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ABSTRACT OF THESIS
Marcion is unanimously acknowledged to be one of the most important and most
intriguing figures of the Early Church. In spite of this importance, there is no
comprehensive up-to-date study on his life and thought. Thus, the desire to fill this gap
within the academic world – which is inconvenient for both students and professors alike
– has been my inspiration for writing this thesis.
However, this work does not only aim at providing a complete study on Marcion for the
twenty-first century, but also at ridding scholarship from several severe misconceptions
regarding the arch-heretic. The main argument of my study is that previous scholarship
has turned Marcion’s exegesis of Scripture upside down. He did not find the inspiration
for his doctrine in the teachings of the Apostle Paul, it is the Old Testament and its
portrait of an inconsistent, vengeful and cruel God which forms the centre of his
doctrine. Marcion does not understand the Old Testament in the light of the New, he
interprets the New Testament in the light of the Old. This insight casts a new light on
Marcion’s place within the history of the Church, as the initiator of a fundamental crisis
of the Old Testament in the second century. But not only did he have an enormous
influence on Christian exegesis, he also stands at the beginning of the epochal fight
between orthodoxy and heresy. As the first man to ever officially break with the Church,
and whose biography would become a stereotype for future heresiologists, Marcion can
rightfully claim the title of ‘arch-heretic’.

7

ABBREVIATIONS OF
PATRISTIC SOURCES
Adam. Dial. = Adamantius Dialogue
Adv. Herm. = Tertullian, Adversus Hermogenem
Adv. Marc. = Tertullian, Adversus Marcionem
Adv. haer. = Irenaeus, Adversus Haereses
Adv. omn. haer. = Pseudo-Tertullian, Adversus Omnes Haereses
Apol. = Justin Martyr, Apologia
Bapt. = Augustinus, De Baptismo
Barn. = Letter of Barnabas
Carm. adv. Marc. = Carmen adversus Marcionitas
Carn. = Tertullian, De Carne Christi
Cat. = Cyril of Jerusalem, Catecheses ad Illuminandos
1Cle = First Letter of Clement
Comm. Os. = Hieronymus, Commentarii in Osee
Comm. Rom. = Origenes, Commentarii in Epistulam ad Romanos
Cypr. ep. = Cyprian, Epistulae
De bapt. = Tertullian, De Baptismo
De ieiun. = Tertullian, De Ieiunio adversus Psychicos
De mart. = Eusebius of Caesarea, De Martyribus Palaestinae
De mens. = Epiphanius, De Mensuris et Ponderibus
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De praescr. = Tertullian, De Praescriptione Haereticorum
De princ. = Origenes, De Principiis
Dial. = Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho
Div. her. = Filastrius, Diversarum Hereseon Liber
Haer. fab. com. = Theodoret of Cyrus, Haereticarum Fabularum Compendium
Hier. ep. = Hieronymus, Epistulae
Hist. eccl. = Eusebius, Historia Ecclesiastica
Hom. Ezec. = Origenes, Homiliae in Ezechielem
Hom. Ies. = Origenes, Homiliae in Iesu Nave
Hom. Lc. = Origenes, Homiliae in Lucam
Hymn. c. haer. = Ephraem Syrus, Hymni contra Haereses
Mart. Pion. = Martyrium Pionii
Pan. = Epiphanius, Panarion
Philad. = Ignatius, Letter to the Philadelphians
Pr. Ref. = Ephraem Syrus, Prose Refutations of Mani, Marcion, and Bardaisan
Ref. = Hippolytus, Refutatio Omnium Haeresium
Smyrn. = Ignatius, Letter to the Smyrneans
Strom. = Clement of Alexandria, Stromata
Trad. ap. = Hippolytus, Traditio Apostolica
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PREFACE
Meet Marcion – this was more than just a title for my Master’s dissertation, it was the
beginning of a most intriguing project. Not many people were willing to take me
seriously when I proposed to present my dissertation in the form of a theatrical play
which showed a (fictional) meeting between Marcion and his most ardent adversary
Tertullian. However, not only was I awarded the title of ‘Master of Theology’ in the end;
we even managed to perform the play at several occasions, including the unforgettable
performance at the XV International Conference on Patristics Studies at Oxford 2007,
featuring the incomparable Marty Lunde and Paul Parvis as Marcion and Tertullian. The
actors may have gone off stage, but the wish to actually meet Marcion stayed alive and
found its (preliminary) end with this doctoral thesis.
Terms such as ‘thankfulness’ and ‘indebtedness’ are so stereotyped in a context like this
that they cannot adequately describe the nature of the relation to my supervisor Dr Sara
Parvis and her husband Paul. Both of them have supported me (and my occasional
extravagance) from my first day here at the University of Edinburgh, and it is certainly
no exaggeration to say that without them I would not be where I am today. Moreover, it
was a great honour and pleasure to work side-by-side with Dieter Roth, whose
friendship as well as expertise have been invaluable to me. I am also most grateful to
Prof. Timothy Barnes, whose critical review contributed largely to the final version of
this thesis. However, I would also like to express my gratitude to my teachers on the
continent, prior to my time in Edinburgh, in particular Professor Eric Junod of the
Université de Lausanne, whose combination of German efficiency and French charm
made him a truly inspiring example.
Finally, a word of thanks is due to the Studienstiftung des Deutschen Volkes as well as to
the Arts and Humanities Research Council and the School of Divinity at Edinburgh
University for both their material and non-material support throughout my entire studies.
Gloria in Excelsis Deo
Mainz, Easter 2009

All translations in this work, unless otherwise stated, are my own.
Biblical quotations are taken from the New International Version.
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Introduction
My first contact with Marcion was, as it was for so many people before me, through the
magnificent monograph by Adolf von Harnack1. The work owes its glory not only to the
lifelong research Harnack put into it and the almost complete collection of sources
consulted, but also to Harnack’s talent as a writer. The book casts a spell on the reader
which is hard to escape from. The author manages to paint a portrait of Marcion so
lifelike that we almost have the impression we knew him in person. In front of our eyes
a man steps out of the fog of history and enters the scene of our modern world: we
admire his genius and straightforwardness, but we also feel sympathy for this tragic
hero, whose ideas were not accepted by the Church, merely because he was so much
ahead of his time.
Harnack obviously admires Marcion. In fact, he is even ‘in love’ with him: “Er
[Marcion] ist daher in der Kirchengeschichte meine erste Liebe gewesen, und diese
Neigung und Verehrung ist in dem halben Jahrhundert, das ich mit ihm durchlebt habe,
selbst durch Augustin nicht geschwächt worden.”2 There is absolutely nothing wrong
with being fascinated by one’s subject, nor is it wrong to express this fascination by a
lively style of writing. However, when fascination turns into admiration and love, one is
seriously tempted to see someone more the way one wants him to be than the way he
actually was. It is truly ironic that at the head of his first monograph on Marcion3, which
Harnack wrote at the age of 19, he placed, as a motto, the following quote from Goethe’s
Faust, in which Faust wisely warns his assistant Wagner:

1

Adolf von Harnack, Marcion: Das Evangelium vom fremden Gott, Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche
Buchgesellschaft, 31996 (first edition 1921).
2
Ibid., p. VI.
3
This monograph remained unpublished until recently and thus also remained without any actual
influence on Marcion scholarship, see following note.
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“Mein Freund, die Zeiten der Vergangenheit
Sind uns ein Buch mit 7 Siegeln;
Was ihr den Geist der Zeiten heißt,
Das ist im Grund der Herren eigener Geist,
In dem die Zeiten sich bespiegeln.”4
This passage from Faust is well known among German historians as a warning not to
project their own thoughts and ideas too easily upon the historic personalities or
situations they are dealing with. Unfortunately, this is exactly what Harnack did, and this
over-enthusiasm of his shapes our picture of Marcion until this very day. Therefore, the
examination of Harnack’s portrait of Marcion and its phenomenal influence on
subsequent scholarship shall serve as introduction to my study, whereas the single
features of Marcionite doctrine relevant to it (Marcion’s distinction between two Gods,
his ‘Bible’, his church and so on) shall be discussed in the corresponding chapters.
The title of Harnack’s first monograph on Marcion already demonstrates the author’s
anachronistic view on his subject: Marcion, the modern believer of the second century,
the first Reformer. This title reveals precisely the misconception which characterises
Harnack’s entire work on the arch-heretic, the misconception of seeing him as a “Martin
Luther of the second century”5. At the very end of his second monograph on Marcion,
the one which was to link the name of the heretic6 irresolvably to that of Harnack, he
even expresses the following wish: “Dennoch kann man nur wünschen, daß sich in dem
Chor der Gottsuchenden heute wieder auch Marcioniten fänden”7. The question is: What

