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Abstract

This research paper conducts a comprehensive, academically rigorous examination of 

the Roman Catholic Church's doctrinal  and canonical treatment of Mary, the earthly 

mother of Jesus of Nazareth. The study proceeds in four phases. First, it surveys the 

historical development of Marian theology from the apostolic and pre-Nicene patristic era 

through the Second Vatican Council. Second, it provides a detailed analysis of each pre-

Nicene Church Father's recorded views and practices concerning Mary — from Ignatius of 

Antioch (d. ca. 107 CE) through Origen of Alexandria (d. ca. 253 CE) — examining their 

actual texts rather than later tradition's depiction of them. Third, it analyzes each of the 

four  binding  Marian  dogmas  against  the  Greek  New  Testament  and  Hebrew  Old 

Testament primary texts, the Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC), and the 1983 

Code of Canon Law. Fourth, it presents a structured formal debate between the Roman 

Catholic position and the Protestant/evangelical critique.

The paper concludes that while the Perpetual Virginity rests on defensible philological and 

patristic  grounds,  the  Immaculate  Conception  and  Assumption  are  substantially 

extrabiblical doctrines whose canonical authority derives from Sacred Tradition and the 

Magisterium rather than from Scripture, and that the pre-Nicene Fathers — while honoring 

Mary christologically — show little evidence of the devotional and intercessory practices 

that became standard Catholic Mariology from the medieval period onward. The paper 

does  not  adjudicate  between  the  Roman  Catholic  and  Protestant  epistemological 

frameworks; it presents the strongest case each tradition can make from its own sources.

Table of Contents

Abstract............................................................................................................................ 2

Table of Contents.............................................................................................................2

I. Introduction: The Question at Stake..............................................................................5

A. Mary in the New Testament: The Biblical Baseline..................................................6

II. The Pre-Nicene Church Fathers: Views and Practices Concerning Mary....................7

A. Overview: What the Pre-Nicene Period Does and Does Not Show.........................7

Page 2 of 41



B. The Apostolic Fathers (ca. 95–150 CE)...................................................................8

1. Clement of Rome (fl. ca. 96 CE)...........................................................................8

C. The Second-Century Apologists and Theologians (ca. 100–180 CE)....................10

D. Tertullian of Carthage (ca. 160–220 CE)...............................................................12

E. Clement of Alexandria (ca. 150–215 CE)...............................................................13

F. Origen of Alexandria (ca. 185–253 CE)..................................................................13

G. Other Pre-Nicene Voices.......................................................................................15

H. The Sub Tuum Praesidium: The Earliest Marian Prayer........................................16

I. Summary Analysis: What the Pre-Nicene Record Establishes and What It Does Not
................................................................................................................................... 17

III. Historical Development of Marian Theology: Post-Nicene Through Vatican II..........19

A. The Post-Nicene Transition (325–500 CE): From Christology to Mariology...........19

B. Medieval Period (500–1500 CE): Devotional Expansion.......................................20

C. The Reformation and Counter-Reformation (1517–1563)......................................20

D. Modern Definitions: 1854 and 1950.......................................................................21

E. Vatican II and the Catechism of the Catholic Church.............................................21

IV. The Four Marian Dogmas: Canonical, Biblical, and Historical Analysis....................23

A. Dogma I — Divine Maternity: Theotokos (Council of Ephesus, 431 CE)...............23

B. Dogma II — Perpetual Virginity: Semper Virgo (Constantinople II, 553 CE)..........23

C. Dogma III — The Immaculate Conception (Pius IX, 1854)....................................23

D. Dogma IV — The Assumption (Pius XII, 1950)......................................................24

V. The 1983 Code of Canon Law and Marian Titles......................................................25

A. Canonical References to Mary...............................................................................25

B. Marian Titles: Biblical, Canonical, and Pre-Nicene Attestation...............................25

VI. Structured Debate: Roman Catholic Position vs. Protestant Critique.......................27

VII. Synthesis and Conclusions......................................................................................34

A. The Pre-Nicene Fathers and Catholic Mariology: A Measured Assessment..........34

B. What the Evidence Establishes..............................................................................35

C. The Epistemological Root of the Dispute...............................................................35

D. Final Assessment...................................................................................................36

Bibliography................................................................................................................... 37

Primary Sources — Pre-Nicene Church Fathers........................................................37

Primary Sources — Catholic Magisterial Documents.................................................38

Primary Sources — Protestant Reformation...............................................................39

Secondary Sources — Pre-Nicene Marian Scholarship.............................................39

Page 3 of 41



Secondary Sources — Biblical and Theological Scholarship.....................................40

Secondary Sources — Protestant and Evangelical Critique.......................................41

Page 4 of 41



I. Introduction: The Question at Stake

No  theological  subject  in  the  history  of  Western  Christianity  has  generated  more 

sustained controversy, deeper devotion, or fiercer dispute than the figure of Mary of 

Nazareth. Within Roman Catholicism, Mary occupies a singular position unlike any other 

creature in the cosmos — honored above angels, declared Theotokos (God-bearer) by an 

ecumenical council, invested with four binding dogmas, and given the titles Mediatrix, 

Mother of the Church, and Queen of Heaven by successive popes. For over a billion 

Catholics worldwide, she is not merely an historical figure but a living heavenly presence 

to  whom  prayers  are  directed  daily,  whose  apparitions  at  Lourdes,  Fatima,  and 

Guadalupe carry official ecclesiastical approval, and whose feasts punctuate the liturgical 

calendar by canonical mandate.

For evangelical and Reformed Protestants, however, this Marian edifice represents one of 

the most serious departures from biblical Christianity ever constructed — a theological 

overlay upon a largely silent New Testament figure, built brick by brick from patristic 

theological  inference,  medieval  piety,  and  papal  declaration,  rather  than  from  the 

apostolic  deposit  preserved  in  Scripture.  Mike  Gendron,  a  35-year  Catholic  turned 

evangelical apologist, articulates this position sharply: the Mary of Catholicism is not the 

Mary of the Bible.

This expanded edition adds a critical new dimension: a systematic examination of what 

the pre-Nicene Church Fathers — those writing before the Council of Nicaea in 325 CE — 

actually  said  about  Mary  in  their  surviving  texts,  and  what  practices  (if  any)  they 

associated with her. This examination is particularly important because both sides of the 

Catholic-Protestant debate appeal to 'the early Church'  in support  of  their  positions. 

Catholics cite the Fathers as witnesses to an unbroken Marian tradition; Protestants 

argue that the early Fathers' Marian references were minimal, christological in motivation, 

and  devoid  of  the  devotional  practices  that  later  Catholicism  developed.  The  texts 

themselves must adjudicate this dispute.

This paper takes both claims seriously. It does not begin with a conclusion and work 

backward. It begins with primary sources — the Greek NT, the Hebrew OT, the CCC, the 
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1983 Code of Canon Law, the Ante-Nicene Fathers in the original Greek and Latin, the 

canons of Trent and Vatican II — and traces the argument from each.

A. Mary in the New Testament: The Biblical Baseline

Before examining what the RCC has constructed around Mary, it is essential to establish 

what the NT itself says about her — which is surprisingly little. Mary appears prominently 

in the birth narratives of Matthew and Luke, is present at the Cana wedding (John 2:1-11), 

appears once during Jesus' ministry when she and his brothers seek him (Mark 3:31-35; 

Matt.  12:46-50;  Luke  8:19-21  — a  passage  that  notably  records  Jesus  redirecting 

attention away from biological family), stands at the cross (John 19:25-27), and is listed 

among those gathered in the upper room prior to Pentecost (Acts 1:14). Outside the 

Gospels and Acts, she is never mentioned by name. Paul's sole reference is in Galatians 

4:4: 'But when the fullness of time came, God sent forth his Son, born of a woman, born 

under the Law' — not even naming her. Revelation 12 describes a woman clothed with the 

sun giving birth to a male child, but the earliest patristic interpretations often identify this 

figure with Israel or the Church rather than Mary specifically.

The NT presents Mary as a woman of exceptional faith, obedience, and courage — 

magnifying God in the Magnificat (Luke 1:46-55), interceding at Cana, standing faithfully 

at the crucifixion. But it does not present her as sinless, does not record her death or 

assumption, does not depict prayer directed to her, and explicitly identifies Jesus as the 

one and only mediator between God and humanity (1 Tim. 2:5). The entire superstructure 

of Catholic Mariology rests, therefore, on the capacity of Sacred Tradition and theological 

reasoning to extend what Scripture implies but does not state.
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II. The Pre-Nicene Church Fathers: Views and 
Practices Concerning Mary

The pre-Nicene period (ca. 95–325 CE) encompasses the first three centuries of Christian 

writing outside the New Testament canon. These writers — the Apostolic Fathers, the 

Apologists, and the great theological synthesizers of the third century — are of decisive 

importance for any assessment of Catholic Mariology, because they provide the earliest 

documentary evidence of what Christians believed and practiced regarding Mary before 

imperial  patronage,  conciliar  definition,  and  the  medieval  devotional  expansion 

transformed the tradition. A careful reading of their surviving texts reveals a consistent 

pattern: Mary is honored as the virgin mother of the incarnate Lord, her theological 

significance  is  almost  entirely  christological,  and  the  developed  Catholic  devotional 

apparatus — prayer to Mary, invocation of her intercession, liturgical feasts, and the titles 

Mediatrix, Immaculate, and Queen of Heaven — is entirely absent from this period.

