
False Teaching Then and Now  

Lesson #3  Ebionism      Ray Weedon   Page 1 of 4 

Lesson #3 Ebionism 3223 

 

Supplemental Attachments for This Lesson:     

File #1946    Title:  What is Ebionism? 

File #1948    Title:  What is Nomism? 

File #1380    Title:  Meaning of Pelagianism, Semi-Pelagianism, and 

Arminianism 
 

I.  What is Ebionism? - Principle Error:  The Jewish Law is the way to salvation. 

Arose largely after the fall of Jerusalem and the destruction of the Temple in 70 AD. 

Additional teachings of Ebionism include: 

• Largely a Jewish sect within Christianity. 

• Salvation was to be achieved by obedience to Jewish Law.  A different gospel! 

• They rejected most of the New Testament as Scripture, especially Paul’s epistles. 

• They rejected the virgin birth.   

• They rejected the deity of Christ, classifying Him as a Rabbi/Teacher. 

• They almost use a form of heresy known as “Adoptionism” which teaches that Jesus became 

divine in some sense at His baptism by John the Baptist which acted as an anointing for His 

ministry. 

• They added to the New Testament their own writing, known as The Gospel According to the 

Hebrews.  This book never became a canonical part of the New Testament as it was entirely 

different than the gospel of Christ. 
 

Meaning of the Name:  Hebrew/Aramaic:  Ebion,  ebyonim  (Str. NA) 0x in NT.  Means “poor”. 
 

“Aramaic is a Semitic language.  It has been written for 3100 years and has been spoken for longer than 

that.  It is one of the Northwest Semitic languages.  The Semitic languages include 

Aramaic, Hebrew, Arabic and many other languages.  Aramaic is the language of long parts of the 

two Bible books of Daniel and Ezra.  It is the language of the Jewish Talmud.  Words are written with 

the 22 characters of the Aramaic alphabet, which was widely adopted for other languages and is an 

ancestor to the Hebrew, Syriac and Arabic alphabets.”     Wikipedia – Aramaic – Introductory paragraph 
 

The name Ebion (poor) “may have been originally, like ‘Nazarene’ and ‘Galilean,’ a contemptuous 

designation of all Christians, the majority of whom lived in needy circumstances; but afterwards 

confined to this sect; whether in reproach, to denote the poverty of their doctrine of Christ and of the 

law, as Origen more ingeniously than correctly explains it; or, more probably, in honor, since the 

Ebionites regarded themselves as the genuine followers of the poor Christ and his poor disciples, and 

applied to themselves alone the benediction on the poor in spirit.”  (of Mt 5:3)     

 Philip Schaaf;  History of the Christian Church;  Vol. 2 of 8;  p. 432  published by Hendrickson. 
 

Paul wrote the book of Galatians to counter the influence of the Judaizers (later Ebionites) who were 

corrupting the gospel message from God’s grace to a works-based salvation based on keeping the Jewish 

Law.  Paul’s strong and clear response was: 
 

Gal 1:6-9  I am amazed that you are so quickly deserting Him who called you by the grace of Christ, for 

a different gospel; 7which is really not another; only there are some who are disturbing you and 

want to distort the gospel of Christ.  8But even if we, or an angel from heaven, should preach to 

you a gospel contrary to what we have preached to you, he is to be accursed!  9As we have said 

before, so I say again now, if any man is preaching to you a gospel contrary to what you received, 

he is to be accursed!    
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Note:  All Scripture Passages in this series will be from the NASU unless otherwise indicated. 
 