4

Friedemann Steck (ed.), Adolf von Harnack: Marcion. Der moderne Gläubige des 2. Jahrhunderts. Der
erste Reformator. Die Dorpater Preisschrift (1870), Berlin: de Gruyter, 2003, p. 1.
5
Morton Enslin, “The Pontic Mouse”, AThR 27 (1945), p. 6.
6
Throughout this study I stick to the traditional terms of heretic/heresy and orthodox/orthodoxy. Apart
from the fact that I generally do not feel that the concept of so-called ‘proto-orthodoxy’ is of much help, in
the case of Marcion, as I shall argue in Chapter II, we are dealing with a situation in which the terms
‘heresy’ and ‘orthodoxy’ do apply in their classical sense, which makes any replacement of them
unnecessary.
7
Harnack, Marcion, p. 235.
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was it that all of a sudden turned a condemned heretic of the second century into a
Christian role model for the twentieth century?
In order to answer this question, we have to realise that Harnack was not simply a
historian, but also a theologian. Once again, there is absolutely nothing wrong with that,
on the contrary, it is most positive when a man is able not only to reconstruct past times
but also to give them significance for his own time. However, in this particular case,
Harnack’s own theological agenda seems to have led him astray: “das AT im 2.
Jahrhundert zu verwerfen, war ein Fehler, den die große Kirche mit Recht abgelehnt hat;
es im 16. Jahrhundert beizubehalten, war ein Schicksal, dem sich die Reformation noch
nicht zu entziehen vermochte; es aber seit dem 19. Jahrhundert als kanonische Urkunde
im Protestantismus noch zu konservieren, ist die Folge einer religiösen und kirchlichen
Lähmung.”8 It is exactly Harnack’s critical attitude towards the Old Testament which
made him believe that he had found a soul-mate in Marcion, and it is also exactly in this
matter that Harnack made his crucial mistake in his evaluation of the arch-heretic.
Harnack’s critique of the Old Testament is the critique of a German scholar at the
beginning of the twentieth century. It represents a discomfort with the way God is
portrayed in the Old Testament which is very common among people of the modern
era9. To modern believers the (negative) anthropomorphic traits of the Old Testament
God seem indeed irreconcilable with their rather philosophical concept of God, which is
exactly why Harnack wanted to see the Old Testament deprived of its canonical status
within the Christian Church. Thus, in a manner of speaking, Harnack had a vision of
purifying Christianity by getting rid of unpleasant ballast.
This is, however, precisely what Marcion did not do, and this calls for an explanation. If
the Old Testament10 merely offered an unpleasant picture of God, why did he not simply
8

Ibid., p. 217.
Cf. ibid., p. 222: “Stammt doch die größte Zahl der Einwendungen, welche „das Volk“ gegen das
Christentum und gegen die Wahrhaftigkeit der Kirche erhebt, aus dem Ansehen, welches die Kirche noch
immer dem AT gibt.”
10
Unlike the terms ‘orthodoxy’ and ‘heresy’ (see above), the terms ‘Old’ and ‘New Testament’ are in fact
anachronistic when used in the era of Marcion. In fact, I shall argue that it was Marcion who indirectly
9
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exclude it from his canon or decide to interpret it allegorically, which was the common
way of handling the problematic passages of the Old Testament among his fellow
Christians? What Harnack did not properly acknowledge was that to his hero Marcion
the Old Testament was real (see Chapter III). The heresiarch shared the same discomfort
with the Old Testament (and its God), but he did not look at it with the eyes of a man
trained in historical-critical methods. His were the eyes of an early Christian Biblicist,
who accepted the testimony of the texts as he found it (see Chapter IV). That is why he
could not simply bring himself to the step of considering the Old Testament to be a mere
‘fabrication’. On the contrary, to Marcion the Old Testament was anything but obsolete.
The Old Testament God is a real figure, who had all the features the texts attributed to
him, above all the feature of being the Creator of this world. He was, however, not a
Creator in the sense of the Deist concept of the seventeenth and eighteenth century11, a
God who created the world, but who does not intervene in its operation afterwards. The
God of Marcion does intervene, and he does so exactly in the way the Old Testament
describes it. Marcion’s second God, the God of the New Testament, forms a clear
antithesis to the Old Testament God, but he did not in any way replace him. The contrast
between these two Gods forms the very centre of Marcion’s theology. Harnack realised
this contrast between the Old and the New Testament in Marcion’s thought, but he
reinterpreted it into the Pauline/Lutheran distinction of Law and Grace. However,
Marcion does not think in such abstract theological terms, he simply believes in two
different Gods. Still, it was to become Harnack’s legacy for all subsequent scholarship
on the heresiarch that Marcion was a loyal disciple of Paul, a Lutheran Reformer of the
second century.
It did not take long before reviews on Harnack’s book were published, and some of them
criticised exactly this ‘legacy’. Hans von Soden strenuously protested against the

promoted the establishment of the two terms (see Chapters IV and VII). The fact that I shall still continue
to use them in my work is this time merely for the sake of simplicity. There are just no other suitable terms
which would properly describe these groups of texts.
11
Harnack implied a connection between Marcionism and Deism when he compared Marcion’s theology
to that of the English Deist Thomas Morgan, cf. ibid., p. 221.
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comparison with Luther, especially by pointing out “daß Marcion dem Schuldgedanken
(und damit einem eigentlichen Sündenbewußtsein) völlig verschlossen ist”12. Walter
Bauer added to the critique by questioning Marcion’s dependence on Paul. He states:
“Ich glaube nicht, daß M.[arcion] seinen guten Gott in den Paulusbriefen gefunden und
daß er sich an ihnen in seinen Widerspruch gegen das AT und seinen Gott hineingelesen
hat. Seine Gedanken müssen dem Heidenapostel zu gewaltsam aufgezwungen werden,
als daß sie von diesem stammen könnten.”13
Naturally, a review is still a review and as such one cannot expect that either von Soden
or Bauer could have provided us with a new complete portrait of Marcion. In what
follows we shall examine subsequent scholarship on Marcion – in particular those
monographs or articles which are concerned with the phenomenon of Marcion as a
whole14 – and consider whether (and if so, in what way) these scholars managed to
emancipate themselves from the impact of Harnack’s monograph and to provide us with
a new portrait of the heresiarch. In this context, we have to distinguish two levels of
such a portrait. For one thing there is the concept of Marcion himself, for another there
is the concept of Marcion’s relation to his world and his time. The first level contains
questions regarding Marcion’s point of departure, his interpretation of the Bible or his
theology in general. The second level is concerned with elements such as Marcion’s
influence on the development of the New Testament canon or his relation to the
Gnostics. While these two levels obviously cannot always be completely separated, we
shall see that there have been many critics questioning Harnack’s view of Marcion as far
as his relation to other phenomena is concerned, but hardly anyone who criticised
Harnack’s portrait of Marcion himself.

