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The Ignatian Epistles Entirely Spurious - Part 6

by William Dool Killen

William Dool Killen argues against the authenticity of the Ignatian Epistles, highlighting the lack of credible
evidence and the implications for church authority.

Topics: "Apostolic Authority", "New Testament"

Description

William Dool Killen discusses the controversy surrounding the Ignatian Epistles, particularly focusing on
the skepticism expressed by Dr. Cureton, a prominent scholar. Dr. Cureton, despite spending twenty
years studying the Ignatian Epistles, admits to attaching 'no very great importance' to them and
acknowledges the ongoing mystery surrounding the subject. Killen highlights the lack of concrete evidence
presented by Dr. Cureton to refute the arguments against the authenticity of the Ignatian Epistles.
Additionally, Killen points out the fanaticism and mysticism present in the Ignatian Epistle to the Romans,
contrasting it with the piety found in the New Testament.

Transcript

Appendix |
LETTER OF THE LATE DR. CURETON.

Immediately after the appearance of the second edition of The Ancient Church, a copy of it was sent to the
late Rev. W. Cureton, D.D., Canon of Westminster -- the well-known author of various publications relating
to the Ignatian Epistles. It was considered only due to that distinguished scholar to call his attention to a
work in which he was so prominently noticed, and in which various arguments were adduced to prove that
all the letters he had edited are utterly spurious. In a short time that gentleman acknowledged the
presentation of the volume in a most kind and courteous communication, which will be read with special
interest by all who have studied the Ignatian controversy. | give the letter entire -- just as it reached me. It
was published several years ago, appended to my Old Catholic Church.

DEANS YARD, WESTMINSTER, Sept. 24, 1861.

DEAR SIR, -- | beg to thank you very much for your kindness in sending me a valuable contribution to
Ecclesiastical History in your book, The Ancient Church, which | found here upon my return to London two
or three days ago. How much would it contribute to the promotion of charity and the advancement of the
truth were all who combated the opinions and views of another to give him the means of seeing what was
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written fairly and openly, and not to endeavour to overthrow his arguments without his knowledge.

This will indeed ever be the case when truth is sought for itself, and no personal feelings enter into the
matter. | have read your chapters on Ignatius, and you will perhaps hardly expect that | should subscribe
to your views. It is now about twenty years since | first undertook this inquiry, and constantly have | been
endeavouring to add some new light ever since. | once answered an opponent in my present brother
canon, Dr. Wordsworth, but since that time | have never replied to any adverse views -- but have only
looked to see if | could find anything either to show that | was wrong or to strengthen my convictions that |
was right.

And | have found the wisdom of this, and have had the satisfaction of knowing that my ablest opponents,
after having had more time to inquire and to make greater research, have of their own accord conformed
to my views and written in their support. | attach no very great importance to the Epistles of Ignatius. | shall
not draw from them any dogma. | only look upon them as evidence of the time to certain facts, which
indeed were amply established even without such evidence. | think that in such cases, we must look
chiefly to the historical testimony of facts; and you will forgive me for saying that | think your arguments are
based upon presumptive evidence, negative evidence, and the evidence of appropriateness -- all of which,
however valuable, must tumble to the ground before one single fact.

You notice that Archbishop Ussher doubted the Epistle to Polycarp. But why? simply because its style (not
having been altered by the forger) was different from the rest. But you know he says there was more
historical evidence in its favour than for any of the rest. It thus becomes an argument in support of the
Syriac text instead of against it. Can you explain how it happens that the Syriac text, found in the very
language of Ignatius himself, and transcribed many hundreds of years before the Ignatian controversy was
thought of, now it is discovered, should contain only the three Epistles of the existence of which there is
any historical evidence before the time of Eusebius, and that, although it may contain some things which
you do not approve, still has rejected all the passages which the critics of the Ignatian controversy
protested against?

You go too far to say that Bentley rejected the Ignatian Epistles -- he only rejected them in the form in
which they were put forth by Ussher and Vossius, and not in the form of the Syriac. So did Porson, as
Bishop Kaye informed me -- but he never denied that Ignatius had written letters -- indeed, the very
forgeries were a proof of true patterns which were falsified. A great many of the ablest scholars in Europe,
who had refused to accept the Greek letters, are convinced of the genuineness of the Syriac. But time will
open. Believe me, yours faithfully, WILLIAM CURETON.

