fathers. Through a cursory examination we demonstrated 
that the three major theologians of the Ante-Nicene period acknowledge, use, and develop the 

                                                 
77 Adversus Haerses 4.12-13; Stromata 6.9; Commentary on the Canticle of Canticles I, 1:4c-f.  
78 Adversus Haerses 5.8.4; 5.9.2; 5.11.1; Paedagogus 1.2; 2.1-13; First Homily on the Canticle of Canticles 1.2a and 
the Second Homily on the Canticle of Canticles 1.12-13.  
79 See the following for examples, The Epistle of Barnabas 6.18-19; Adversus Haerses 5.8.4; 5.9.2; 5.11.1; Stromata 
7.11-14; De Principiis 3.1.1-22. 
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doctrine of the Apostolic Fathers. Specifically, Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, and Origen 
essentially see Christian perfection as perfect love, freedom from sin, and being (re)made in the 
image and likeness of God. As such, the teaching of the Apostolic Fathers forms the core of a 
consensual tradition on Christian perfection operating in the Ante-Nicene period of the Church.  
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