12

Hans von Soden, “A. v. Harnacks Marcion”, ZKG 40 (1922), p. 204.
Walter Bauer, Review “Harnack. Marcion: Das Evangelium vom fremden Gott”, GGA 185, (1923), p. 7.
14
This means that, for example, those works are absent from the following list which are particularly
concerned with Marcion’s New Testament, such as the monographs by John Knox, Ulrich Schmid and
Joseph Tyson. They will receive their due attention in Chapter IV. For a complete history of research on
Marcion, see the impressive collection by Michel Tardieu, “Marcion depuis Harnack”, in: Adolf von
Harnack, Marcion: L’évangile du Dieu étranger, tr. Bernard Lauret, Paris: Cerf, 2005, p. 488-561.
13
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1.) Robert Smith Wilson, Marcion: A Study of a Second-Century Heretic, 1932

Regarding Harnack’s monograph Wilson remarks in his foreword: “As it is improbable
that this book will be translated15, the present volume, which is often indebted to
Harnack for material but does not always agree with him in conclusions, may serve as an
introduction to the study of a man who is at once the most fascinating and not the least
elusive of second-century Christians.”16 What Wilson is adumbrating and at the same
time trying to conceal here is that his work is in fact not much more than an English
translation of Harnack’s book in a concise form. In fact, he occasionally even literally
quotes Harnack without acknowledging it.17 As far as the different conclusions are
concerned which Wilson announced in his foreword, they are not actually noticeable
throughout his study. Wilson does not enter into a real debate with Harnack, nor does he
provide a new portrait of the heresiarch. He even agrees with Harnack on such issues as
praising Marcion as an example in favour of the rightful demand to deprive the Old
Testament of its canonical authority18. In short, Wilson’s ‘Marcion’ is also Harnack’s
‘Marcion’.

2.) Edwin Cyrill Blackman, Marcion and his Influence, 1948

Just like Wilson before him, Blackman is very much indebted to Harnack. However, he
deliberately included the term ‘influence’ in the title of his book and accordingly stated
in his foreword: “The present essay is a study of Marcion’s relation to, and influence on,

15

While Wilson was not entirely correct about that, he would have had to wait another 58 years to actually
see an English translation of Harnack’s work.
16
Robert Smith Wilson, Marcion: A Study of a Second-Century Heretic, London: James Clarke, 1932, p.
ix.
17
Cf. for example ibid., p. 71: “His [Apelles’] teaching is a combination of Marcionism and Gnosticism at
the cost of the former”, which is an almost literal rendering of Harnack, Marcion, p. 194: “Die Lehre des
Apelles […] ist eine interessant Verbindung des Marcionitismus mit dem Gnostizismus auf Kosten des
ersteren”.
18
Wilson, Marcion, p. 179.
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this development [of the Catholic Church].”19 Thus, Blackman does not so much aim at
providing a new picture of Marcion as such, but merely at pointing out that Harnack
overestimated Marcion’s influence on both the foundation of the Catholic Church and
the establishment of its canon. While this evaluation clearly means a certain deviation
from Harnack’s theories, as far as Blackman’s overall view on Marcion is concerned, he
has not emancipated himself from the German scholar and takes most of his findings for
granted. Still, Blackman’s work probably forms the best English-speaking monograph
on Marcion, which seems to be the reason that it was the only one ever to be blessed
with a reprint20.

3.) Barbara Aland, “Marcion: Versuch einer neuen Interpretation”, 1973

The title of Aland’s article raises the reader’s hope for a new picture of Marcion.
Unfortunately, there is nothing essentially new to be found in her article. Like
Blackman, Aland points out the “völlige Überschätzung”21 of Marcion’s importance on
Harnack’s part, and she also questions Harnack’s strict separation of Marcion from the
Gnostics22. However, as far as the centre of Marcion’s theology is concerned, she
remains very close to Harnack: “Es kann kein Zweifel bestehen, von wem Marcion
bestimmt ist […] Marcion ist durchdrungen von der Theologie des Paulus”23. In this
context we can witness a mistake common among those scholars who see Marcion as a
disciple of Paul, the mistake of interpreting Paul for Marcion. One should, for instance,
refrain from countering the (correct) objection by Hans von Soden that feelings of guilt
are completely alien to Marcion (see above) by simply pointing out that Romans 7:724

19

E. C. Blackman, Marcion and his Influence, London: SPCK, 1948, p. x.
Published in 2004 by Wipf & Stock.
21
Barbara Aland, “Marcion: Versuch einer neuen Interpretation”, ZThK 70 (1973), p. 447.
22
Ibid., p. 429-435.
23
Ibid., p. 435.
24
“What shall we say, then? Is the law sin? Certainly not! Indeed I would not have known what sin was
except through the law. For I would not have known what coveting really was if the law had not said, ‘Do
not covet.’”
20
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was part of Marcion’s canon25. The fact that such a verse featured in Marcion’s ‘Bible’
does not mean that he implemented it one-to-one in his theology, and even if he did, we
would not know what this particular verse meant to him. In conclusion, with Aland’s
article we have once more encountered a portrait of Marcion which may differ from that
of Harnack in individual aspects but is still very close to it in general.

4.) Joseph Hoffmann, Marcion: On the Restitution of Christianity, 1984

In his preface to Hoffmann’s book Maurice Wiles notes: “Significant works of
scholarship require a combination of two very different skills that do not always go
naturally together. On the one hand there is need for a bold vision or hypothesis which
enables the subject to be seen from a genuinely new perspective; but equally important
is a readiness to check any such new insight by careful attention to the detailed
evidence.”26 Wilesis certainly correct in pointing out that significant works of
scholarship require authors who are equipped with the two just mentioned qualities.
When a scholar, however, has the first skill while completely lacking the second one, we
get a work like Hoffmann’s.
As part of his ‘bold vision’ Hoffmann above all attempts to demonstrate that Marcion’s
activity has to be placed much earlier and in a different place than is usually assumed.
He dates Marcion’s birth about 70 AD (which is probably at least 30 years too early, as
will be shown in Chapter II) and supposes that his main activity took place in Asia
Minor in the years 110-150 (while it actually was in Rome in the years 145-165, see
Chapter II). Unfortunately, with this dating being crucially wrong, much of the rest of
Hoffmann’s argument in his book collapses, and so his monograph was rightly torn apart
by the critics (see below). Hoffmann then managed to undermine his own work further
when he tried to defend it by stating that he simply “intended to argue a case (hence the
25

Cf. Aland, Versuch, p. 436.
Joseph Hoffmann, Marcion: on the Restitution of Christianity: An Essay on the Development of Radical
Paulinist Theology in the Second Century, Chico: Scholars Press, 1984, p. vii.

26
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very deliberate use of the word ‘essay’ in the subtitle) rather than to reach firm
conclusions”27. A few examples may suffice to demonstrate the dubiousness of
Hoffmann’s approach of dating Marcion’s activity far earlier and outside of Rome.
First of all, he believed he had found anti-Marcionite attacks already in the letters of
Ignatius28, which would indeed indicate an activity of the arch-heretic in Asia Minor at
the beginning of the second century. Hoffmann bases this theory among other things on
a line from Ignatius’ Letter to the Smyrnaens (5,1), which he quotes as follows:
“Ignatius identifies his enemies as ‘advocates of death’ who are persuaded of the truth
‘neither by the law of Moses nor by the prophecies’”29. This sounds somewhat like
Marcionite doctrine indeed, given that Marcion only accepted the Gospel and not the
Old Testament as testimony of his good God (see Chapters III/IV). If, of course,
Hoffmann had read the entire sentence he would have realised that Ignatius is referring
to those people who are neither persuaded by the Law of Moses, nor by the prophecies,
nor by the Gospel.
That Marcion came to (and settled in) Rome at some point in his life is one of the few
elements of his biography which can be considered certain, as it is attested by virtually
all the Church Fathers (see Chapter II). However, Hoffmann turns this whole situation
upside down by pointing out the fact that the Fathers differ on the exact time when
Marcion came to the Imperial capital, which brings him to the rather questionable
conclusion: “For all this confusion, it seems doubtful that Marcion ventured to Rome at
all.”30 Based on this ‘insight’ of his, Hoffmann then ends his summary of the analysis of
Marcion’s biography with the intriguing line: “The date which Irenaeus gives for the
arrival of Marcion in Rome seems the most plausible date for his death.”31 This
statement is, in fact, difficult to refute, simply because Irenaeus does not give any date
27