Gal 5:1-14 It was for freedom that Christ set us free; therefore keep standing firm and do not be subject 

again to a yoke of slavery.  2Behold I, Paul, say to you that if you receive circumcision, Christ will 

be of no benefit to you.  3And I testify again to every man who receives circumcision, that he is 

under obligation to keep the whole Law.  4You have been severed from Christ, you who are seeking 

to be justified by law; you have fallen from grace.  5For we through the Spirit, by faith, are waiting 

for the hope of righteousness.  6For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision means 

anything, but faith working through love.  7You were running well; who hindered you from obeying 

the truth?  8This persuasion did not come from Him who calls you.  9A little leaven leavens the whole 

lump of dough.  10I have confidence in you in the Lord that you will adopt no other view; but the one 

who is disturbing you will bear his judgment, whoever he is.  11But I, brethren, if I still preach 

circumcision, why am I still persecuted? Then the stumbling block of the cross has been abolished.  
12I wish that those who are troubling you would even mutilate themselves.  13For you were called to 

freedom, brethren; only do not turn your freedom into an opportunity for the flesh, but through love 

serve one another. 14For the whole Law is fulfilled in one word, in the statement, "YOU SHALL 

LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF."   -   Here is the Royal Law of Christ!!   
 

So what rules, commandments are we in this church age under? 
 

Mark 12:28-31 One of the scribes came and heard them arguing, and recognizing that He had answered 

them well, asked Him, "What commandment is the foremost of all?"   29Jesus answered, "The 

foremost is, 'HEAR, O ISRAEL! THE LORD OUR GOD IS ONE LORD; 30AND YOU SHALL LOVE 

THE LORD YOUR GOD WITH ALL YOUR HEART, AND WITH ALL YOUR SOUL, AND WITH 

ALL YOUR MIND, AND WITH ALL YOUR STRENGTH.'  31"The second is this, 'YOU SHALL LOVE 

YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF.' There is no other commandment greater than these."  
 

II.  Ebionism Then:  1st century to the 5th century (AD). 
A. Relevant Promoter(s) of Heresy Ebionism grew slowly out of the Judaizers that Paul so opposed in 

particular, the churches of the region of Galatia as seen by the NT passages above. 
 

Founder/Proponent:  Church Fathers Eusebius and Jerome both confirm that a leader of the sect, 

Symmachus, a late 2nd century Ebionite leader. 
 

B. Important Christian Apologists Against Ebionism: 

Opponent to the Ebionites:   

In his work Against Heresies, Irenaeus (130-202 AD) defended the Christian faith against the 

teaching of the Ebionites teaching that Jesus was not God, part of the Trinity, and that man had no 

need for salvation by Christ’s atoning work on the cross.  They were Pelagian in their view that 

natural men are completely able to obey God’s Law. 
 

Note:  Pelagius – born in Ireland or Celtic Britain around 360 AD.  Pelagius came to Rome in 

about 400 AD as a monk and missionary.  “No doubt the corruption he encountered in the 

former imperial capital (which would be sacked by the barbarian Goths ten years later), the 

theological disputes, and the backsliding of many professed Christians caused him to advocate a 

kind of practical Christianity focused on good works and moral choices.  He attacked the 

practice of infant baptism and through it the idea of original sin, or sin carried by every newborn 

baby as part of its human condition.  - - -“        

Chas S. Clifton*;  Encyclopedia of Heresies and Heretics;  p. 110  
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*Caution:  Chas Clifton is professor of cultic heresies, not particularly from a Christian 

perspective.  I find the content reasonably balanced and useful, but it must be read with 

Christian discernment. 
 

We will be talking more about Pelagianism more in future lessons.   
 

One of the early leaders of the Church, Epiphanius of Salamis, wrote a book in the early fourth 

century called Panarion (Against Heresies), in which he condemned as heretical a group called the 

Ebionites (Nazarenes) for practicing the Jewish faith as a sect of Christianity. 
 

III.  Ebionism Now:  (20th / 21st Century) 
A. Elements of Ebionism Still Challenging Our Churches Today:  

Legalism in Fundamentalist and Evangelical Churches   

Essentially no Fundamentalist or Evangelical Churches today teach Ebionism, but many do push a 

teaching by which some theologically immature congregants end up with an incorrect 

understanding of the nature and security of their own salvation in Christ.  There are two polar 

opposite errors which today’s Churches must avoid. (and often don’t avoid effectively)  
 

1st Antinomianism – This word is derived from the Greek word meaning “against the law”.  As 

the   a - used before another word it means “without”.  E. g.  agnostic means someone without 

knowledge or without faith (a gnostic) and   atheist means someone without God  (a theos).  An 

antinomian is someone who is without the law – a nomos    or  anomos,  nomos meaning 

law. 

