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Introduction 

The focus of this paper centers on the article “And he shall come to judge the quick and the dead” as it was 

recorded in the Nicene Creed. Throughout this paper, we will briefly examine this eschatological 

article as it is found in the “rules of faith”, as recorded by several of the ante-Nicene fathers. 

Through a comparative analysis, we will demonstrate the clear similarities between the article as 

stated by the fathers, and the article as recorded in the Creed. We will also briefly explore some of 

the significant heretical teachings that were opposed through the writings of these fathers, and their 

influence on article itself. The conclusion of this paper will confirm the following thesis: 

 

The specific eschatological article, “And he shall come to judge the quick and the dead” was 

not included in the Nicene Creed primarily to defend against heresy, but as the 

church’s traditional confession in continuity with the ante-Nicene “rules of faith”. 

 

The conclusion of this paper will be followed by a brief appendix, where we will allow Cyril of 

Jerusalem to identify two key gospel passages which served as a source for this eschatological article. 

Based on these correlations, we will appeal to the testimony of Jesus to challenge the validity of this 

eschatological article as it relates to the time of its historical fulfillment. 

 

The Eschatological Article and the Rules of Faith 

In Schaff’s introductory remarks to his section on “regula fedei” (rule of faith) he says; “The rules 

of faith and baptismal confessions which we find among the ecclesiastical writers of the second and 

third centuries mark the transition from the Bible to the Ecumenical Creeds. They contain nearly 
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all the articles of the Apostles’ and Nicene Creeds….”1 The following creedal comparisons 

vindicate Schaff’s statement, as they show that the eschatological article of the Creed was 

consistently expressed in the writings of the ante-Nicene fathers, as they confessed the “rules of 

faith”.  

 

Irenaeus’ First and Second Formula (Gaul: 170-180 A.D.) 

“And his appearing from heaven in the glory of the Father…. And that he may execute righteous judgment over all.”2 

 

Tertullian’s First Formula (North Africa: 200 A.D.) 

“Coming to judge the quick and the dead.”3 

 “He shall come to judge the quick and the dead.”4 

 

Eusebius’ Creed (Caesarea, Palestine: 325 A.D)  

“And will come again in glory, to judge the quick and the dead.”5 

 

Nicene Creed (First Council of Nicaea: A.D. 325) 

“And he shall come to judge the quick and the dead.”6 

                                                
1 Phillip Schaff, Creeds of Christendom Vol. II. Greek and Latin Creeds (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1887), 11. 
2 Ibid. 13-14. 
3 Ibid. 17. 
4 Ibid. 18. 
5 Ibid. 30. 
6 Ibid. 41. 
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The following chart serves as a powerful illustration of these similarities: 

Irenaeus’s First 
Formula  

Gaul: 170-180 A.D. 

Tertullian’s First & 
Second Formula  

N. Africa: 200 A.D. 

Eusebius’ Creed 
(Palestine) 

Caesarea: A.D. 325 

Nicene Creed First 
Council of Nicaea 

Nicaea: A.D. 325 

His appearing His coming His coming again He shall come 

In glory  With glory  

Righteous judgment 
over all 

To judge the quick 
and the dead 

To judge the quick 
and the dead 

To judge the quick 
and the dead 

 

Clearly, this key eschatological article had been accepted in the rules of faith as expressed 

by the early ante-Nicene fathers well before the council of Nicaea in 325. But why? Asked another 

way, outside of the obvious fact that this article represents a clear and succinct summary of biblical 

eschatology, was there any significant historical situation(s) that may have contributed to the 

insertion of this article into the Creed? But more specifically, were there any heretical teachings 

that these ante-Nicene fathers had disputed which may have warranted the use of this article as a 

“sword” to refute the scoffers? To answer this question, we must turn our attention to both the 

fathers and the heretics. 