Joseph Hoffmann, “How then know this troublous teacher? Further Reflections on Marcion and his
Church”, Second Century 6 (1987/88), p. 180.
28
Hoffmann, Marcion, p. 58-63. On the dating of the letters, see Chapter VII.
29
Ibid., p. 58.
30
Ibid., p. 74.
31
Ibid.
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for Marcion’s arrival in Rome. But even if we assumed for a moment that he did, it
would still be difficult to understand how anyone could come up with the idea of
identifying this date with the date of Marcion’s death.
Such examples could be multiplied, but instead I would like to hand over to C. P.
Bammel, who described Hoffmann’s book as follows: “His writing bears the marks of
an insufficiently pruned dissertation (e.g. rather involved and tortuous argumentation,
overloaded and often irrelevant footnotes, copious background information of a rather
elementary variety, the attitude that any assertion can be made so long as a footnote
follows) […] Hoffmann’s work is marred by misunderstanding and misinterpretation of
the sources referred to […] Hoffmann makes elementary howlers […] Misprints are too
numerous to list in full here, but they involve many proper names as well as errors in
Greek, Latin, and German quotations, and on occasion render the English text
meaningless.”32 The best way to end the presentation of Hoffmann’s monograph seems
to be in form of the wise words by Gerhard May: “Man kann leider nur hoffen, daß es
[Hoffmann’s book] bald vergessen wird und nicht eine lange, unfruchtbare
Auseinandersetzung mit ihm in Gang kommt.”33

5.) Gerhard May (ed.), Marcion and his Impact on Church History, 2002

This book is a collection of all the lectures given at the International Marcion
Conference in Mainz in 2001, and thus contains the most up-to-date contributions by
Marcion scholars from all around the world, including articles by Gerhard May and
Enrico Norelli, the two most productive scholars on Marcion of our time34. However,
due to the fact that all of these lectures address only particular aspects of Marcion’s life
and thought, the conference could once more not provide the scholarly world with a
32

C. P. Bammel, Review “Joseph Hoffmann. Marcion: on the Restitution of Christianity”, JTS 39 (1988),
p. 227-232.
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Gerhard May, “Ein neues Markionbild?”, ThR 51 (1986), p. 413.
34
Unfortunately, even the impressive quantity of their work has not led to a new complete portrait of
Marcion.
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coherent concept about the phenomenon of Marcion as a whole. Still, several of the
articles contained in the book should be mentioned here, as they are of relevance to my
own study.
There is, first of all, the article by Enrico Norelli entitled “Marcion: Ein christlicher
Philosoph oder ein Christ gegen die Philosophie?”, which provides an important analysis
of Marcion’s relation to philosophy, a question which will be discussed in the context of
Marcion’s biography (see Chapter II). Then there is Christoph Markschies, whose
lecture “Die valentianische Gnosis und Marcion” deals with one of the most disputed
issues regarding the arch-heretic, his relation to the Gnostic movement (see above). This
particular issue will be considered when we deal with Marcion’s dualist theology in
Chapter III. Alistair Stewart-Sykes has chosen a less common, but all the more
interesting topic for his contribution to the conference: “Bread and fish, water and wine:
The Marcionite menu and the maintenance of purity”. In his paper Stewart-Sykes
addresses questions of (liturgical) meals within the Marcionite community, coming to
the interesting conclusion that, at least as far as liturgy is concerned, the Marcionites
were guilty of no more than anachronism. This line of thought will be further pursued in
Chapter VI, which is concerned with Marcion’s church and its liturgical and ethical
practices.
While all of these articles provide an important contribution to Marcionite scholarship, I
would like to mention one of the presentations given at Mainz in particular, which is
Winrich Löhr’s lecture “Did Marcion distinguish between a just God and a good God?”.
Löhr’s answer to his self-posed question is that it was no “central theological concern of
Marcion to distinguish between the justice of the lower God and the goodness of the
higher God”35. His analysis of the sources was, as he admits himself, “incomplete”36;
however, simply by expressing this most important insight, Löhr has correctly
35

Winrich A. Löhr, “Did Marcion Distinguish Between a Just God and a Good God?”, in: Gerhard
May/Katharina Greschat (ed.), Marcion und seine kirchengeschichtliche Wirkung, Berlin: de Gruyter,
2002, p. 144.
36
Ibid.
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questioned what seemed to be an undisputed consensus concerning Marcion’s theology,
and I shall attempt to take his idea further in my own work (see Chapter III).

Conclusion
All in all it must be a matter for surprise that the main weaknesses of Harnack’s Marcion
picture were exposed right away in form of the two excellent reviews by von Soden and
Bauer, only to be forgotten immediately afterwards by all major monographs on the
heresiarch. In view of all these insufficient attempts to replace Harnack’s portrait, it can
be

stated

correctly:

“ein

neues

Markionbild,

das

an

Geschlossenheit

und

Überzeugungskraft demjenigen Harnacks vergleichbar wäre, besitzen wir freilich noch
nicht”.37 Even at the risk of sounding too bold I hereby declare: with this thesis I take up
the challenge to fill this gap.
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Gerhard May, “Markion in seiner Zeit”, in: Katharina Greschat/Martin Meiser (ed.), Gerhard May.
Markion: Gesammelte Aufsätze, Mainz: Philipp von Zabern, 2005, p. 2.
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I. Problems of Sources
Das Pergament, ist das der heil'ge Bronnen,
Woraus ein Trunk den Durst auf ewig stillt?
Erquickung hast du nicht gewonnen,
Wenn sie dir nicht aus eigner Seele quillt.
Goethe, “Faust”

The sources on Marcion are more numerous than on any other heretic of his time, and
many of them are of undisputed value for the reconstruction of his life and thought.
There is first of all Tertullian, whose five books Adversus Marcionem (ca. 210 AD) form
the most extensive argument with Marcionite theology available to us, and will thus be
used throughout this entire study. Then there is Justin Martyr’s Apology (ca. 153-154)38,
in which we find the first mention of Marcion’s name, which makes it one of our few
sources contemporary to the heresiarch and thus particularly precious for both the dating
of his activity (see Chapter II) and the establishment of his original doctrine (see Chapter
III). More than 200 years later, Marcionism is still an issue for Epiphanius, who, in his
Panarion (ca. 375), provides us with an amazingly extensive analysis of Marcion’s New
Testament (see Chapter IV). The list of writers against Marcion in between these two is
nearly endless; only a few shall be mentioned here: Irenaeus, who for the first time links
Marcion to the name of his ‘predecessor’ Cerdo (see Chapter II); Rhodo and Hippolytus,
38