THE REV. DR. KILLEN.

Some time after this letter was written, ecclesiastical literature sustained a severe loss in the death of its
amiable and accomplished author. Though Dr. Cureton here expressed himself with due caution, his
language is certainly not calculated to reassure the advocates of the Ignatian Epistles. One of their most
learned editors in recent times -- so far from speaking in a tone of confidence respecting them -- here
admits that he attached to them "no very great importance.” Though he had spent twenty years chiefly in
their illustration, he acknowledges that he was constantly endeavouring "to add some new light" for his
guidance.

To him, therefore, the subject must have been still involved in much mystery. It is noteworthy that, in the
preceding letter, he has not been able to point out a solitary error in the statement of the claims of these
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Epistles as presented in The Ancient Church. He alleges, indeed, that the arguments employed are
"based upon presumptive evidence, negative evidence, and the evidence of appropriateness;" he
confesses that these proofs are "valuable;" but, though he contends that they must all "tumble to the
around before one single fact," he has failed to produce the one single fact required for their overthrow.

Dr. Cureton had obviously not been previously aware that Dr. Bentley, the highest authority among British
critics, had rejected the Ignatian Epistles. Had he been cognisant of that fact when he wrote the Corpus
Ignatianum, he would have candidly announced it to his readers. The manner in which he here attempts to
dispose of it is certainly not very satisfactory. He pleads that, though Bentley condemned as spurious the
letters edited by Ussher and Vossius, he would not have pronounced the same decision on the Syriac
version recently discovered.

Why not? This Syriac version is an edition of the same Epistles in an abbreviated form. If Bentley
denounced the whole as a forgery, it seems to follow, by logical inference, that he would have pronounced
the same verdict on the half or the third part. Dr. Cureton is mistaken when he affirms in the preceding
communication that his Syriac version has rejected "all the passages” against which "the critics of the
Ignatian controversy" had protested. The very contrary has been demonstrated in The Ancient Church.

A large number of the sentences which had provoked the most unsparing criticism are retained in the
Curetonian edition. It is right to add that Archbishop Ussher more than "doubted" the Epistle to Polycarp.
He discarded it altogether. Without hesitation he set it aside as spurious. Whilst he disliked its style, he felt
that it wanted other marks of genuineness. When writing The Ancient Church -- now nearly thirty years
ago -- | was disposed to think that the Ignatian Epistles had been manufactured at Antioch; but more
mature consideration has led me to adopt the conclusion that they were concocted at Rome.

They bear a strong resemblance to several other spurious works which appeared there; and the servile
submission to episcopal authority which they so strenuously inculcate was first most offensively
challenged by the chief pastor of the great Western bishopric. These Epistles tended much to promote the
progress of ecclesiastical despotism. Any one who studies the two chapters on the Ignatian Epistles in
The Ancient Church, must see that what is there urged against them is something more than "presumptive
evidence, negative evidence, and the evidence of appropriateness.” It is shown that their anachronisms,
historical blundering, and false doctrine clearly convict them of forgery.

To. Table of CONTENTS
Appendix Il

It has been deemed right to subjoin here a copy of the Ignatian Epistle to the Romans, as some readers
may not have it at hand for consultation. Various translations of this Epistle have been published. The
following adheres pretty closely to that given by the Bishop of Durham. -- "Ignatius, who is also
Theophorus, to her that has obtained mercy through the might of the Most High Father, and of Jesus
Christ His only Son, to the Church which is beloved and enlightened through the will of Him who willeth all
things that are according to the love of Jesus Christ our God, to her that has the presidency in the country
of the region of the Romans; being worthy of God, worthy of honour, worthy of felicitation, worthy of praise,
worthy of success, worthy in purity, and having the presidency of love, walking in the law of Christ, and
bearing the Father's name, which | also salute in the name of Jesus Christ, the Son of the Father, to those
that are united both according to the flesh and spirit to every one of His commandments, being filled
inseparably with the grace of God, and filtered clear from every foreign stain; abundance of happiness
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unblameably in Jesus Christ our God.