The following analysis proceeds father by father, with reference to surviving primary texts. 

Sources are drawn from the Ante-Nicene Fathers collection (Roberts and Donaldson, 

1885-1887), the critical Greek texts in Sources Chrétiennes, and specialist scholarship 

including that of Luigi Gambero (Mary and the Fathers of the Church) and Thomas Buffer 

(Mary in the Writings of the Early Church Fathers).

A. Overview: What the Pre-Nicene Period Does and Does Not 
Show

Three conclusions emerge from the pre-Nicene evidence and are established before 

examining individual writers: (1) The virgin birth of Jesus — Mary's role as the virgin 

through  whom the  Incarnation  occurred  — was  universally  affirmed  and  frequently 

defended against docetic and Gnostic denials of Christ's real humanity. (2) The New Eve 

typology — Mary as the obedient  counterpart  reversing Eve's  disobedience — was 

developed in the second century and constitutes the earliest Marian theological construct 

beyond the birth narrative itself. (3) No pre-Nicene writer depicts prayer directed to Mary, 

invokes her as an intercessor, attributes sinlessness to her at conception, or assumes her 
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bodily into heaven. The devotional and dogmatic superstructure of Catholic Mariology is, 

in terms of surviving textual evidence, a post-Nicene development.

The partial exception is the Rylands Papyrus 470 (P.Ryl. III 470), which preserves the Sub 

Tuum Praesidium prayer addressing Mary as Theotokos and seeking her protection. This 

papyrus has been dated by different scholars to the 3rd century (Edgar Lobel), 4th century 

(Colin Henderson Roberts), and 5th-8th centuries (Hans Forster). It is the single pre- or 

early-Nicene document that arguably depicts prayer addressed to Mary; its date and 

liturgical  context  remain scholarly contested. Its existence, if  genuinely from the 3rd 

century, demonstrates that some Egyptian Christians were praying to Mary by then — but 

its exceptional character also underscores how rare such evidence is from the pre-Nicene 

corpus as a whole.

B. The Apostolic Fathers (ca. 95–150 CE)

1. Clement of Rome (fl. ca. 96 CE)

The letter known as 1 Clement, written from the Roman church to Corinth ca. 96 CE and 

attributed to Clement of Rome, does not mention Mary at all. Clement's concerns are 

ecclesiological — restoring order to the Corinthian church, upholding the authority of 

appointed presbyters, and calling the congregation to humility and unity. The absence of 

any Marian reference in one of the earliest post-apostolic documents is notable: if Marian 

devotion  or  theology  had  been  a  significant  feature  of  Roman  Christianity  in  this 

generation, some trace would be expected. The inference from silence is not definitive, 

but the pattern is consistent with the NT's own sparse treatment of Mary.

2 Clement, a homily probably not by Clement of Rome himself (ca. 130-150 CE), similarly 

contains no reference to Mary. The Didache (Teaching of the Twelve Apostles, ca. 95-120 

CE), the earliest surviving church manual of practice, likewise contains no Marian content 

whatsoever — no prayer to Mary, no instruction about her honor, no Marian theology of 

any kind. This comprehensive silence in the earliest post-apostolic practical documents is 

significant for assessing the claim that Marian devotion was part of the primitive apostolic 

deposit.
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Ignatius of Antioch  (d. ca. 107 CE)

Key Works

Seven Letters 

to Ephesians, 

Magnesians, 

Trallians, 

Romans, 

Philadelphians, 

Smyrnaeans, 

Polycarp

Views on Mary

Ignatius is the first post-canonical Christian writer to make significant theological 

reference to Mary, and his references are carefully anti-docetic in motivation. In 

Letter to the Ephesians 18:2, he writes: 'Our God, Jesus the Christ, was 

conceived by Mary according to God's plan — of the seed of David, yes, but 

also of the Holy Spirit.' In Letter to the Smyrnaeans 1:1, he affirms Christ 'was 

truly born of a virgin.' In Letter to the Trallians 9:1, he states Christ 'was truly of 

the line of David in his human nature, the son of God in the divine will and 

power, truly born of a virgin, baptized by John.' These statements are creedal in 

form and anti-docetic in function: Ignatius is defending the real humanity of 

Christ against those who denied it. In Letter to the Ephesians 19:1, he describes 

the virginity of Mary, the birth of Christ, and his death as three mysteries 

'wrought in the silence of God.' This celebrated passage frames Mary's virginity 

as a divine concealment, emphasizing its hiddenness from 'the prince of this 

world' — again, a christological and soteriological point rather than a Marian 

one.

Theological Significance: Ignatius provides the earliest explicit post-apostolic defense of the 

virgin birth, but his Marian theology is entirely christological. He shows no trace of prayer to 

Mary, invocation of her intercession, or any devotional practice directed toward her. His letters 

are silent on the perpetual virginity question — he affirms the virgin birth but does not address 

what followed. The 'silence of God' passage is the closest he comes to independent Marian 

reflection, and it frames her virginity as a mystery of the Incarnation, not as a personal attribute 

meriting veneration.

Polycarp of Smyrna  (ca. 69–155 CE)

Key Works

Epistle to 

the 

Philippians; 

Martyrdom 

of Polycarp

Views on Mary

Polycarp's surviving letter to the Philippians contains no reference to Mary. His 

martyrdom account — preserved by the Smyrnaean church — likewise contains no 

Marian theology. This is particularly significant because Polycarp was a direct 

disciple of the Apostle John according to Irenaeus, who writes that Polycarp 

'conversed with many who had seen the Lord.' If the Apostle John had transmitted 

any special traditions about Mary to his disciples — consistent with his role in John 

19:26-27 as her appointed guardian — one would expect some trace in Polycarp's 

teaching or Irenaeus's reports of it. The silence suggests either that John 

transmitted no special Marian tradition, or that it was not considered significant 

enough to be recorded in Polycarp's surviving corpus.
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Theological Significance: Polycarp's complete Marian silence, despite his direct apostolic 

connection through John, is one of the most important data points in the pre-Nicene record. It 

does not prove that early Christians had no regard for Mary; it does establish that whatever 

regard existed was not transmitted in written theological form by those closest to the apostolic 

generation.

C. The Second-Century Apologists and Theologians (ca. 100–180 
CE)

Justin Martyr  (ca. 100–165 CE)

Key Works

First 

Apology; 

Second 

Apology; 

Dialogue 

with Trypho

Views on Mary

Justin Martyr is the first writer to develop the Eve-Mary typology in explicit 

theological form. In Dialogue with Trypho 100, he writes: 'He became man by the 

Virgin in order that the disobedience which proceeded from the serpent might 

receive its destruction in the same manner in which it derived its origin. For Eve, 

who was a virgin and undefiled, having conceived the word of the serpent, brought 

forth disobedience and death. But the Virgin Mary received faith and joy, when the 

angel Gabriel announced the good tidings to her... and through her is He born, to 

whom we have shown so many Scriptures refer.' This Eve-Mary parallelism — the 

obedient virgin reversing the disobedient virgin's action — is Justin's fundamental 

Marian contribution. In First Apology 32-33, Justin affirms the virgin birth on the 

basis of Isaiah 7:14 (LXX: parthenos), arguing against critics that the virgin birth 

was prophesied. He also affirms in Dialogue 84 that Mary was of the line of David, 

that she conceived by the Holy Spirit, and that this fulfills scripture. Justin never 

addresses perpetual virginity, post-partum chastity, or the Immaculate Conception.

Theological Significance: Justin's Eve-Mary typology is theologically rich and exegetically 

grounded in OT/NT typological method. It establishes Mary's role in the economy of salvation as  

the obedient human partner of the Incarnation — significant, but derivative of Christ's 

redemptive work, not independent of it. Justin shows no trace of Marian prayer or devotion; his 

interest is apologetic and typological. Notably, his use of Isaiah 7:14 via the LXX parthenos 

against Trypho illustrates that this exegetical move was already established by the mid-second 

century.