 

The Fathers and The Heretics 

Irenaeus 

Irenaeus (120-202/3) was a native of Asia Minor and a pupil of Polycarp of Smyrna.7 He is best 

known for his response to Gnosticism, specifically that of the Valentinian form. 8 Valentinus, the 

most influential of the gnostic teachers, taught a complicated and confusing doctrinal scheme 

                                                
7 Phillip Schaff, Creeds of Christendom Vol. II. Greek and Latin Creeds (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1887), 12. 
8 William Edgar and Scott Oliphint, ed., Christian Apologetics Past & Present: A Primary Source Reader (Wheaton, Illinois: 
Crossway Books, 2009), 84. 
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consisting of complex drama between multiple deities and aeons.9 The basic structure of his 

Gnosticism can be summed up as follows: “God is unknown; the creation, an accident, is a mixture 

of good… and evil… redemption is through Jesus, who is neither God nor human; salvation is for 

those who can rise above the material into the spiritual. There is no consideration of a resurrection 

or a restored world.”10 Commenting on Irenaeus’ “Against Heresies”, Hultgren and Haggmark say; 

“Irenaeus sets forth the main teachings of Valentinus, including his elaborate doctrine of thirty 

aeons, the seven heaven, the nature of Christ, and the three classes of humanity.11  

Irenaeus also defended the faith against Montanism, another dangerous second century 

heresy. The Montanist’s taught that the world would pass through three ages. They were rigorously 

ascetic, promoted ecstatic visions and prophecy, cut many ties with mundane domestic life, and 

were extremely eschatological, maintaining an “intense conviction that the Kingdom of God was 

at hand, the end very near.”12 Their teachings and prophetic proclamations proved to be 

irresponsible in both thought and action, and were quite “out of place in a church that had become 

organized on a fairly large scale.”13 

Yet amongst all this error, there is no clear indication that the false teachings of either 

Gnosticism or Montanism primarily attacked the eschatology of the bible, particularly Christ’s 

coming again in judgment. For the Gnostics, eschatology was of no concern. For the Montanist’s, 

it was acknowledged and even honored; although anachronistically. This strongly suggests that 

                                                
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 85. 
11 Arland J. Hultgren and Steven A. Haggmark, ed., The Earliest Christian Heretics: Readings From Their Opponents 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996), 83. 
12 Robert L. Calhoun, Scripture, Creed, Theology: Lectures on the History of Christian Doctrine in the First Centuries, ed. George 
A. Lindbeck (Eugene, Oregon: Cascade Books, 2011), 129. 
13 Ibid. 
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Irenaeus’ words “And his appearing from heaven in the glory of the Father…. And that he may execute righteous 

judgment over all” were not penned primarily to refute heresy, but as a continued proclamation of 

the accepted “rules of faith” that had been handed down by tradition. As Irenaeus says concerning 

his creed: 

 

The Church, having received this preaching and this faith, as before said, though scattered 
throughout the whole world, zealously preserves it as one household…. And unanimously 
preaches and teaches the same, and hands it down as by one mouth; for although there are 
different dialects in the world, the power of the tradition is one and the same.14 

 

Tertullian 

Tertullian (160-225) was the son of a Roman centurion and was raised as a pagan.15 Originally a 

lawyer, he was converted to Christ as an adult. He flourished as a presbyter in North Africa, and 

became one of Christianity’s “ablest and most fearless advocates against infidels and heretics” 

allowing “no change in matters of fundamental doctrine.”16 Tertullian is known for both his 

apologetic and polemical writings. Concerning the former, his Apology is “the longest, the most 

vehement, and the most reckless of all the Christian apologies that have come down to us, in the 

sense that he not merely seeks to meet and turn aside the indictments against Christianity but 

retorts those charges violently upon the pagans who make them.”17 Tertullian wrote against the 

heresies of Marcion, Hermogenes, and Praxeas; to name a few. 

                                                
14 Phillip Schaff, Creeds of Christendom Vol. II. Greek and Latin Creeds (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1887), 14.  
(From Irenaeus’ First Formula, Contra Heresies, Lib. I. cap.10, Section 1, Opera, ed. Stieren, Tom. I. p.119.) 
15 William Edgar and Scott Oliphint, ed., Christian Apologetics Past & Present: A Primary Source Reader (Wheaton, Illinois: 
Crossway Books, 2009), 115. 
16 Phillip Schaff, Creeds of Christendom Vol. II. Greek and Latin Creeds (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1887), 16-17. 
17 Robert L. Calhoun, Scripture, Creed, Theology: Lectures on the History of Christian Doctrine in the First Centuries, ed. George 
A. Lindbeck (Eugene, Oregon: Cascade Books, 2011), 153. 
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 Marcion’s perversions of orthodox Christianity, included a two-god theology, a separation 

of law and gospel, a denial of the incarnation, an opposition to marriage, and an overall rejection 

of the New Testament.18 Hermogenes was a Platonist19 who stressed “the existence of a pre-

existent, independent, unformed matter upon which the Creator had to work”.20 Praxeas, perhaps 

the fiercest opponent of Tertullian, was a Modalist Monarchian,21 that is, a “patripassionist”.  