This (approximate) date is suggested by both recent editions of the Apology, cf. Charles Munier, Justin.
Apologie pour les Chrétiens, SC 507, Paris: Cerf, 2006, p. 28; Denis Minns/Paul Parvis, Justin.
Philosopher and Martyr: Apologies, Oxford: University Press, 2009, p. 44. As far as the notorious
question of the relation of the ‘two’ Apologies is concerned, I favour what Denis Minns and Paul Parvis
call the “covering speech theory”, accordings to which “the First Apology is designed as an actual petition,
while the Second is either intending or pretending to be a little speech accompanying its presentation”
(ibid., p. 26), which would mean that ‘both’ Apologies were written about the same time.
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who inform us about the crucial changes within the development of Marcionite doctrine
(see Chapter III); and Clement of Alexandria, who provides us with interesting
information about Marcionite ethics (see Chapter VI). All of these sources will receive
their due attention in the course of this study; the present chapter, however, is dedicated
to those sources which are disputed as far as their relation to Marcion is concerned.
Sources which used to be disputed but for which a scholarly consensus has been reached
in the meantime are not extensively discussed. Among those there are
1. the so-called Marcionite Prologues to the Pauline Letters, for which Nils Dahl has
conclusively shown that there is no particular reason to assume a Marcionite origin.39
2. the so-called anti-Marcionite Prologues to the Gospels, for which Jürgen Regul has
demonstrated that there is no anti-Marcionite tendency to be found in them.40
We now turn to those sources which are still, in one way or the other, problematic.
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Nils Dahl, “The Origin of the Earliest Prologues to the Pauline Letters”, Semeia 12 (1978), p. 262: “the
conclusion that the Prologues were indeed Marcionite has turned out to be both unnecessary and
improbable. Attestation and history of transmission make it improbable, and no single feature requires a
Marcionite origin.”
40
Jürgen Regul, Die antimarcionitischen Evangelienprologe, Freiburg: Herder, 1969, p. 77-84.
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1. ) Polycarp’s Second Letter to the Philippians

“Let us be zealous for the good and refrain from offences and from the false brethren
and from those who bear the name of the Lord in hypocrisy and lead foolish people
astray. For everyone who does not confess that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is an
anti-Christ; and whoever does not confess the testimony of the Cross is of the devil; and
whoever manipulates the words of the Lord according to his own desires and says that
there is neither resurrection nor judgement, this one is the first-born of Satan.” (6,37,1)41
It has often been claimed that it was Marcion’s heresy which Polycarp wrote against in
the above quoted passage42, and it is true that the heresy here described shows some
similarities to Marcion’s doctrine, but also to Gnostic docetism in general.43 However,
none of the features mentioned in this passage refer exclusively to Marcion, some of
them do not actually apply to him at all, and the really particular elements of his
theology are completely missing.
Peter Meinhold nonetheless managed to find indications for anti-Marcionite arguments
in just about everything within the letter, from his idea that Polycarp’s mention of the
Pauline Letters is directed against Marcion’s use of them, to his assumption that
Polycarp’s reference to the Prophets as preachers of Christ is meant in opposition to
Marcion’s dualism, to his theory that the bishop’s repeated warnings of the love of

41

zhlwtai. peri. to. kalo,n, avpeco,menoi tw/n skanda,lwn kai. tw/n yeudade,lfwn kai. tw/n evn u`pokri,sei
fero,ntwn to. o;noma tou/ kuri,ou, oi[tinej avpoplanw/si kenou.j avnqrw,pouj. Pa/j ga,r, o[j a'n mh. o`mologh/|
vIhsou/n Cristo.n evn sarki. evlhluqe,nai, avnti,cristo,j evstin\ kai. o]j a'n mh. o`mologh/| to. martu,rion tou/
staurou/, evk tou/ diabo,lou evsti,n\ kai. o]j a'n meqodeu,h| ta. lo,gia tou/ kuri,ou pro.j ta.j ivdi,aj evpiqumi,aj kai.
le,gh| mh,te avna,stasin mh,te cri,sin, ou-toj prwto,toko,j evsti tou/ satana/.
42
Perhaps most prominently argued by P. N. Harrison, Polycarp’s two Epistles to the Philippians,
Cambridge: University Press, 1936, p. 172-206.
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Cf. for example Joseph Fischer, Die Apostolischen Väter, Schriften des Urchristentums 1, Darmstadt:
Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 112006, p. 236: “Meines Erachtens kämpft Polycarp gegen einen
gnostischen Doketismus (vgl. 7,1), der nicht primär marcionitisch sein muß.”
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money are to be understood as an attack on the rich ship-owner from Pontus44 – features
of which none can actually be considered as conclusive. Only the term “first-born of
Satan” is indeed strikingly the same that Polycarp – according to Irenaeus’ report (Adv.
haer. III.3,4) – addressed Marcion with when they met. To interpret this as indication
that the letter is directed against the heresiarch45 would, however, be misleading. There
is no reason to assume that Polycarp used this term exclusively for Marcion. Moreover,
it may be doubted whether the meeting between Polycarp and Marcion ever actually
took place, and it thus seems quite plausible, as Regul suggested46, that it was in fact
Irenaeus who extracted the notion from the letter and worked it into the story.
The rebuke of denying the testimony of the Cross would, if Polycarp was in fact
thinking of Marcion here, be completely unjustified as Christ’s death on the Cross was
of crucial importance to the arch-heretic (see Chapter III). It could certainly be argued
that Polycarp is unaware of this element, or that he is actually slandering Marcion, or
that to him whoever denies the flesh of Christ automatically also denies the testimony of
the Cross47, the same being possibly true for the idea of resurrection, which Marcion
would also not have denied as such48. Still, the fact remains that we are dealing with
points of critique here which do not actually apply to Marcion.
As for the missing, yet most characteristic elements of Marcion’s doctrine, such as his
aversion against the Old Testament or his theological dualism49, Harrison assumed that
the letter dates from the time before Marcion came to Rome (that is, before 144/145, see
44

Peter Meinhold, “Polykarpos”, in: Paulys Realencyclopädie der classischen Altertumswissenschaften,
42. Halbband (1952), p. 1685-1686.
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Cf. for example John Knox, Marcion and the New Testament, Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1942, p. 9.
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Regul, Evangelienprologe, p. 189.
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Cf. Harrison, Epistles, p. 175-176.
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Cf. ibid., p. 180-181.
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In his report on Marcion in his Apology, Marcion’s ditheism is in fact the only real theological feature
Justin mentions about the arch-heretic, cf. Sebastian Moll, “Justin and the Pontic Wolf”, in: Sara
Parvis/Paul Foster (ed.), Justin Martyr and his Worlds, Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2007, p. 145-151.
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the New Testament (cf. Alain Le Boulluec, La notion d’hérésie dans la littérature grecque IIe-IIIe siècles.
Tome II: Clément d’Alexandrie et Origène, Paris: Etudes Augustiniennes, 1985, p. 509-510).
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Chapter II), a time at which he did not yet hold these beliefs50. However, there is hardly
any evidence for Marcion’s activity before 144/145 (see Chapter II), nor is there reason
to believe, as Harrison claims, that it was Cerdo who added these elements to Marcion’s
doctrine (see Chapter II).
In conclusion we can state that there is simply not enough evidence to consider
Polycarp’s Letter to the Philippians to be directed against Marcion.

50

Harrison, Epistles, p. 189-196. Meinhold, given that he found several characteristic features of
Marcion’s doctrine already (see above), considered Harrison’s assumption to be unnecessary (Polykarpos,
p. 1684/1687).
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2.) Ptolemy’s Letter to Flora