"1. Through prayer to God | have obtained the privilege of seeing your most worthy faces, and have even
been granted more than | requested, for | hope as a prisoner in Jesus Christ to salute you, if indeed it be
the will of God that | be thought worthy of attaining unto the end. For the beginning has been well ordered,
if so be | shall attain unto the goal, that | may receive my inheritance without hindrance. For | am afraid of
your love, lest it should be to me an injury; for it is easy for you to accomplish what you please, but it is
difficult for me to attain to God, if ye spare me.

"2. For I would not have you to be men-pleasers, but to please God, as ye do please Him. For neither shall
| ever have such an opportunity of attaining to God, nor can ye, if ye be silent, ever be entitled to the
honour of a better work. For if ye are silent concerning me, | shall become God's; but if ye love my body, |
shall have my course again to run. Pray, then, do not seek to confer any greater favour upon me than that
| be poured out a libation to God, while there is still an altar ready; that being gathered together in love ye
may sing praise to the Father through Jesus Christ, that God has deemed me, the bishop of Syria, worthy
to be sent for from the east to the west.

It is good to set from the world to God, that | may rise again to Him. "3. Ye have never envied any one. Ye
have taught others, and my desire is that those lessons shall hold good, which as teachers ye enjoin. Only
request in my behalf both inward and outward strength, so that | may not only say it, but also desire it; that
I may not only be called a Christian, but really be found one. For if | shall be found so, then can | also be
called one, and be faithful then, when | shall no longer appear to the world.

Nothing visible is good. for our God, Jesus Christ, now that He is with the Father, is all the more revealed.
The work is not of persuasiveness, but of greatness, whensoever it is hated by the world. "4. | write to all
the Churches, and | bid all men know that of my own free will | die for God, unless ye should hinder me. |
exhort you not to show an unseasonable good-will towards me. Suffer me to become food for the wild
beasts, that through them | shall attain to God. | am the wheat of God, and | am ground by the teeth of wild
beasts that | may be found the pure bread of Christ.

Rather entice the wild beasts that they may become my sepulchre, and may leave no part of my body
behind, so that | may not, when | am fallen asleep, be burdensome to any one. Then shall | be truly a
disciple of Jesus Christ, when the world shall not so much as see my body. Supplicate the Lord for me,
that through these instruments | may be found a sacrifice to God. | do not enjoin you as Peter and Paul
did. They were apostles, | am a convict; they were free, | am a slave to this very hour.

But, when | suffer, | shall be a freed-man of Jesus Christ, and shall rise free in Him. Now | am learning in
my bonds to put away every desire. "5. From Syria even to Rome | fight with wild beasts; by land and sea,
by night and by day, being bound amidst ten leopards, even a company of soldiers, who only become
worse when they are kindly treated. Howbeit through their wrong-doings | am become more completely a
disciple, yet am | not hereby justified. May | have joy of the beasts that have been prepared for me; and |
pray that | may find them prompt; nay, | will entice them that they may devour me promptly, not as they
have done to some, refusing to touch them through fear.

Yea, though of themselves they should not be willing while | am ready, | myself will force them to it. Bear
with me, | know what is expedient for me. Now am | beginning to be a disciple. May nought of things
visible and things invisible envy me, that | may attain unto Jesus Christ. Come fire and cross, and
grapplings with wild beasts, cuttings and manglings, wrenching of bones, hacking of limbs, crushings of
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my whole body, come cruel tortures of the devil to assail me, only be it mine to attain to Jesus Christ.

"6. The farthest bounds of the universe shall profit me nothing, neither the kingdoms of this world. It is
good for me to die for Jesus Christ, rather than to reign over the farthest bounds of the earth. | seek Him
who died on our behalf, | desire Him who rose again for our sake. My birth-pangs are at hand. Pardon me,
brethren, do not hinder me from living. Do not wish to keep me in a state of death, while | desire to belong
to God; do not give me over to the world, neither allure me with material things.