The two central tenants of Praxeas’ doctrine are as follows. One, Jesus Christ is denied 

“any distinct status as either Son or Logos” and therefore is was God the Father who became 

incarnate, suffered, and died. And two, a denial of the distinct realities of Father, Son, and Holy 

Spirit, resulting in an understanding of their roles within the Godhead as “modes” in which “the 

first principle” shows itself in the relationship to the world (for example, Creator, Redeemer, 

Sanctifier).”22 

 Once again, in all this deception we find no definitive indication that the teachings of these 

heretics attacked the specific biblical doctrine of Christ’s coming again in judgment. This serves as 

further confirmation that the eschatological article, “And he shall come to judge the quick and the dead” as 

proclaimed by the ante-Nicene fathers was not the result of a knee-jerk reaction to the persuasive 

doctrines of heresy, but the steadfast “kerygma” of an unchangeable rule of faith. In the words of 

                                                
18 Arland J. Hultgren and Steven A. Haggmark, ed., The Earliest Christian Heretics: Readings From Their Opponents 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996), 105. 
19 In general, a Platonist is one who subscribes to the philosophy of Plato, known as Platonism. 
20 Robert L. Calhoun, Scripture, Creed, Theology: Lectures on the History of Christian Doctrine in the First Centuries, ed. George 
A. Lindbeck (Eugene, Oregon: Cascade Books, 2011), 153. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Arland J. Hultgren and Steven A. Haggmark, ed., The Earliest Christian Heretics: Readings From Their Opponents 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996), 142.  
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Tertullian concerning this very article; “This law of faith remaining, all other matters of discipline 

and conversation admit of the novelty of correction….”23 

 

Eusebius 

Eusebius, Bishop of Caesarea was a church historian, and friend and eulogist of Constantine I.24 

He was a leading member of the Council of Nicaea in 325, and stood as “a connecting link between 

the ante-Nicene and Nicene Church.”25 In addition to the Gnostics and the Montanists, Eusebius 

wrote to refute the heretical teachings of the Ebionites and the Adoptionists.  

 According to Epiphanius, the Ebionites were a Jewish Christian sect of the second century 

that traced themselves back to the church at Jerusalem.26 They lacked a solid incarnation theology 

and denied the divinity of Jesus. They were confused concerning the birth of Christ, and held to 

the necessity of keeping the Jewish law.27 Concerning the Ebonites, Eusebius writes: 

 

Ebionites they were appropriately named by the first Christians, in view of the poor and 
mean opinions28 that they held about Christ. They regarded him as plain and ordinary, a 
man esteemed as righteous through growth of character and nothing more, the child of a 
normal union between a man and Mary, and they held that they must observe every detail 
of the Law….29 

 

                                                
23 Phillip Schaff, Creeds of Christendom Vol. II. Greek and Latin Creeds (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1887), 14. 
(From Tertullian’s First Form, De Virginibus Velandis, cap. 1.) 
 
24 Phillip Schaff, Creeds of Christendom Vol. II. Greek and Latin Creeds (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1887), 29. 
25 Ibid. 
26 Arland J. Hultgren and Steven A. Haggmark, ed., The Earliest Christian Heretics: Readings From Their Opponents 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996), 116. 
27 Ibid. 119. 
28 Ibid. 116. “The name ‘Ebionites’ comes from the Greek Ebionaioi, meaning “the poor”.  
29 Ibid. 120. 
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The Adoptionists, also called “Dynamic Monarchians”, held a similar view to the Ebionites 

although they differed in certain fundamental ways. The Adoptionists taught that “Jesus was a 

mere man, who was indeed born of Mary and the Holy Spirit, but to whom a great power (dynamis) 

was given at his baptism. At His resurrection, Jesus was “adopted” into the divine sphere.”30 Thus, 

Dynamic Monarchianism promoted a unitarian doctrine of God at the expense of a soteriological 

doctrine of Christ. In other words, by denying the deity of Christ they denied the salvation of man 

that comes through Christ as deity. 

Thus, the evidence suggests that like Irenaeus and Tertullian, the creed of Eusebius includes 

the eschatological article “And will come again in glory, to judge the quick and the dead”, as a confession of 

the “rules of faith” and not as a response to the heretics. According to these sources, the heretics 

of the first few centuries specifically attacked the ante-Nicene “rules of faith” concerning the 

biblical doctrines of the incarnation, salvation, and nature of Christ; yet for the most part, they 

remained completely silent concerning eschatology. 