Before we can approach the question of whether the Letter to Flora is concerned with
the doctrine of Marcion, we have to answer a more famous question first: is the Ptolemy
who wrote the Letter to Flora the very same Ptolemy who according to Justin51 suffered
martyrdom under the Roman prefect Urbicus about 152 AD? The classical reasons to
support this idea are well known52. Both men live in Rome at the time of the
martyrdom53; both men belong to the (rare) intellectual group of Christians in Rome;
both men are teachers of a wealthy Christian woman54. To these features Peter Lampe
has added another most interesting one55. Already at the beginning of the letter and as
his very first example Ptolemy is extensively addressing the issue of divorce, which
perfectly fits the situation of the woman of Justin’s Apology, who was not sure whether
or not to divorce her husband. While this element alone is already an indicator for the
identity of the two men, there is even more to it than Lampe realised. It is surprising that
Lampe maintained that the letter contained no direct conclusion as to the question
whether it is legitimate for Christians to get divorced. For how could anyone interpret
Ptolemy’s statement56 that the Law of Moses (which allows divorce) was contrary to the
Law of God (which forbids divorce) other than in the way that divorce was against the
divine law and thus forbidden for Christians? Given this message of the letter, it fits the
situation of the woman in Justin’s Apology even better, for it is said that her friends
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2Apol. 1-2.
For the following cf. Gerd Lüdemann, “Zur Geschichte des ältesten Christentums in Rom”, ZNW 70
(1979), p. 100-102.
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(among whom we may count Ptolemy) tried to convince her to stay with her husband57.
It is also striking, as Almut Rütten has pointed out58, that whereas the biblical text being
referred to (Mt. 19:8) argues from the perspective of the man divorcing his wife,
Ptolemy adapted it to the wife’s situation59. Another element which makes it likely that
the letter was at least partly motivated by the concrete question of divorce is the fact that
it was obviously the first of its kind addressed to Flora with additional letters intended to
follow. In other words, if we were to assume that the letter simply served as a general
introduction to Gnostic teachings, we would expect it to deal with Gnostic cosmology
and the origin of the different principles, and at the very end of his letter Ptolemy indeed
promises to instruct Flora about all this soon. Again, the circumstances fit perfectly. The
woman in the Apology had only recently become a Christian60 (apparently within a
Gnostic circle) and wished to be instructed in the Christian doctrine. Ptolemy was
willing to take care of that but decided to start the lessons not with the main part, but
with a topic that had immediate relevance to his protégée. All of these arguments taken
together strongly suggest that we are actually dealing with one and the same person here.
The main argument brought forward against the identity of the two ‘Ptolemies’ is the
fact that it must seem surprising that Justin would show so much respect for an obvious
heretic. However, in his Apology Justin is in fact not so much after certain heretical
movements, but only reports what he believes to support his cause, that is, to defend
Christianity before the Emperors and to end the persecutions61. To this end, it was
simply more useful to tell the tragic story of a heroic man who did nothing wrong and
was still sentenced to death than to expose him as a heretic. It is also noteworthy in this
context that Justin does not mention the Valentinians as heretics in his Apology at all,
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which might in fact have two reasons. Either he did not identify them as heretics yet62,
or he was worried that his pagan and philosophically educated audience might have been
receptive to some of their teachings63. Finally, we should not exclude the possibility that
Justin simply did not know who he was dealing with here. There is no hint in the text
that he actually witnessed the events he is reporting, so maybe he just heard a story
about the martyrdom of a certain Christian called Ptolemy without being aware of his
Gnostic doctrine.
The other contra-arguments are not really arguments against the identity of the two, but
rather aim at weakening the pro-arguments. Christoph Markschies, referring to the
article by Rütten64 already mentioned, has pointed out that if the letter was concerned
with the actual divorce problem of this particular woman it would be strange that
Ptolemy did not raise the topic of mixed marriages between Christians and nonChristians65. Apart from the fact that an argumentum ex silentio is always difficult, it
should be noted that no one actually ever claimed that the sole purpose of this letter was
to give some sort of marital advice. The letter is indeed, as Markschies described it66, a
form of diairetikh. eivsagwgh,, but that does by no means exclude the possibility that
Ptolemy related the topic of his letter to the personal situation of his addressee.
Ptolemy’s aim is a thorough elucidation about the different kinds of laws (see Chapter
VII). In order to present his case he had to choose an example which would demonstrate
this variety, and the different positions on divorce given by Moses and Christ were
perfectly suitable. The problem of mixed marriage, however, would have been useless to
this end. The same goes for Markschies’ second objection, which tries to attack the
divorce-argument by pointing out that Ptolemy’s passage on divorce in his letter is best
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understood as anti-Marcionite argumentation67 (see below). Once again, however, one
thing does not exclude the other. Certainly, Ptolemy may have used this as an antiMarcionite argument, but he could just as well have used dozens of other examples, so
the fact that he deliberately chose the topic of divorce seems to be no coincidence.
With the identity of the two Ptolemies being most probable, we may now turn back to
our initial question: is the letter dealing with Marcion and his doctrine? At the beginning
of his letter, Ptolemy speaks of two different opinions which are held concerning the
Law:
Some say it has been laid down by God the Father, while others take the opposite
direction and strenuously insist that it was given by the Adversary, the pernicious devil,
just as they attribute the creation of the world to him, saying that he is the father and
maker of this universe. (Pan. 33.3,2)68
That the first opinion mentioned by Ptolemy reflects the position of the orthodox
Christians is undisputed. The second opinion is also widely agreed to be referring to
Marcion69, although there are some critical voices, too70. Especially when we consider
the time and place we have just established for the letter, there can, however, hardly be
any doubt that we are dealing with a Marcionite position here. Rome 150 AD is exactly
67
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when and where Marcion’s star was on the rise (see Chapter II). It seems obvious that
Ptolemy had no intention of informing his addressee about some minor opinions. We
must therefore be dealing with two positions here which are so widespread that they
were probably known to Flora, so that her teacher felt the need to discuss them with her;
and if there are two main opposing opinions concerning the Old Testament (Law) within
the Christian movement in Rome at that time, they can only come from the orthodox
side on the one hand and from the Marcionite camp on the other.
In summary, we have found that Ptolemy’s Letter to Flora provides a contemporary
view on Marcion’s doctrine and is also the very first literary controversy with Marcion
known to us.
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3.) The Elder in Irenaeus’ Adversus Haereses