Irenaeus of Lyon  (ca. 130–202 CE)

Key Works

Against 

Heresies 

Views on Mary

Irenaeus of Lyon represents the most sophisticated pre-Nicene Marian theology 

and the fullest development of the New Eve typology. In Against Heresies 
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(Adversus 

Haereses); 

Demonstration 

of the 

Apostolic 

Preaching

3.22.4, he writes the famous passage: 'And thus also it was that the knot of 

Eve's disobedience was loosed by the obedience of Mary. For what the virgin 

Eve had bound fast through unbelief, this did the virgin Mary set free through 

faith.' In 5.19.1, he adds: 'As Eve was seduced by the word of an angel to flee 

from God, having rebelled against His word, so Mary received the good tidings 

by means of the angel's word, so as to bear God within her.' Irenaeus extends 

the typology further: just as Eve was the 'cause of death' for herself and the 

whole human race, so Mary, 'being obedient, was made the cause of salvation 

for herself and the whole human race' (3.22.4). In Against Heresies 3.21.4-6, 

Irenaeus argues vigorously for the virgin birth from Isaiah 7:14 against those 

who read alma as simply 'young woman.' He writes: 'Now the Scriptures would 

not have testified falsely. For since a virgin is promised to conceive and bring 

forth a son, and he who is being born is called God strong and omnipotent, and 

his name is called Wonderful Counsellor: the prophet has pointed out plainly that 

Christ worked this great sign, being born as a man of the virgin.' Irenaeus is also 

significant for stating in Against Heresies 1.10.1 that the universal church's faith 

includes belief that Christ 'was born of the Holy Spirit and of the Virgin Mary' — 

treating the virgin birth as a creedal fixture of universal Christianity. In his 

Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching 33, he rehearses the same typology: 

'And if the former disobeyed God, yet the latter was persuaded to obey God.'

Theological Significance: Irenaeus provides the most developed pre-Nicene Marian theology, 

but it is consistently christological and soteriological in orientation — Mary matters because of 

what her obedience accomplished in the economy of salvation, not because of her personal 

attributes. He attributes 'cause of salvation' language to her (3.22.4), which later Catholic 

theology cites in support of Co-Redemptrix; Protestant scholars note that this is typological and 

derivative language, not an independent salvific role. There is no trace in Irenaeus of prayer to 

Mary, invocation of her intercession, or any devotional practice. The Immaculate Conception is 

not addressed; he treats Mary as a member of the human race in need of the salvation her son 

brings. His significance for both Catholic and Protestant arguments is thus double-edged.

Theophilus of Antioch  (fl. ca. 180 CE)

Key Works

Ad 

Autolycum 

(To 

Autolycus)

Views on Mary

Theophilus of Antioch, in his apologetic work To Autolycus, mentions Mary only in 

passing in the context of the birth of Jesus. His contributions to Marian theology 

are negligible; he does not develop any typology or address the virgin birth at 

length. His significance lies in confirming that Marian reflection was not a universal 

preoccupation of second-century apologetics — some writers engaged it 

extensively (Justin, Irenaeus), while others (Theophilus) found it peripheral to their 
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apologetic concerns.

Theological Significance: The variation between second-century writers in their attention to 

Mary underscores that Marian theology was not uniformly developed across Christian 

communities in this period. It was not a fixed component of apologetic or catechetical instruction  

in the way that the resurrection, the Incarnation, and the unity of the Testaments were.

D. Tertullian of Carthage (ca. 160–220 CE)

Tertullian is the most complex and in some respects the most critical pre-Nicene voice on 

Mary. A prolific Latin writer of great rhetorical force, he made lasting contributions to 

Trinitarian vocabulary (persona, substantia) and to the theology of the Incarnation. His 

views on Mary are remarkably frank and in several respects directly contrary to what later 

Catholic Mariology would develop.

Tertullian of Carthage  (ca. 160–220 CE)

Key Works

De Carne 

Christi; 

Adversus 

Marcionem; 

Adversus 

Praxean; 

De 

Virginibus 

Velandis

Views on Mary

Tertullian's Marian references cluster in two areas: the anti-docetic defense of 

Christ's genuine human birth from Mary, and his treatment of the 'brothers of the 

Lord.' On the virgin birth, De Carne Christi (On the Flesh of Christ) 17-20 contains 

the most extended pre-Nicene reflection on Mary as the physical source of Christ's 

humanity. Tertullian argues vigorously that Christ took real flesh from Mary, not 

merely the appearance of flesh — a crucial anti-Marcionite and anti-docetic point. 

He employs the Eve-Mary typology: 'Into Eve, while yet a virgin, had crept the word 

constructive of death; into a virgin no less was to be introduced the Word of God 

constructive of life — that what had through the one sex gone astray into perdition 

should through the same sex be led back again to salvation' (De Carne Christi 17). 

On the brothers of Jesus, Tertullian is unambiguous: in De Carne Christi 7, he 

affirms that Jesus' mother and brothers 'really had come for him' (cf. Matt. 12:46-

48) and treats them as biological relatives. He further implies Mary's normal marital 

life after Jesus' birth, writing in a different text that 'although she was a virgin when 

she conceived, she was a wife when she brought forth her son.' In Adversus 

Marcionem 4.19, Tertullian includes Mary among those who did not believe in 

Jesus during his ministry, seeing in her 'estrangement a figure of the Synagogue' 

— a characterization that later Catholic tradition would find deeply uncomfortable. 

Tertullian also explicitly argues in De Virginibus Velandis 6 that Mary 'did not 

remain a virgin' after giving birth, stating she 'became a wife after giving birth.'
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Theological Significance: Tertullian is the pre-Nicene Father who most directly contradicts 

later Catholic Mariological development. His denial of the perpetual virginity, his frank inclusion 

of Mary among the unbelievers during Jesus' ministry, and his typological identification of her 

'estrangement' with the unbelieving Synagogue stand in sharp contrast to the elevated Marian 

theology of later centuries. Catholic apologists respond that Tertullian eventually became a 

Montanist schismatic and that his views on Mary are therefore not representative of orthodox 

tradition. Protestant scholars note that he wrote these things before his Montanist period and 

that his frankness reflects an earlier, less developed stage of Marian theology. Either way, 

Tertullian's testimony demonstrates that the perpetual virginity was not unanimously held in the 

pre-Nicene Latin West.

E. Clement of Alexandria (ca. 150–215 CE)

Clement of Alexandria  (ca. 150–215 CE)

Key Works

Protrepticus; 

Paedagogus

; Stromata

Views on Mary

Clement of Alexandria, the first great Christian scholar of the Alexandrian 

catechetical school, makes relatively few direct references to Mary in his surviving 

works. In Stromata 7.16, he alludes to the view that Mary, after giving birth to 

Jesus, was 'found to be a virgin' when examined by a midwife — drawing on a 

tradition apparently related to the Protoevangelium of James (though Clement 

does not cite that apocryphal text by name). This would, if taken at face value, 

imply virginity in partu (virginity during childbirth), a belief that goes beyond the 

mere virgin conception. In Paedagogus 1.6, Clement uses the language of the 

Church as a virgin mother in a way that intersects with Marian imagery but is 

primarily ecclesiological. His contributions to Marian theology as such are limited; 

he is more significant for his influence on his student Origen.

Theological Significance: Clement's reference to the midwife tradition is the first patristic 

allusion to virginity in partu and reflects early influence of the Protoevangelium of James 

tradition on Alexandrian Christianity. His limited Marian references are consistent with the 

broader pre-Nicene pattern: Mary appears in theological reflection primarily as the vehicle of the  

Incarnation, not as an object of devotion or theological elaboration in her own right.

F. Origen of Alexandria (ca. 185–253 CE)

Origen of Alexandria is the most prolific and intellectually sophisticated of the pre-Nicene 

writers  and makes substantially  more reference to  Mary than any predecessor.  His 

extensive biblical commentaries — on Matthew, John, Luke, and Romans among others 
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— provide the most developed pre-Nicene Marian theology, though his views are complex 

and in some respects internally inconsistent.

Origen of Alexandria  (ca. 185–253 CE)

Key Works

Commentary 

on Matthew; 

Commentary 

on John; 

Commentary 

on Luke 

(Fragments); 

Homilies on 

Luke; 

Commentary 

on Romans; 

Contra 

Celsum

Views on Mary

Origen's Marian theology operates on several levels simultaneously. On the virgin 

birth and its perpetuation, in Commentary on Matthew 10.17, Origen references 

the Protoevangelium of James tradition that the brothers of Jesus were sons of 

Joseph by a prior marriage, concluding: 'I think it in harmony with reason that 

Jesus was the first-fruit among men of the purity which consists in chastity, and 

Mary was among women. For it were not pious to ascribe to any other than to her 

the first-fruit of virginity.' This passage has been taken as an endorsement of 

perpetual virginity, though Origen characterizes it as an opinion ('I think') based on 

a pietistic argument rather than on exegetical necessity. In his Homilies on Luke, 

Origen interprets Luke 2:35 ('a sword will pierce your own soul also') as referring 

to Mary being troubled by doubt at the crucifixion — a surprisingly negative 

interpretation that later theology largely abandoned. In Commentary on John 1.23, 

Origen describes Mary as the 'first-fruit' of holy women as Christ is the first-fruit of 

holy men. On the question of Mary's sinlessness, Origen is explicitly negative. In 

his Commentary on Matthew 17.22, discussing Matthew 27:56, he writes that 

Mary was 'scandalized' (Greek: eskandalisthe) by the events of the passion — 

meaning she experienced spiritual stumbling or crisis of faith. This is a significant 

statement: Origen, the most learned of the pre-Nicene Fathers, attributes spiritual 

imperfection to Mary at the moment of the crucifixion. In Commentary on Romans 

3.10, he addresses whether 'all have sinned' (Rom. 3:23) includes Mary, and his 

answer is effectively yes — though his precise position is complex and he treats 

her with special honor in other contexts. In Contra Celsum 1.69, Origen responds 

to the pagan critic Celsus's mockery of the virgin birth, defending it on both 

historical and theological grounds.