 

Conclusion 

By comparing the eschatological article31 as stated by the fathers32 in the “rules of faith” with the 

article as recorded in the Creed,33 we found the wording of these articles to be basically identical, 

at the least, thematically parallel. Furthermore, by exploring some of the significant heretical 

teachings34 that were opposed through the writings of these fathers, we found that not one of their 

                                                
30 Ibid. 136. 
31 By “the eschatological article” we mean “And he shall come to judge the quick and the dead”. 
32 By “the fathers” we mean the ante-Nicene fathers, specifically; Irenaeus, Tertullian and Eusebius. 
33 By “the Creed” we mean the Nicene Creed of 325, the product of the first council of Nicaea. 
34 Such as; Gnosticism, Montanism, Marcionism, Platonism, and Monarchianism. 
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heresies was specifically aimed at subverting biblical eschatology. We therefore determined that 

the ante-Nicene decision to include the eschatological article within the traditional “rules of faith” 

as well as the Nicene Creed itself, was in no way influenced by the doctrines of these heretical 

teachers. Thus, our conclusion confirms our thesis: 

 

The specific eschatological article, ‘And he shall come to judge the quick and the dead’ was not 

included in the Nicene Creed primarily to defend against heresy, but as the church’s 

traditional confession in continuity with the ante-Nicene rules of faith. 
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Appendix 

An Article of Anachronism 

Having demonstrated that the article, “and he shall come to judge the quick and the dead” was included in 

the Nicene Creed as the continuing eschatological profession according to the ante-Nicene “rules 

of faith” as received by church tradition, we must now ask the following question: What were the 

primary passages which supported such a tradition? Asked another way; what specific biblical 

passages would have been used by these “fathers of the faith” to construct this ante-Nicene article? 

To answer this question, we turn to the writings of Cyril of Jerusalem. 

In Lecture XV35, “Cyril expounds on the Nicene clause, “And he shall come again, with glory, 

to judge the quick and the dead; whose kingdom shall have no end”. Although portions of the clause (article) 

are later additions of the second ecumenical Council in A.D. 38136, the original clause goes back 

to the Council of 325.37 Throughout Cyril’s lecture he correlates this article of the Creed with the 

eschatology of scripture, providing us valuable insight into to how a fourth century theologian saw 

the eschatology of scripture as the source for the eschatology of the Nicene Creed. For the sake of 

brevity, we will only look at two of Cyril’s correlations. 

 In paragraphs nineteen through twenty-four, reference is made to both Matthew 24:3038 

and Matthew 25:31.39 Thus according to Cyril, the Nicene and ante-Nicene article “And he shall 

come to judge the quick and the dead” was rooted in these gospel teachings of Jesus. But, there’s a 

                                                
35 William Telfer, ed., The Library of Christian Classics Vol. IV. Cyril of Jerusalem and Nemesius of Emesa (Philadelphia: The 
Westminster Press, 1955), 147. 
36 Phillip Schaff, Creeds of Christendom Vol. II. Greek and Latin Creeds (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1887), 41. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid. 162-163. 
39 Ibid. 
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problem; and here it is. The very two passages that Cyril cites as sources for Nicene article, were 

limited by Jesus himself to a first century fulfillment. Notice what this means. 

 

-As parallel passages,40 Matthew 24:30 and Matthew 25:31 served as a source for the Nicene and 

ante-Nicene eschatological article. (Cyril of Jerusalem) 

-But, the fulfillment of these passages is limited to the lifetime of Jesus’ contemporary generation, 

and to the events surrounding the destruction of the first century temple.41 (Jesus of Nazareth) 

-Therefore, as it relates to the time of fulfillment, a future expectation of the eschatological article 

“And he shall come to judge the quick and the dead” is according to Jesus, entirely anachronistic.  

 

It remains a mystery to us how this article itself could have ever come to be accepted as an 

unchangeable “rule of faith” having been stripped of its inherent time limitation. This truly is an 

example of an article of anachronism. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
40 Both passages contain the identical constituent elements: the coming of the Son of Man, in glory, with His angels, 
to execute judgment. Thus, they most assuredly parallel, meaning that the “time limitation” that applies to the one 
must also apply to the other. 
41 Matthew 24:2-3,30-34. (Also see Luke 21:20-24, 27-32). 
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