    See The American Heritage Dictionary entry on p. 1 for one of many uses for “a”. 

           See Mounce’s Complete Expository Dictionary;  under Lawless, Lawlessness p. 394   
 

To be Antinomian is to be against the law of God.  It is true that the Apostle Paul is clear that we 

who are “in Christ”, are not under the Law.  We are under The Royal Law of Christ!  See above. 
 

Rom 6:8-19 Now if we have died with Christ, we believe that we shall also live with Him, 
9knowing that Christ, having been raised from the dead, is never to die again; death no longer 

is master over Him.  10For the death that He died, He died to sin once for all; but the life that 

He lives, He lives to God.  11Even so consider yourselves to be dead to sin, but alive to God in 

Christ Jesus.  12Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its lusts, 
13and do not go on presenting the members of your body to sin as instruments of 

unrighteousness; but present yourselves to God as those alive from the dead, and your 

members as instruments of righteousness to God.  14For sin shall not be master over you, for 

you are not under law but under grace.  15What then?  Shall we sin because we are not under 

law but under grace?  May it never be!  16Do you not know that when you present yourselves 

to someone as slaves for obedience, you are slaves of the one whom you obey, either of sin 

resulting in death, or of obedience resulting in righteousness?  17But thanks be to God that 

though you were slaves of sin, you became obedient from the heart to that form of teaching 

to which you were committed, 18and having been freed from sin, you became slaves of 

righteousness.  19I am speaking in human terms because of the weakness of your flesh.  For 

just as you presented your members as slaves of impurity and to lawlessness, resulting in 

further lawlessness, so now present your members as slaves to righteousness, resulting in 

sanctification. 
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Rom 7:12-13 So then, the Law is holy, and the commandment is holy and righteous and good.  
13Therefore did that which is good become a cause of death for me?  May it never be!  Rather 

it was sin, in order that it might be shown to be sin by affecting my death through that which is 

good, so that through the commandment sin would become utterly sinful.   
 

We are not under the Law, but the Law is holy and righteous and good.  It is no longer Law to the 

Church, but it is a standard that informs our life regarding righteousness vs. sin!! 
 

2nd Salvific Legalism  – Although very few churches teach that salvation comes through the 

performance of good works, they often infer or imply that good works are part of salvation and are 

a necessary element of being saved.  Most true “Arminian” churches believe that keeping one’s 

salvation requires the presence of righteous living in accordance with good works. 
 

Good works are required of a born again Christian, but play no part in that new birth regeneration of one’s 

heart! 
 

In their defense, modern liberal theology doesn’t believe in the substitutionary blood atonement of 

Christ as necessary for salvation, but does teach a form of good works salvation.  They do not 

teach Ebionism (obedience to the Jewish Law) but rather “good works” being the determining 

factor in salvation.         Clarify!  Not Orthodox Christianity! 

Note:  Essentially every other religion in the world (other than orthodox Christianity) teaches 

“good works salvation”.  It is prominent in our own western culture and in every other 

culture of the world.   
 

You’ve almost certainly heard in secular movies, magazines, media, and people of the 

world say something like – I hope that I have enough good works when I meet God that He 

will overlook my weaknesses.  That is man’s natural understanding of “works 

righteousness” and it is a false gospel from Satan himself.   
 

B. General Ebionist “wisdom” invading Our Evangelical Churches: Without being a part of one of 

the specific religious/philosophical institutions listed above, nevertheless, Ebionistic ideas are all 

around us and in many of our churches in as much as these ideas have become common 

knowledge/belief throughout our culture.  These common ideas are accepted as true and yet have no 

basis in Scripture.  You’ve heard people say that they hope when they die and meet God that they 

have enough good works to outweigh their bad deeds so that God will let them into heaven.   

 

e. g. They must have good works as part of their salvation.  This  concept, almost universal for those 

untaught in the theology of the gospel is a very watered down version of the old Ebionism where 

salvation comes from obeying God’s Law. 
 

 