Theological Significance: Origen's Marian theology is the most developed in the pre-Nicene 

period but is also the most internally complex. He defends the virgin birth and is inclined toward 

perpetual virginity on pietistic grounds, but he attributes spiritual stumbling to Mary at the 

passion, treats her as under the universal condition of sin, and shows no awareness of or 

interest in the Immaculate Conception. His influence on later Marian theology is immense — 

particularly through his student Gregory Thaumaturgus and the Alexandrian tradition — but the 

Mary of Origen's texts is substantially different from the Mary of medieval Catholic devotion.
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G. Other Pre-Nicene Voices

Hippolytus of Rome  (ca. 170–235 CE)

Key Works

Commentary 

on Daniel; 

Commentary 

on the Song 

of Songs; 

Refutation of 

All Heresies; 

On the 

Antichrist

Views on Mary

Hippolytus of Rome, a prolific but often polemical figure, contributes to Marian 

theology primarily through his exegesis of Daniel and the Song of Songs and 

through his interpretation of Revelation 12. In his Commentary on Daniel, he 

interprets the woman of Revelation 12 as representing the Church, not Mary — 

consistent with the pre-Nicene tendency to read this figure ecclesiologically rather 

than Mariologically. In his Commentary on the Song of Songs, he develops 

allegorical readings where the bride can represent both the Church and the soul, 

with occasional Marian application. His Refutation of All Heresies mentions Mary 

primarily in the context of refuting Gnostic misappropriations of Marian imagery. 

He affirms the virgin birth but develops no distinctive Marian doctrine.

Theological Significance: Hippolytus's reading of Revelation 12 as ecclesiological rather than 

Marian is significant for the debate over the Assumption's scriptural basis. The most learned 

pre-Nicene exegetes — including Hippolytus, Methodius, and later patristic writers before the 

medieval period — consistently interpreted the woman of Revelation 12 as the Church or Israel,  

not as Mary. The Marian reading of this passage, which undergirds part of the Catholic 

argument for the Assumption, is a late development.

Methodius of Olympus  (d. ca. 311 CE)

Key Works

Symposium 

(Banquet of 

the Ten 

Virgins); De 

Resurrectione

Views on Mary

Methodius of Olympus, writing on the cusp of the Nicene period, develops a rich 

ecclesiological Mariology in his Symposium (ca. 300 CE). In this allegorical 

dialogue on virginity, he describes the Church using imagery drawn from Mary 

and the Song of Songs. In Symposium 8.5, he writes of the Church as the 

'spotless Virgin' who 'bears Christ in her womb.' His interpretation of Revelation 

12 is explicitly ecclesiological: 'The woman who brings forth is the Church.' His 

celebration of virginity is the most extensive pre-Nicene treatment of consecrated 

chastity, though his framework is primarily ecclesiological rather than Mariological 

in the strict sense. He does, however, use Marian imagery pervasively in his 

theological reflection on virginity.

Theological Significance: Methodius represents a transition point: his use of Marian imagery 

is extensive but remains embedded in an ecclesiological framework. His explicit identification of 

the Revelation 12 woman as the Church confirms the pre-Nicene pattern. He stands 
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immediately before the Nicene council and the beginning of the great shift in which Marian 

theology would increasingly develop as an independent discipline.

H. The Sub Tuum Praesidium: The Earliest Marian Prayer

The Sub Tuum Praesidium (Greek: Hypo ten sen eusplangchnian) is the oldest surviving 

prayer explicitly addressed to the Virgin Mary. Preserved on the Rylands Papyrus 470 

(P.Ryl.  III  470),  discovered  in  Egypt  and  housed  at  the  John  Rylands  Library  in 

Manchester, its Greek text reads: 'Under your compassion we take refuge, O Theotokos 

[God-bearer]; do not overlook our supplications in time of trial, but deliver us from danger, 

you alone pure, you alone blessed.' The prayer addresses Mary directly as Theotokos and 

invokes her protection and intercession.

DATING: The papyrus's date is genuinely contested among specialists.  Papyrologist 

Edgar Lobel dated it to the third century (ca. 250 CE); scholar Colin Henderson Roberts 

assigned it to the fourth century; Hans Forster has argued on paleographical grounds for 

a fifth-to-eighth century date. The Manchester Digital Collections catalog entry on the 

papyrus states Roberts was the first editor and 'dated it tentatively to the fourth century 

CE.' More recent scholarship (Forster, 2002) has argued that the paleography is more 

consistent with a fifth or later century date. The Coptic liturgical tradition from which the 

prayer derives a terminus ante quem suggests the prayer predates the Arab conquest of 

Egypt (641 CE), but this does not resolve when it was first composed.

THEOLOGICAL SIGNIFICANCE: If dated to the third century, the Sub Tuum Praesidium 

demonstrates that Egyptian Christians were directly invoking Mary in prayer before the 

Nicene  Council  —  a  datum  of  major  importance  for  both  Catholic  and  Protestant 

arguments. Notably, the prayer uses the title Theotokos, which was not formally defined 

until  431 CE at Ephesus — suggesting that informal Marian devotion preceded and 

contributed to conciliar definition. If dated to the fourth or fifth century, the prayer belongs 

to the post-Nicene development of Marian devotion rather than the pre-Nicene period, 

and its evidentiary value for pre-Nicene practice is correspondingly reduced.

Protestant  scholars  note  that  even  accepting  a  third-century  date,  the  Sub  Tuum 

Praesidium is exceptional rather than typical in the pre-Nicene corpus. The vast body of 
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pre-Nicene liturgical and catechetical material  — the Didache, Justin's description of 

Christian worship in First Apology 65-67, the Apostolic Tradition attributed to Hippolytus, 

the epistolary  literature — contains no prayer  to  Mary,  no instruction to  invoke her 

intercession, and no suggestion that directing prayer to Mary was a standard Christian 

practice. One papyrus fragment, of uncertain date, in the context of a corpus of hundreds 

of documents showing no such practice, does not establish that Marian intercessory 

prayer was normative in the pre-Nicene church.

I. Summary Analysis: What the Pre-Nicene Record Establishes 
and What It Does Not

The following table synthesizes the pre-Nicene Fathers' positions on the major questions 

of Catholic Mariology:

Father / Date Virgin Birth Perpetual 
Virginity

Mary 
Sinless?

New Eve 
Typology

Prayer to 
Mary?

Clement of Rome (96) Yes (implied) Silent Silent No No

Ignatius (107) Yes — 
affirmed

Silent Silent No No

Polycarp (155) Yes (implied) Silent Silent No No

Justin Martyr (165) Yes — 
defended

Silent Silent Yes — 
developed

No

Irenaeus (202) Yes — 
vigorously

Silent Not 
addressed

Yes — 
extensive

No

Theophilus (180) Yes (brief) Silent Silent No No

Tertullian (220) Yes — 
defended

NO — denied No — doubts 
noted

Yes — 
developed

No

Clement Alex. (215) Yes Probable Not 
addressed

No No

Origen (253) Yes Probable 
(opinion)

No — admits 
scandal

No No

Hippolytus (235) Yes Silent Silent No No

Methodius (311) Yes Probable Silent Ecclesiological No

Sub Tuum Praesidium 
(3rd–5th c.?)

N/A N/A N/A N/A YES — if 
early date
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The table reveals an unambiguous pattern. The virgin birth of Jesus was universally 

affirmed across the pre-Nicene period — it was a creedal constant from Ignatius onward 

and defended vigorously against both Gnostic docetism and Jewish objections. The New 

Eve typology was developed by Justin and Irenaeus and represents genuine pre-Nicene 

theological construction. Beyond these two points, however, the pre-Nicene record is 

either silent or contrary to later Catholic Marian doctrine. Perpetual virginity is defended by 

some (Origen, Clement of Alexandria tentatively), denied by Tertullian, and simply not 

addressed by most others. The Immaculate Conception has no pre-Nicene advocate — 

on the contrary, Origen attributes spiritual stumbling to Mary at the passion, and Tertullian 

reads her as among the unbelievers during Jesus' ministry. Prayer to Mary appears in the 

corpus only in one contested papyrus. The Assumption is entirely absent from pre-Nicene 

theological reflection.