In Adversus Haereses IV.27-32 Irenaeus refers to the teachings of a certain anonymous
elder, teachings which are considered by many scholars to be directed against Marcion71.
That there is an anti-heretical motive in these chapters is beyond doubt; however, no
heretic or heretical movement is mentioned by name. What is the content of this antiheretical teaching? It is basically an apology for the Old Testament with the intention to
demonstrate that the two Testaments speak of one and the same God. Certainly, this
does sound like a treatise against Marcion, and there is no point in denying that these
sections are directed against him, too.72 However, defending the cruelties described in
the Old Testament was not just an object for those fighting against Marcion. When
Origen explains the allegorical meaning of the battles of Joshua for instance, he
explicitly addresses Marcion, Valentinus and Basilides73. Thus, these other heretics
could also be envisaged in the elder’s preaching. In fact, there are certain lines which
seem to indicate a Valentinian opponent: “All those are found to be unlearned,
audacious and also shameless who, because of the transgressions of those who lived in
71
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earlier times and because of the disobedience of a great number (of them), say that one
God was the God of those, the maker of the world, originated from deficiency74, but that
the other God was the Father declared by Christ, the one all of them [the heretics] have
(allegedly) conceived in spirit” (Adv. haer. IV.27,4)75. Two elements in this passage are
both typical for (Irenaeus’ portrait of) the Valentinians and atypical for the doctrine of
Marcion. There is firstly the idea of the Demiurge originating from deficiency which
correlates with the Valentinian myth that the origin of the Demiurge is the result of a
fallen eon76, whereas Marcion never expressed any such theory about his origin nor did
he establish a mythological system as such (see Chapter III). The second element is the
idea that the heretics (and only they) have received the second God in spirit. It is a
crucial element of the Valentinian Gnosis that only a few chosen ones, the Pneumatics,
have access to the complete knowledge (Gnosis) about God77, whereas Marcion does not
preach any form of election of a certain group of people, nor that some higher form of
knowledge is required to be saved (see Chapter III).
Fortunately, it seems possible to determine those parts of the elder’s teaching which are
directed against Marcion by comparing it to Tertullian’s defence of the Old Testament in
opposition to him (mainly to be found in the second book of Adversus Marcionem). This
comparison shows that we find parallels for the story of the hardening of Pharaoh’s
heart78 and of the Hebrews’ robbery of gold and silver from the Egyptians79, but not for
the rebukes against David, Solomon or Lot and his daughters. Although at first glance
this might simply be a coincidence, a closer look reveals a subtle yet crucial difference
between these stories. The latter group consists of rebukes against the behaviour of
certain Old Testament individuals, the former presents accusations against the God of
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the Old Testament80. Concerning the stealing of the silver and golden vessels for
instance, neither Irenaeus (or the elder) nor Tertullian report that their opponent would
blame the Hebrews for stealing but instead that he blames their God for ordering them to
do so. In fact, there is no passage in all the Fathers which would ever suggest that
Marcion reproached any Old Testament figure for doing something bad, but always their
God (see Chapter III). It seems therefore that only chapters 28-30 of Adversus Haereses
IV (containing both the justification of the hardening of Pharaoh’s heart and the robbery
of the Egyptians) are directed against the arch-heretic. This view is confirmed by other
elements found in these chapters. When the elder states that the heretics oppose the
things Christ did for the salvation of those who received him to all the evil which was
inflicted by the Old Testament God on those who disobeyed him81, not only does this
sound very much like a Marcionite antithesis, but the Greek term avntitiqe,ntaj itself
forms an “allusion transparente”82 to Marcion’s work (see Chapter V).
Having established the anti-Marcionite character of the elder’s reports, we now have to
investigate from what time these reports date. Unfortunately, Irenaeus does not reveal
the identity of this elder, and it seems impossible to establish his identity with any
certainty. Charles Hill, in his extensive study mentioned above, tried to demonstrate that
this anonymous elder can be nobody else but Polycarp. Although his thesis is not
completely implausible, the evidence is still far too shaky to be used as valid proof for
the identity of the two, especially as one basis for Hill’s argument is that the section in
question is solely directed against Marcion, something we have just found to be
erroneous. Moreover, Norbert Brox, referring to Irenaeus’ letter to Florinus (quoted in
Hist. eccl. V.20,4-8), which Hill also used to support his argument, has shown most
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conclusively that although Irenaeus did know Polycarp in person, it must be doubted that
he actually recalled any detailed teachings by the bishop of Smyrna, firstly because
Irenaeus met him at a very early age, secondly because the things he reports about
Polycarp in his letter to Florinus are nothing but very general information, which do not
reveal any personal remembrance of Polycarp’s teachings on Irenaeus’ part83.
There is even an uncertainty as to whether the original Greek text spoke of an immediate
witness of the Apostles or of someone who had heard from those who had seen the
Apostles84. From a purely text-critical point of view one may lean towards the
immediate disciple. However, the overall situation indicates a third generation witness.
Irenaeus explicitly states that he himself heard these things from the elder, and it seems
most unlikely that Irenaeus had personal contact with a man of the generation of the
immediate disciples85, at least not in a way which would allow for him to recall his
teachings so precisely (see above). This seems to be confirmed by the fact that in all the
other passages in which Irenaeus refers to those elders who were disciples of the
Apostles86, he never claims to have had any personal contact with them.
Thus, the elder in the corresponding passages was in all probability a third-generation
Christian, just as Marcion was, which makes it most likely that he was in fact a
contemporary of the arch-heretic. This feature alone, of course, does not mean that the
elder ever actually came in contact with him, nor can we be sure as to what extent
Irenaeus is literally quoting the elder’s report and how much of Irenaeus’ own words are
mixed into it. However, even if the elder’s report may not be as valuable a testimony as
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Ptolemy’s letter, it remains one of our earliest (and probably contemporary) refutations
of Marcion’s doctrine.
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4.) The Carmen adversus Marcionitas

Unlike our previous sources, the Carmen is undisputedly directed against the
Marcionites; however, its exact relation to them remains a matter of debate as its dating
is most difficult. Over the years, scholars have suggested every time of writing from the
third to the sixth century. In the most recent edition of the Carmen, Karla Pollmann has
proposed that it was written between 420 and 450.87 However, she does not provide
stringent arguments for her thesis. From the fact that the author of the Carmen uses the
Hebrew term “phase”88 instead of “pascha”, Pollmann concludes that the terminus post
quem for the Carmen must be 400, the year in which Jerome finished his Latin
translation of the Old Testament, which contains the first occurrence of this Hebrew
term in Latin89. Two things are to be said against this argument. First of all, the word
“phase” occurs only once in the whole text of the Carmen, whereas the term “pascha” is
found eight times.90 It can thus hardly be stated that the term “phase” had already been
“eingebürgert” at the time of the Carmen, as Pollmann suggests91. Secondly, Pollmann
uses something of a circular argument here, as she already presupposes that the Carmen
was written after the Vulgate when claiming that the latter contains the first occurrence
of the word. Likewise, her theory of a dependence of the Carmen on Augustine’s De
Civitate Dei, which she bases on a certain similarity in thought, and which brings her to
the time after 419, is just as questionable.92 It is not without a certain irony that at an
earlier point of her study Pollmann herself had stated correctly: “Imitationen von
sprachlichen Wendungen oder Gedanken bei verschiedenen Autoren lassen nur selten
eine Schlußfolgerung bezüglich des Prioritätsverhältnisses zu”93. As terminus ante quem
Pollmann establishes the year 450, based on the fact that there is no evidence to support
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the existence of Marcionites after the first half of the fifth century.94 Although she is
perfectly right in stating that the Carmen could not have originated after 450, we shall
see that it must in fact have been written much earlier than that.
The main argument for an earlier dating can be found in the work of Hans Waitz95.
While the fact that the Carmen, beside Tertullian’s Adversus Marcionem, forms the
longest single piece of anti-Marcionite literature known to us already suggests that it
must have been written at a time when the Marcionite movement was still strong, its
style of arguments demonstrates this even more clearly. Waitz remarks correctly about
the author: “Behandelt er doch seinen Gegner nicht wie eine abgethane Grösse, an der
man höchstens noch ein gelehrtes Interesse nimmt; bekämpft er ihn vielmehr als eine
brennende Gefahr für die Kirche seiner Zeit!”96 It is indeed this difference in tone which
distinguishes the anti-Marcionite writings of a man like Tertullian (early third century)
from those of someone like Filastrius (late fourth century). With the former one can feel
the passionate fight against a real threat and accordingly the fear that his fellow
Christians might fall for this heresy, whereas the latter only speaks of Marcion and his
doctrine in the style of an article in an encyclopedia. Another typical element for the
latter is the fact that his reference to Marcion is only descriptive, in other words there is
no intention on the author’s part to establish a counter-argument in order to refute the
heretic, which is perfectly understandable in a time when the actual threat presented by
this heresy is gone.
In the Carmen, however, it is exactly the other way around. Its author usually only
briefly mentions the Marcionite positions in order to subsequently refute them
extensively. Moreover, we can feel the poet’s anxiety concerning his fellow Christians
when he admonishes his brothers: “withdraw your foot from the cave of the cruel thief
94
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as long as you still can and as long as our patient God, who is everlasting in his love,
forgives the wretched all deeds which were committed in error”97. These features are not
the style of a man who simply wants to inform others about the characteristics of a
certain heresy, but of one who is opposed to a real danger. Although it is hard to
determine when this danger finally ceased, it seems safe to say that in the Western
Church Marcionism did not pose any real threat beyond the third century. Pollmann,
however, believes that she has found proof of a Marcionite movement in Augustine’s
work Contra Adversarium Legis et Prophetarum (ca. 420), which allows her to date the
Carmen as late as the fifth century (see above). It is obvious that the adversarius
Augustine is arguing against in his work shows a certain affinity to Marcionite theology.
However, Thomas Raveaux observed accurately: “Mit den marcionitischen Elementen
sind jedoch manichäische und allgemein gnostische Gedanken verbunden, so daß man
nicht mehr von einem reinen Marcionitismus sprechen kann.”98 This is the crucial
difference between Augustine’s text and the Carmen, since the latter is directed against a
strikingly pure form of Marcionism. Certainly, the movement has already changed from
a good-evil dualism to the idea of a just God, but this is typical for Marcionism in the
third century (see Chapter III). Pollmann admits that the Carmen deals with a far more
genuine form of Marcionism than Augustine does, but misjudges how genuine the form
of Marcionism represented in the Carmen actually is, since she believes that she has
found a difference from Marcion’s original doctrine. The poet accuses the Marcionites
of inconsistency when he asks: “you disapprove the Creator, but you approve his
creation?”99 Pollmann interprets this as an indication that the Marcionites of the Carmen
have reduced the originally strict anti-world attitude of their founder (see Chapter VI),
since they now seem to enjoy the created objects100. However, accusing the Marcionites
of inconsistency because of their using of objects they actually despise is a common
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element in anti-Marcionite polemics and can already be found in Tertullian101. It is thus
not to be used as an indication for a change of doctrine within the Marcionite camp,
especially as the author of the Carmen clearly states that the Marcionites praise the
creation “without being aware of it” (immemores)102, so that one can by no means speak
of a deliberate alteration.
In conclusion we can state that despite the fact that certain stylistic elements within the
Carmen might be considered an indication for a later dating103, the overall situation it
originated in, that is, a situation in which Marcionism in a pure form still posed a real
and immense threat to the Western Church, does not allow for a dating later than the
third century.104 Additionally, the already established idea of a just God within the
Marcionite system (see above) demonstrates that the Carmen was in all probability not
written before the third century either, which leaves us with the middle of this century as
a good estimate for its origin.