Suffer me to obtain pure light; when | have gone thither, then shall | be a man. Permit me to be an imitator
of the passion of my God. If any man has Him within himself, let him consider what | desire, and let him
have sympathy with me, as knowing how | am straitened. "7. The prince of this world would fain seize me,
and corrupt my disposition towards God. Let not any of you, therefore, that are near abet him. Rather be
ye on my side, that is, on God's side. Do not speak of Jesus Christ and set your desires on the world.

Let not envy dwell among you. Even though | myself, when | am with you, should beseech you, obey me
not, but rather give credit to those things which | now write. My earthly passion has been crucified, and
there is no fire of material longing in me; but there is within me a water that lives and speaks, saying to me
inwardly, ‘Come to the Father.' | have no delight in the food of corruption, or in the delights of this life. |
desire the bread of God, which is the flesh of Christ, who was of the seed of David; and for a draught |
desire His blood, which is love incorruptible.

"8. | desire no longer to live after the manner of men; and this shall be, if ye desire it. Be ye willing, then,
that ye also may be desired. In a brief letter | beseech you, do ye give credit to me. Jesus Christ will reveal
these things to you, so that ye shall know that | speak the truth -- Jesus Christ the unerring mouth by
which the Father has spoken truly. Pray for me that | may attain the object of my desire. | write not unto
you after the flesh, but after the mind of God.

If | shall suffer, it was your desire; but if | am rejected, ye have hated me. "9. Remember in your prayers
the Church which is in Syria, which has God for its shepherd in my stead. Jesus Christ alone shall be its
bishop, He and your love; but for myself, | am ashamed to be called one of them; for neither am | worthy,
being the very last of them and an untimely birth; but | have found mercy that | should be some one, if so |
shall attain unto God. My spirit salutes you, and the love of the Churches which received me in the name
of Jesus Christ, not as a mere wayfarer; for even those Churches which did not lie on my route after the
flesh, went before me from city to city.

"10. Now | write these things to you from Smyrna, by the hand of the Ephesians, who are worthy of all
felicitation. And Crocus also, a name very dear to me, is with me, with many others besides. "11. As
touching those who went before me from Syria to Rome, to the glory of God, | believe that ye have
received instructions; whom also apprize that | am near, for they all are worthy of God and of you, and it
becomes you to refresh them in all things. These things | write to you on the 9th before the Kalends of
September. Fare-ye-well unto the end in the patient waiting for Jesus Christ."

This letter is a strange mixture of silly babblement, mysticism, and fanaticism; but throughout it wants the
true ring of an honest correspondence. Why does the writer describe himself as the Bishop of Syria, and
why does he never once mention Antioch from beginning to end? When an apostle was imprisoned, his
brethren prayed for his release (Acts xii. 5); but this Ignatius forbade the Christians at Rome to make any
attempt to save him from martyrdom. Paul taught that he might give his body to be burned, and yet after all
be a reprobate (1 Cor. xiii. 3); but this Ignatius indicates that all would be well with him, if he had the good
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fortune to be eaten by the lions. His letter is pervaded, not by the enlightened and cheerful piety of the
New Testament, but by the gloomy and repulsive spirit of Montanism. Bishop Lightfoot tells us that it had
"a wider popularity than the other letters of Ignatius" (vol. ii, § i. p. 186). It was accommodated to the taste
of an age of deteriorated Christianity. Polycarp would have sternly condemned its extravagance. But, in
the early part of the third century, the tone of public sentiment in the Christian Church was greatly
changed, and the writings of Tertullian contributed much to give encouragement to such productions as
the Ignatian Epistles. Tertullian, however, in his numerous writings, never once names Ignatius. It would
appear that he had never heard of these letters.

To. Table of CONTENTS
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and quotes Polycarp by name as a witness against the heretics. Contra Haer. book iii. c. 3. § 4.

[55.1] Eusebius, v. c. i. The writer here mentions a number of individuals by name, who were at this time
"led into the amphitheatre to the wild beasts."

[55.2] Professor Harnack says. "If we do not retain the Epistle of Polycarp, then we must allow that the
external evidence on behalf of the Ignatian Epistles is exceedingly weak, and hence is highly favourable to
the suspicion that they are spurious.” -- Expositor for Jan. 1886, p. 11. We have seen, however, that the
Epistle of Polycarp furnishes no evidence in their favour. See Chap. II.