This  does not  mean the pre-Nicene Fathers  would have rejected these doctrines if 

presented with the fully developed Catholic arguments — historical counter-factuals are 

epistemically irresponsible. What it does mean is that appeals to the 'witness of the early 

Church' in support of the full Catholic Marian edifice cannot be sustained from the pre-

Nicene  textual  evidence.  The  early  Church's  Marian  theology  was  christological  in 

motivation, exegetically grounded in the typological method of Scripture, and devoid of the 

devotional apparatus that Catholic Mariology developed from the fourth century onward.
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III. Historical Development of Marian Theology: Post-
Nicene Through Vatican II

A. The Post-Nicene Transition (325–500 CE): From Christology to 
Mariology

The Council of Nicaea (325 CE) and the subsequent Arian controversy fundamentally 

transformed the theological landscape in ways that accelerated Marian development. As 

the full divinity of Christ was defended against Arianism, Mary's role as the mother of the 

divine Son took on added theological weight. The Nicene Creed's affirmation that the Son 

was 'incarnate of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary' enshrined the virgin birth as a creedal 

constant  of  universal  Christianity.  More importantly,  the victory  of  Nicene orthodoxy 

created the theological conditions for the Theotokos controversy of the following century.

The period from Nicaea to Ephesus (325-431 CE) saw the great Nicene and Cappadocian 

Fathers — Athanasius, Basil the Great, Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nyssa, Cyril of 

Jerusalem, Epiphanius, Ambrose, Jerome, and Augustine — develop Marian theology 

substantially beyond the pre-Nicene baseline. Athanasius explicitly affirms the perpetual 

virginity. Epiphanius invents the term 'Antidicomarianites' for those who denied it, treating 

perpetual virginity as a settled matter.  Jerome's polemic Against Helvidius (383 CE) 

constructs the most detailed pre-medieval defense of perpetual virginity, including the 

interpretation of adelphos that remains the Catholic position today. Ambrose of Milan 

develops  the  richest  theology  of  Marian  virginity  as  a  model  for  consecrated  life. 

Augustine, as noted, affirms perpetual virginity but denies the Immaculate Conception.

The Council of Ephesus (431 CE) and the Theotokos definition represent the decisive 

canonical crystallization of christological Mariology. Ephesus did not add new doctrine 

about Mary; it defined a fact about Christ that had Marian implications. But its aftermath 

unleashed a wave of popular Marian devotion — shrines, feasts, hymns, homilies — that 

went  substantially  beyond  the  christological  occasion.  The  Sub  Tuum  Praesidium, 

wherever precisely dated, reflects a devotional practice that was becoming standard.

B. Medieval Period (500–1500 CE): Devotional Expansion

Page 19 of 41



The medieval period witnessed an explosion of Marian devotion that went considerably 

beyond patristic precedent. The Ave Maria developed into a formal prayer. Marian shrines 

multiplied across Europe. Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153) preached passionate Marian 

devotion and popularized the idea of Mary's intercession as a mother's influence with her 

son. Anselm of Canterbury entertained the concept of a privileged conception for Mary. 

The Franciscan theologian Duns Scotus (1265-1308) provided the crucial theological 

move: he argued that the Immaculate Conception did not exempt Mary from redemption 

but rather constituted a more perfect, preventive form of redemption — redeemed by 

anticipation rather than by cure. This Scotist resolution became the intellectual foundation 

upon which Pius IX would eventually define the dogma.

The Rosary was formalized in the 13th century, traditionally attributed (apocryphally) to 

Dominic of Guzman. By the 15th century, Marian devotion had become a defining feature 

of Catholic piety in a way that had no precise analogue in the first five centuries of 

Christianity.  The  trajectory  was  clear:  what  began  as  a  derivative,  christologically-

grounded honor for Mary was becoming an increasingly independent theological and 

devotional system.

C. The Reformation and Counter-Reformation (1517–1563)

The Protestant Reformation's relationship with Mariology is more nuanced than is often 

recognized. Martin Luther retained strong Marian devotion for much of his life, accepted 

the  Theotokos,  affirmed  the  Perpetual  Virginity,  and  wrote  positively  about  the 

Immaculate Conception. In his commentary on the Magnificat (1521), Luther praised Mary 

with  genuine  warmth.  However,  he  rejected  the  invocation  of  saints  and  Mary  as 

unscriptural and potentially idolatrous, insisting that Christ alone is mediator. John Calvin 

was  sharper  in  his  critique.  He  accepted  Theotokos  and  Perpetual  Virginity  but 

condemned Marian invocation as a usurpation of Christ's exclusive mediatorial office. 

Zwingli's position was similar. Critically, all three major Reformers agreed that popular 

Catholic Marian devotion — pilgrimages to Marian shrines, the Rosary, invocation of Mary 

as intercessor — lacked scriptural  warrant and redirected from Christ  the glory that 

belongs to him alone.
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The Council of Trent (1545-1563), responding to the Reformation, doubled down on the 

theology of Sacred Tradition alongside Scripture as co-equal sources of revealed truth 

(Session IV, 1546). This was the decisive canonical move: by elevating Tradition to the 

level of Scripture, Trent gave the Magisterium authority to define doctrines that Scripture 

alone neither states nor implies. All four Marian dogmas ultimately rest on this Tridentine 

epistemological foundation.

D. Modern Definitions: 1854 and 1950

The Immaculate Conception was solemnly defined by Pope Pius IX in the apostolic 

constitution Ineffabilis Deus (December 8, 1854): 'The most Blessed Virgin Mary, in the 

first instant of her conception, by a singular grace and privilege granted by almighty God, 

in view of the merits of Jesus Christ, the Savior of the human race, was preserved free 

from all stain of original sin.' Pius IX invoked papal authority to define this without the 

convocation of an ecumenical council — a dramatic expansion of papal prerogative that 

was then canonically enshrined at Vatican I (1870) with the formal definition of papal 

infallibility.

The Assumption was defined by Pope Pius XII in Munificentissimus Deus (November 1, 

1950): 'the Immaculate Virgin, preserved free from all  stain of original sin, when the 

course of her earthly life was finished, was taken up body and soul into heavenly glory, 

and exalted by the Lord as Queen over all things.' This was the first exercise of ex 

cathedra  papal  infallibility  under  the  formal  Vatican  I  definition.  Pius  XII  notably 

acknowledged that the doctrine is not explicitly stated in Scripture, grounding it instead in 

the  consensus  of  tradition,  the  fittingness  of  the  privilege  given  the  Immaculate 

Conception, and her unique participation in Christ's redemptive work.

E. Vatican II and the Catechism of the Catholic Church

The Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) took a notably more restrained approach to 

Mariology than some had anticipated. A faction of bishops had pushed for a separate 

conciliar document on Mary; the council instead incorporated its Marian teaching into 

Lumen Gentium, chapter VIII, under the heading 'The Blessed Virgin Mary, Mother of 
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God, in the Mystery of Christ and the Church.' This location was theologically significant 

— Mary's role is presented as ecclesiological (related to the Church) rather than as an 

independent parallel to Christ's. Lumen Gentium §62 carefully qualifies the Mediatrix title: 

'This,  however,  is  so understood that  it  neither  takes away anything from nor  adds 

anything to the dignity and efficacy of Christ the one Mediator.' The Catechism of the 

Catholic Church (1992, revised 1997) synthesizes the tradition in CCC §963-975.
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IV. The Four Marian Dogmas: Canonical, Biblical, and 
Historical Analysis

A. Dogma I — Divine Maternity: Theotokos (Council of Ephesus, 
431 CE)

CANONICAL STATUS:  Defined  at  the  Council  of  Ephesus  (431  CE),  reaffirmed at 

Chalcedon (451 CE). CCC §495. Canon 1246 (holy day of obligation, January 1). PRE-

NICENE SUPPORT: Universal — from Ignatius (107 CE) through the entire pre-Nicene 

corpus. Every pre-Nicene father who addresses the birth of Jesus affirms it as a divine 

incarnation through the Virgin Mary. SCRIPTURAL BASIS: Luke 1:43 (Elizabeth: 'the 

mother of my Lord'); John 1:14; Galatians 4:4. ASSESSMENT: The most exegetically 

defensible  of  the  four  dogmas,  derivative  of  the  Incarnation  itself,  accepted  across 

virtually all Nicene Christianity including the Reformers.

B. Dogma II — Perpetual Virginity: Semper Virgo (Constantinople 
II, 553 CE)

CANONICAL STATUS: Ancient doctrine affirmed by Constantinople II (553 CE). CCC 

§499-510.  PRE-NICENE SUPPORT: Contested.  Clement of  Alexandria — probable. 

Origen — probable but characterized as an opinion. Tertullian — explicitly denied. Most 

pre-Nicene  writers:  silent.  PRE-NICENE OPPOSITION:  Tertullian,  and  arguably  the 

implications  of  Helvidius  drawing  on  Victorinus.  SCRIPTURAL  ARGUMENTS: 

Adelphos/ach  philology  (Hebrew/Aramaic  kinship  vocabulary);  cross-reference 

harmonization of the 'brothers' with the other Mary (Matt. 27:56, Mark 15:40, John 19:25); 

John 19:26-27 (entrusting Mary to the Beloved Disciple). ASSESSMENT: The strongest 

of the four dogmas both biblically and patristcally, though its pre-Nicene support is less 

unanimous than often represented.

C. Dogma III — The Immaculate Conception (Pius IX, 1854)

CANONICAL  STATUS:  Defined  December  8,  1854.  CCC  §490-493.  Holy  day  of 

obligation (Canon 1246 §1).  PRE-NICENE SUPPORT: None.  No pre-Nicene Father 

affirms the Immaculate Conception. Tertullian attributes spiritual failure to Mary during 
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Jesus' ministry. Origen attributes spiritual stumbling (skandalon) to her at the passion. 

PATRISTIC  COMPLICATIONS:  Augustine  denied  it;  Aquinas  denied  it.  Contested 

between  Dominicans  and  Franciscans  for  centuries.  SCRIPTURAL  ARGUMENTS: 

Kecharitomene (Luke 1:28); Gen. 3:15 (Protoevangelium via Vulgate — but the Vulgate 

mistranslates the Hebrew pronoun). ASSESSMENT: Substantially extrabiblical; no pre-

Nicene support; authority rests on the Scotist theological argument and papal declaration.

D. Dogma IV — The Assumption (Pius XII, 1950)

CANONICAL STATUS: Defined November 1, 1950. CCC §966. Holy day of obligation 

(Canon 1246 §1). PRE-NICENE SUPPORT: None. The earliest patristic interpreters of 

Revelation 12 (Hippolytus, Methodius) read the woman as the Church or Israel, not Mary. 

No  pre-Nicene  Father  addresses  Mary's  death  or  bodily  assumption.  The  earliest 

Assumption narratives are the Transitus Mariae apocrypha (4th-6th centuries), rejected 

even  by  Jerome  as  untrustworthy.  SCRIPTURAL  ARGUMENTS:  Revelation  12 

(contested Marian identification); Psalm 132:8 (Ark typology); argument from absence of 

relic traditions. ASSESSMENT: The most clearly extrabiblical of the four dogmas; Pius XII 

acknowledged it himself; authority is entirely magisterial.
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V. The 1983 Code of Canon Law and Marian Titles

A. Canonical References to Mary

The 1983 Code of Canon Law (Codex Iuris Canonici) expressly references Mary in five 

canons, each encoding a different aspect of her role in the life of the Church. Canon 246 

§3 (Seminary Formation): Seminarians are to 'cultivate special devotion to the Virgin 

Mary' as part of their spiritual formation. Canon 276 §2 §5 (Clerical Holiness): Clerics are 

urged to 'cultivate devotion to the Virgin Mary'  as a means of perseverance in their 

vocation. Canon 663 §4 (Consecrated Life): Members of institutes of consecrated life are 

directed to 'zealously foster devotion to the Virgin Mary' — presenting her as the model of 

consecrated virginity. Canon 1186 (Veneration of Saints): 'To foster the sanctification of 

the people of  God, the Church commends to the special  and filial  reverence of  the 

Christian faithful the Blessed Mary ever Virgin, Mother of God, whom Christ established 

as  the mother  of  all  people.'  Canon 1246 §1 (Holy  Days of  Obligation):  January  1 

(Solemnity  of  Mary,  Mother  of  God)  and August  15  (Assumption)  are  holy  days  of 

obligation.

B. Marian Titles: Biblical, Canonical, and Pre-Nicene Attestation

THEOTOKOS (Mother of God): Pre-Nicene attestation — universal (Ignatius through 

Origen). Conciliar definition — Ephesus 431. Canonical status — highest.

EVER-VIRGIN (Semper Virgo): Pre-Nicene attestation — partial (Clement Alex., Origen 

probable; Tertullian opposed; most silent). Conciliar definition — Constantinople II, 553. 

Canonical status — high.

IMMACULATE (Immaculate Conception): Pre-Nicene attestation — none. Tertullian and 

Origen contrary. Defined 1854 (Pius IX). Canonical status — highest (ex cathedra).

ASSUMED INTO HEAVEN: Pre-Nicene attestation — none. Earliest narratives 4th-6th 

century apocrypha. Defined 1950 (Pius XII). Canonical status — highest (ex cathedra).

MEDIATRIX: Pre-Nicene attestation — none. Irenaeus's 'cause of salvation' language 

(3.22.4) is the closest antecedent, but is typological and derivative. Non-defined doctrine; 
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Lumen Gentium §62 qualifies  it.  Canonical  status — ecclesiastical  title,  not  defined 

dogma.

CO-REDEMPTRIX: Pre-Nicene attestation — none. Pope Francis (2019) rejected it as a 

dogmatic proposal. Canonical status — unofficial theological opinion only.

QUEEN OF HEAVEN: Pre-Nicene attestation — none. The term appears in the OT only in 

Jeremiah  7:18  and  44:17-25,  referring  to  the  pagan  goddess  Astarte/Ishtar,  whose 

worship God explicitly condemned. Papal definition — Pius XII, Ad caeli reginam (1954). 

Canonical status — encyclical title; no conciliar definition.
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VI. Structured Debate: Roman Catholic Position vs. 
Protestant Critique

The following section presents a structured, moderated debate format.  The Catholic 

position is argued from the CCC, the canons of Trent and Vatican II, the Fathers, and the 

best contemporary Catholic apologetics. The Protestant position is argued from the Greek 

NT, the Hebrew OT, the Reformation tradition, and contemporary evangelical scholarship 

including Mike Gendron's documented argumentation. Each position is given its strongest 

possible statement.

DEBATE TOPIC: DEBATE 1 — IS VENERATION OF MARY BIBLICALLY 
WARRANTED AT ALL?

RCC POSITION

Roman Catholic 
Position

Veneration of Mary is not only biblically warranted but scripturally 

commanded. In Luke 1:46-55, Mary herself prophesies: 'Henceforth all 

generations will call me blessed.' The Church's honoring of Mary across 

twenty centuries is the fulfillment of this Magnificat prophecy. Elizabeth, 

filled with the Holy Spirit, declares: 'Blessed are you among women, and 

blessed is the fruit of your womb!' (Luke 1:42). Furthermore, we 

distinguish sharply between latria (worship due to God alone) and 

hyperdulia (supreme honor among creatures, due to Mary). We worship 

God; we honor Mary. The pre-Nicene Fathers — from Ignatius's reverent 

treatment of the Incarnation through Mary, to Irenaeus's rich New Eve 

theology — demonstrate that special honor for Mary is woven into the 

Church's earliest theological reflection.

PROTESTANT 
CRITIQUE

Protestant 
Critique

The Magnificat says 'all generations will call me blessed' — not 'all 

generations will pray to me, invoke my intercession, process my statues, 

or assign me titles like Co-Redemptrix.' Moreover, the pre-Nicene Fathers 

you cite do NOT demonstrate prayer to Mary, liturgical feasts, the Rosary, 

or any intercessory invocation. Ignatius, Irenaeus, and Justin mention 

Mary in theological argument — they treat her with respect as the virgin 

mother of the Lord. But none of them prays to her, invokes her 

intercession, or prescribes any devotional practice directed to her. The 

hyperdulia/latria distinction is a theological category invented to defend a 

practice that Scripture never commands and the earliest Fathers never 
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practiced. The NT pattern — and the pre-Nicene pattern — is prayer to 

God alone.

DEBATE TOPIC: DEBATE 2 — WHAT DO THE PRE-NICENE FATHERS ACTUALLY 
ESTABLISH?

RCC POSITION

Roman Catholic 
Position

The pre-Nicene Fathers unanimously affirm the virgin birth, use the 

Theotokos title (or its equivalent) before Ephesus formally defined it, 

develop the New Eve typology that undergirds the Immaculate Conception 

argument, and (at least in Origen and Clement) incline toward perpetual 

virginity. Irenaeus explicitly calls Mary the 'cause of salvation' (Against 

Heresies 3.22.4) — an anticipation of the Co-Redemptrix and Mediatrix 

theology. The Sub Tuum Praesidium papyrus demonstrates prayer to 

Mary as Theotokos in the earliest centuries. The pre-Nicene evidence is 

therefore not against Catholic Mariology; it provides its christological and 

typological roots.

PROTESTANT 
CRITIQUE

Protestant 
Critique

What the pre-Nicene Fathers uniformly establish is precisely what we 

already grant: the virgin birth, Mary's role as the human mother of the 

incarnate Lord, and her significance as the obedient counterpart to Eve. 