[56.1] Vol. i. p. 578.
[57.1] Vol. i. p. 579.

[57.2] Vol. i. p. 580.
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[57.3] Vol. i. p. 39.

[57.4] Vol. i. p. 583.

[57.5] To the Trallians, § 10.

[58.1] To the Romans, § 5.

[58.2] To the Trallians, § 4.

[58.3] To the Smyrnaeans, § 4.

[58.4] To the Romans, § 4.

[58.5] Letter of the Smyrnaeans relating to the death of Polycarp, § 4.
[58.6] To the Smyrnaeans, § 9.

[58.7] Polycarp to the Philippians, Section § 1, 5, 10.

[58.8] § 4, 6.

[59.1] To the Philad. § 3. To the Smyrnaeans, § 9. To Polycarp, § 6.
[59.2] The Ancient Church, Period Il. sec. ii. chap. ii., iii.

[59.3] Epistle to the Philippians, pp. 181-269.

[60.1] Vol. i. p. 377.

[60.2] 1 Tim. i. 3, iii. 5.

[61.1] Acts xx. 28, 31.

[61.2] 1 Tim. iv. 14.

[62.1] Comment. in Titum.

[62.2] Gal. ii. 9.

[63.1] Philippians. Essay, pp. 216, 218.

[63.2] Dr. Lightfoot, as we have seen, here completely mistakes the date of the Epistle of Polycarp.
[63.3] Philippians, p. 226.

[63.4] Ibid. p. 227.

[63.5] Ibid. p. 226.

[64.1] See my Ancient Church, 4th edition, pp. 470-71. New York 1883.

[64.2] Vol. i. p. 377.

Sermonindex.net | Page 11



[64.3] It is quite clear that the bishops of whom Irenaeus speaks were not a distinct order from presbyters.
Thus he says, "It is incumbent to obey the presbyters who are in the Church, those who possess the
succession from the apostles, and who together with the succession of the episcopate have received the
certain gift of truth." ... "It behoves us ... to adhere to those who ... hold the doctrine of the apostles, and
who, together with the order of the presbytery, display sound speech and blameless conduct." -- Contra
Haer. lib. iv. c. 26, § 2, 4.

[65.1] Irenicum, part ii. chap. 7.

[65.2] Contra Haer. iii. 3, 4.

[65.3] "It is," says he, "at all events not likely," vol. i. p. 425.

[66.1] 1 Tim. i. 18.

[66.2] If he was eighty-six years of age at the time of his martyrdom in A.D. 169, he was born A.D. 83.

[67.1] Even Eusebius has given some countenance to this practice. See his Evangelical Preparation, xii. c.
31.

[68.1] Dollinger's Hippolytus and Callistus, p. 113.
[69.1] § 9. See this letter in Appendix II.

[70.1] Vol. i. p. 383. It is worthy of note that, in this Epistle to the Romans, Antioch is not named. Ignatius
speaks of himself as "the bishop from Syria," § 2. He thus seeks to identify himself with the Ignatius
mentioned in the Epistle of Polycarp, who speaks of sending letters to Syria.

[71.1] Vol. ii. sec. i. p. 186.

[72.1] Lightfoot, vol. ii. sec. i. pp. 435, 445.
[72.2] Vol. i. p. 46.

[73.1] Euseb. v. c. 24.

[74.1] Eph. § 6; Magn. § 6.

[74.2] Rom. § 4.

[74.3] Eph. § 12; Rom. § 4; Trallians, § 3.
[74.4] Eph. § 9.

[75.1] Polycarp, § 6.

[75.2] Smyrnaeans, § 5; Philad. § 6.
[75.3] Philosophumena, Book IX.

[75.4] Eph. § 1.

[75.5] Rom. § 6.
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[76.1] Vol. i. p. 329.
[76.2] Philippians, p. 236.

[77.1] Cyprian could not sympathize with this Ignatius in his passion for martyrdom. The Bishop of
Carthage incurred some odium by retiring to a place of safety in a time of persecution.

[77.2] Philippians, Essay 237.

Source: https://sermonindex.net/speakers/william-dool-killen/the-ignatian-epistles-entirely-spurious-part-6/
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