Beyond that, the record is dramatically thin. Tertullian — not a fringe figure 

but the Latin Church's founding theological voice — explicitly denies the 

perpetual virginity and attributes spiritual failure to Mary. Origen attributes 

scandalon (spiritual stumbling) to her at the passion, effectively denying 

sinlessness. No pre-Nicene Father affirms the Immaculate Conception. No 

pre-Nicene Father affirms the Assumption. No pre-Nicene Father prays to 

Mary (the Sub Tuum Praesidium date is scholarly contested and most 

specialists now favor a 4th-5th century date). Irenaeus's 'cause of 

salvation' language is a typological statement about her role in the 

economy of the Incarnation — comparable to saying Abraham was the 

'cause' of the covenant — not an affirmation of independent mediatorial 

power.
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DEBATE TOPIC: DEBATE 3 — PERPETUAL VIRGINITY: BROTHERS OF JESUS 
AND MATTHEW 1:25

RCC POSITION

Roman Catholic 
Position

The Perpetual Virginity is the most scripturally supported of the four 

Marian dogmas. The 'brothers' of Jesus are not biological siblings. Hebrew 

ach and Aramaic aha mean 'brother' in a wide kinship sense including 

cousins — there is no separate Hebrew word for cousin. Comparing Matt. 

27:56, Mark 15:40, and John 19:25, James and Joseph — listed as Jesus' 

'brothers' — are shown to be sons of a different Mary. John Calvin himself 

used this cross-reference as evidence against literal siblinghood. John 

19:26-27 records Jesus entrusting Mary to the Beloved Disciple rather 

than to surviving family — inexplicable if she had other adult sons. Every 

major Reformer accepted Perpetual Virginity. Modern Protestant rejection 

of it is a 19th-20th century novelty.

PROTESTANT 
CRITIQUE

Protestant 
Critique

The philological argument has genuine merit and we acknowledge it. 

However, Tertullian — writing ca. 200 CE, before Jerome constructed the 

harmonization argument — explicitly denies perpetual virginity and treats 

Jesus' brothers as Mary's biological sons. Origen notes the tradition of 

Joseph's prior marriage from the Protoevangelium of James but 

acknowledges it is simply the opinion of 'some.' The fact that the pre-

Nicene record is divided and inconclusive on this point — with Tertullian 

on one side and Origen tentatively on the other — does not support the 

claim that perpetual virginity was a universal apostolic deposit. Matthew 

1:25's 'until' (heos) and Luke 2:7's 'firstborn' (prototokos) read most 

naturally as implying normal marital life after Jesus' birth.

DEBATE TOPIC: DEBATE 4 — THE IMMACULATE CONCEPTION: 
KECHARITOMENE AND PRE-NICENE SILENCE

RCC POSITION

Roman Catholic 
Position

The Greek kecharitomene in Luke 1:28 is Mary's divinely given proper 

name at the Annunciation — a permanent, completed state of divine 

grace. No other person in the NT is addressed this way. Duns Scotus 

resolved the Thomistic objection brilliantly: the Immaculate Conception is 

not an exemption from Christ's redemption but its most perfect application 

— Mary was redeemed preventively rather than curatively. The pre-

Nicene silence does not disprove the doctrine; the development of Marian 
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theology was organic, as Newman's Essay on Development 

demonstrates. The New Eve typology of Justin and Irenaeus — where 

Mary's obedience is the perfect antithesis of Eve's disobedience — implies 

a freedom from sin that was articulated in the Immaculate Conception.

PROTESTANT 
CRITIQUE

Protestant 
Critique

The pre-Nicene silence on the Immaculate Conception is not neutral — it 

is actively contradicted. Tertullian attributes spiritual failure and unbelief to 

Mary during Jesus' ministry. Origen explicitly applies the language of 

skandalon (scandal, spiritual stumbling) to Mary at the passion 

(Commentary on Matthew 17.22). Origen also appears to place Mary 

under the universal condition of sin (Commentary on Romans 3.10). 

These are not marginal figures — Tertullian founded Latin theology and 

Origen was the greatest biblical scholar of his age. Their testimony 

constitutes pre-Nicene patristic evidence against Marian sinlessness, not 

silence about it. The kecharitomene argument is grammatically insufficient 

(Eph. 1:6 uses cognate charitoo of all believers). The Gen. 3:15 typology 

depends on the Vulgate's mistranslation of the Hebrew pronoun. 

Augustine denied it. Aquinas denied it. The doctrine has no pre-Nicene, no 

patristic consensus support.

DEBATE TOPIC: DEBATE 5 — THE ASSUMPTION: PRE-NICENE SILENCE AND 
REVELATION 12

RCC POSITION

Roman Catholic 
Position

The Assumption is the crown and completion of the Immaculate 

Conception. Mary, preserved from all corruption of sin, could not be 

subject to the corruption of the grave. Revelation 12 depicts a woman in 

heaven who has given birth to the Messiah — the most natural Marian 

reading of this heavenly figure, especially given Rev. 11:19 where the Ark 

of the Covenant appears in heaven immediately before the woman of 

chapter 12. The argument from silence is powerful: no city, no church, no 

monastery claimed Mary's tomb or relics. In a world where the relics of 

martyrs were intensely sought from the earliest centuries, the complete 

absence of Marian tomb veneration requires explanation.

PROTESTANT 
CRITIQUE

Protestant 

Hippolytus of Rome and Methodius of Olympus — the two most significant 

pre-Nicene exegetes of Revelation 12 — both explicitly interpret the 
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Critique woman as the Church or Israel, not Mary. Methodius is explicit: 'The 

woman who brings forth is the Church' (Symposium). This is not a 

peripheral voice; Methodius writes around 300 CE and is one of the most 

sophisticated biblical interpreters of the pre-Nicene period. The Marian 

reading of Revelation 12 is a post-Nicene development, not a patristic 

consensus. The earliest Assumption narratives are the Transitus Mariae 

apocrypha — 4th-6th century documents that Jerome himself condemned 

as untrustworthy. The argument from relic-silence is weak: we also have 

no relic traditions for the Apostle John. Pius XII's own document concedes 

the doctrine is not from explicit Scripture. Its authority is entirely 

magisterial.

DEBATE TOPIC: DEBATE 6 — MARY AS MEDIATRIX: 1 TIMOTHY 2:5 VS. THE 
CANA ARGUMENT

RCC POSITION

Roman Catholic 
Position

The Catholic Church does not teach that Mary is a mediator in the same 

sense as Christ. Every believer participates in Christ's mediation when 

they intercede for one another (1 Tim. 2:1). Mary's mediatorship is the 

fullest and most powerful instance of what all believers do. The Cana 

miracle (John 2:1-11) is the scriptural demonstration: Mary interceded with 

Jesus; Jesus acted on her intercession. Irenaeus's language that Mary is 

the 'cause of salvation' (3.22.4) and Justin's New Eve typology (Dialogue 

100) provide pre-Nicene roots for this understanding. As she interceded 

on earth, she continues to do so in heaven. Lumen Gentium §62 explicitly 

qualifies the title so that it neither diminishes nor adds to Christ's unique 

mediation.

PROTESTANT 
CRITIQUE

Protestant 
Critique

First Timothy 2:5 is categorical: 'For there is one God, and one Mediator 

between God and men, the man Christ Jesus.' The Greek heis (one) is 

numerically exclusive. No pre-Nicene Father invokes Mary as a mediator 

in the devotional sense. Irenaeus's 'cause of salvation' language is 

typological — he is tracing the narrative structure of creation and 

redemption through the obedience/disobedience typology. He is not 

prescribing prayer to Mary or devotional intercession. The Cana argument 

fails: Jesus' response ('Woman, what does this have to do with me? My 

hour has not yet come') is a mild distancing, not an eager compliance. 
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Hebrews 7:25 says Christ 'always lives to make intercession' — his 

present-tense, ongoing, perfect intercession leaves no gap for Mary to fill. 

The pre-Nicene Fathers show no trace of the devotional Mediatrix 

concept.

DEBATE TOPIC: DEBATE 7 — PRAYER TO MARY AND THE SUB TUUM 
PRAESIDIUM

RCC POSITION

Roman Catholic 
Position

The Sub Tuum Praesidium demonstrates that prayer to Mary as 

Theotokos was practiced in the earliest centuries of Christianity. The 

Rylands Papyrus 470 is dated by Edgar Lobel to the third century and by 

Colin Roberts to the fourth century — both within or immediately adjacent 

to the pre-Nicene period. The prayer invokes Mary's protection and 

intercession explicitly, using the title Theotokos before the Council of 

Ephesus formally defined it. This demonstrates that Marian devotional 

prayer preceded conciliar definition and was not a medieval invention but 

an early Christian practice. The saints in heaven are alive in Christ (Phil. 

1:21), and Revelation 5:8 depicts the prayers of the saints being 

presented before God — supporting the practice of asking heavenly saints 

to pray for us.

PROTESTANT 
CRITIQUE

Protestant 
Critique

The Sub Tuum Praesidium's date is contested: Lobel (3rd c.), Roberts (4th 

c.), Forster (5th-8th c.). The John Rylands Library's own digital catalog 

entry states Roberts dated it to the fourth century. More recent scholarship 

favors a later date. In any case, one papyrus fragment of uncertain date 

stands against a corpus of hundreds of pre-Nicene Christian documents 

— the Didache, Justin's descriptions of Christian worship, the Apostolic 

Tradition, the entire epistolary and catechetical literature — that contain no 

prayer to Mary whatsoever. Extraordinary devotional claims require 

extraordinary evidence. The pre-Nicene church's documented prayer 

practice is prayer to the Father, through the Son, in the Spirit. The NT 

never depicts, commands, or encourages prayer to Mary. Hebrews 4:16 

tells believers to 'approach the throne of grace with confidence' — directly, 

without any created intermediary.
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DEBATE TOPIC: DEBATE 8 — 'QUEEN OF HEAVEN': BIBLICAL TITLE OR PAGAN 
BORROWING?

RCC POSITION

Roman Catholic 
Position

The phrase 'Queen of Heaven' in Jeremiah refers to Astarte or Ishtar — 

we fully acknowledge this. But words and titles can be redeemed and 

applied to their true referent. We reclaim the title for Mary on solid 

scriptural grounds: Luke 1:33 declares that her son 'will reign over the 

house of Jacob forever.' In the Davidic monarchy, the mother of the king 

held the office of gebirah (queen mother) — a formal royal office with real 

authority. If Jesus is the eternal Davidic king, his mother is the eternal 

gebirah. Revelation 12:1 depicts a woman crowned with twelve stars. Pius 

XII's Ad caeli reginam (1954) establishes the title on the grounds of Mary's 

unique participation in her Son's kingship, not on pagan antecedents.

PROTESTANT 
CRITIQUE

Protestant 
Critique

Jeremiah 7:18 and 44:15-25 are among the most severe condemnations 

of idolatry in the entire Hebrew Bible. God's anger at Israel for worshiping 

the Queen of Heaven is explicit and intense. Choosing this specific title for 

Mary, regardless of intent, carries an association that the Bible treats as 

spiritually catastrophic. No pre-Nicene Father uses the title 'Queen of 

Heaven' for Mary — it is a medieval and modern development. The 

gebirah argument is historically interesting but proves less than claimed: in 

1 Kings 2:22, Solomon immediately refuses Bathsheba's request when it 

would undermine his kingdom — the gebirah was not an independent 

mediatorial power. The pre-Nicene Fathers who developed Marian 

theology — Justin, Irenaeus, Origen — used New Eve typology, not 

queen-mother typology.
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VII. Synthesis and Conclusions

A. The Pre-Nicene Fathers and Catholic Mariology: A Measured 
Assessment

The pre-Nicene evidence, examined directly from primary texts, supports the following 

conclusions. The virgin birth is the one Marian doctrine that is universally attested across 

the  entire  pre-Nicene  corpus  with  explicit,  repeated,  and  theologically  developed 

affirmation.  It  is  creedal  from  Ignatius  onward  and  defended  vigorously  in  every 

generation. The New Eve typology — Mary as the obedient counterpart reversing Eve's 

disobedience — is a genuine second-century theological  development rooted in the 

typological exegetical method of the NT and carried forward by Justin and Irenaeus. 

These constitute authentic pre-Nicene contributions to Marian theology. The Theotokos 

title, while formally defined at Ephesus (431 CE), reflects a christological commitment 

present  throughout  the  pre-Nicene  period  and  anticipated  even  in  the  Sub  Tuum 

Praesidium papyrus.

Beyond these three elements, the pre-Nicene evidence is thin, contested, or actively 

contrary to later Catholic Marian doctrine. Perpetual virginity is denied by Tertullian, only 

probably affirmed by Clement of Alexandria and Origen, and simply not addressed by 

most others. The Immaculate Conception has no pre-Nicene advocate and is implicitly 

contradicted by Tertullian's and Origen's portrayals of Mary. The Assumption is entirely 

absent  from  pre-Nicene  theology,  and  the  pre-Nicene  exegetes  who  comment  on 

Revelation 12 (Hippolytus, Methodius) read the woman as the Church, not Mary. Prayer 

addressed to Mary appears in the corpus in a single contested papyrus fragment whose 

date most specialists now place in the 4th-8th century range.

Catholic  apologists  correctly  point  out  that  doctrinal  development  is  a  legitimate 

theological  category  — Newman's  Essay on the Development  of  Christian  Doctrine 

(1845) remains the most sophisticated treatment of this principle. The question is not 

whether development occurred, but whether the developments in question are legitimate 

organic  unfoldings  of  the  apostolic  deposit  or  later  accretions  that  go  beyond  and 

potentially conflict  with that  deposit.  The pre-Nicene evidence, evaluated on its own 
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terms, provides stronger support for the first and second Marian dogmas (Theotokos and 

Perpetual  Virginity)  than  for  the  third  and  fourth  (Immaculate  Conception  and 

Assumption).

B. What the Evidence Establishes

First,  the  Theotokos  definition  (431  CE)  is  the  most  exegetically  and  patristically 

defensible of the four dogmas, universally attested in the pre-Nicene period and derivative 

of  Incarnational  Christology.  Second,  Perpetual  Virginity  has  pre-Nicene  support 

(Clement  Alexandria,  Origen)  though  also  pre-Nicene  opposition  (Tertullian);  it  has 

stronger  patristic  and  biblical  support  than  its  modern  Protestant  critics  typically 

acknowledge.  Third,  the  Immaculate  Conception  has  no  pre-Nicene  support  and  is 

actively contradicted by Tertullian and Origen; its definition rests on the Scotist theological 

argument and papal authority within the Tridentine framework. Fourth, the Assumption 

has no pre-Nicene support, the pre-Nicene exegetes who comment on Revelation 12 

interpret  it  ecclesiologically,  and  Pius  XII  acknowledged  that  the  doctrine  rests  on 

Tradition and theological fittingness rather than explicit Scripture. Fifth, prayer to Mary 

and invocation of her as Mediatrix have no clear pre-Nicene documentation in the corpus 

of  orthodox  Christian  literature.  Sixth,  the  developed  Catholic  Marian  devotional 

apparatus — the Rosary, Marian shrines, liturgical feasts, the titles Queen of Heaven and 

Co-Redemptrix — is entirely absent from the pre-Nicene period and represents post-

Nicene and medieval development.

C. The Epistemological Root of the Dispute

The deepest issue between the Catholic and Protestant positions on Mary is not primarily 

historical or exegetical but epistemological. The Roman Catholic Church teaches, from 

the Council of Trent onward, that divine revelation is transmitted through both Sacred 

Scripture and Sacred Tradition, and that the Magisterium is the authoritative interpreter of 

both. On this framework, the Immaculate Conception and Assumption are genuinely 

revealed truths verified by the living teaching authority of the Church. The Protestant 

framework — sola scriptura — insists that Scripture alone is the supreme and sufficient 

rule for faith and practice and that doctrines not provable from Scripture are not to be 
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required as articles of  faith.  Mike Gendron's  critique of  Catholic  Mariology operates 

squarely within the sola scriptura framework; the pre-Nicene evidence, which Gendron 

appeals to, substantially supports his position regarding the four Marian dogmas' extra-

biblical character — particularly the Immaculate Conception and Assumption.

D. Final Assessment

Are Catholics justified in their treatment of Mary? Within the Catholic epistemological 

framework — Scripture plus Tradition interpreted by the Magisterium — the answer is yes: 

the four dogmas are binding, the canon mandates devotion, and the tradition is centuries 

deep. Within the Protestant sola scriptura framework, the answer is yes for honoring Mary 

as a model of faith and affirming Theotokos; defensibly yes for Perpetual Virginity; and no 

for the Immaculate Conception, the Assumption, Mediatrix as an intercessory title, prayer 

to Mary, and Queen of Heaven as a title. The pre-Nicene Fathers, examined directly, 

support the Protestant assessment on the last three points more than the Catholic.

What both traditions can affirm: the Mary of the New Testament is a figure of extraordinary 

faithfulness, courage, and obedience. Her Magnificat (Luke 1:46-55) is one of the most 

theologically rich passages in the NT. Her last recorded words — 'Do whatever he tells 

you' (John 2:5) — are perhaps the most perfect summary of Christian discipleship ever 

uttered. The dispute is not whether Mary deserves honor. The dispute is whether she has 

been honored in ways that have obscured rather than illuminated the one she herself 

pointed to — her Son, who is the one Lord, the one Savior, and the one Mediator.
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