101

Cf. Adv. Marc. I.14,3-5.
Carm. adv. Marc. 1,123.
103
Cf. Pollmann, Carmen, p. 26-28.
104
Cf. the very apt conclusion by Waitz (Gedicht, p. 32): “Ist der Inhalt des c.a.M. derart, dass man es
noch in das 3. Jahrhundert versetzen muss, so kann aus der Form nichts gefolgert werden, was dieses
Ergebnis in Frage stellen könnte.”
102

41

5.) Conclusion

Our analysis of the problematic sources on Marcion has brought forward a rather
positive result. With the exception of Polycarp’s Second Letter to the Philippians, all the
sources discussed in this chapter are in fact concerned with Marcion and his doctrine.
Moreover, we have also found that both Ptolemy’s Letter to Flora as well as the
testimony of the elder in Irenaeus were written during Marcion’s lifetime, which means
that in addition to Justin’s Apology (see above) we are now equipped with three
contemporary sources on Marcion’s activity. As for the Carmen adversus Marcionitas, it
certainly does not form a contemporary witness, but it still has to be dated almost 200
years before its currently received dating and provides a much more authentic view of
Marcion’s doctrine than is usually assumed.

42

II. Marcion’s Life
Imagination is more important than knowledge.
Albert Einstein

“Für eine Biographie Marcions fehlen die Unterlagen.”105 It is not without its irony that
Harnack began his analysis of Marcion’s life with these most discouraging words only to
subsequently deliver the most precise biographical and psychological portrait of this
man ever to be written. Although his reconstruction might be erroneous in some parts,
his endeavour is to be admired for its characteristic optimism and imagination, two
things for which Harnack is occasionally smiled at but which are in fact absolutely
called for in this matter. If we were to create a biography of Marcion solely based on
hard facts, we would end up with not much more than a blank piece of paper. The line
between evidence and speculation is most thin here, as it is with many characters of
early Christianity. Naturally, this does not mean that the present chapter will not contain
a thorough study of all the information on Marcion’s life available to us; however, this
study will be combined with an attempt to fill some of the black holes in his biography
in order to present a complete portrait of the heresiarch’s life.
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All in all, there are six important questions to answer regarding Marcion’s biography.
1. Where and when was Marcion born?
2. Was Marcion raised a Christian?
3. What did Marcion’s education and professional career look like?
4. Where and when did Marcion start his movement?
5. What was Marcion’s relation to Cerdo?
6. How and when did Marcion actually break with the Church?

1. Where and when was Marcion born?
One of the few elements of Marcion’s life which seems certain is that he was born in
Pontus. Virtually all the Church Fathers confirm this information, though without further
precision. Whether they refer to the Pontic region106 at the Northern coast of today’s
Turkey or to the coast region of the Pontus Euxinus (today’s Black Sea) in general107 we
cannot say, although the fact that Marcion was raised in a Christian surrounding (see
section 2) makes it likely that he was born in Asia Minor, the most Christianised area of
the first centuries. Although Epiphanius’ (and Filastrius’) assertion that Marcion was
from Sinope cannot be considered safe evidence (see section 4), Marcion’s level of
education (see section 3) suggests that he was in fact from an urban area. That he was
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from a seaport is also most likely due to his profession of ship-owner (see section 3).
Thus, Sinope remains a plausible birthplace of Marcion, but only one among many.
The date of Marcion’s birth is naturally nothing but an educated guess, based on the
reconstruction of his life as a whole. The best approach to establish the date of
Marcion’s birth is to ask: how old was he when he arrived in Rome 144/145? First of all,
Harnack’s assumption that Marcion was born about 85108 is highly unlikely. If this was
true, Marcion would have been (almost) sixty when he arrived at Rome, and it seems
simply improbable that a sixty year old man would start a revolution as Marcion did109
(for the question of Marcion’s pre-Roman activity, see section 4). This statement is not
intended to suggest that a man of that age would not have the physical or mental ability
to perform such actions, but I very much doubt that he would have the corresponding
mindset. The desire to ‘change the world’ is characteristic for a man’s twenties or thirties
and perhaps his forties but usually not at sixty. Based on this it must seem unlikely that
Marcion was born before 100 AD. But what is the terminus ante quem? Could Marcion
have been born as late as 120, for example? He could have started his movement at a
very young age, but we must allow for some more time for him both to develop his
theological doctrine and to gain his respectable fortune (see section 3). All in all one
may suggest that Marcion was probably born somewhere between 100 and 110 AD.

2. Was Marcion raised a Christian?
The decision whether Marcion was raised in a Christian surrounding is of crucial
importance for his biography. For the following reasons110 it seems likely that he was.
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First of all there is a psychological probability. It would be unusual for a man to join a
particular religion deliberately at an advanced age and to subvert it subsequently.111
Rather a man who is brought up in a certain tradition would develop such a critical
attitude towards it. Secondly, it is Marcion’s attitude toward the Old Testament and its
God (see Chapters III and IV) which is of importance in this question. Again, only a
man brought up with a strong reverence for the God of the Law and the Prophets would
be likely to develop an almost obsessive despite for this God. This feature alone could,
of course, also be explained if Marcion was of Jewish origin, as Harnack suggested112.
However, from a letter by Marcion himself (see section 5) we know that he was at least
at some point in his life an orthodox Christian. Now, if he had been born a Jew, this
would mean that he had gone through two conversions in his life, from Judaism to
Christianity, and from Christianity to his own doctrine, which seems rather unlikely. It
is, however, quite possible that Marcion was raised within a Christian circle which put
great emphasis on the Jewish Scriptures, perhaps in the way we find it represented in the
Letter of Barnabas (see Chapter VII). Finally, and perhaps most importantly, Marcion’s
rootedness in the Church’s traditions of his time can be demonstrated by the fact that he
adapted several sacramental practices which clearly bear indications of the Old
Testament (see Chapter VI). Since Marcion would never have consciously adapted any
Old Testament practices into his church, it follows that he must have had grown up with
these rituals, which, in his time, had already been firmly established, so that their origin
had apparently already become hazy (see Chapter VI).
When it was exactly that Marcion turned his back on the tradition he was brought up in
and developed his own doctrine is impossible to determine. We do not have to assume
that he experienced a dramatic event of conversion, as people like Augustine, Francis of
Assisi or Luther did (at least according to the legends). In all probability there was no
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conversion overnight, but rather an extended process. Although it can, of course, not be
dated safely, I think it is fair to assume that a development such as this usually takes
place (and this also was the case for the three men just mentioned) somewhere between
the age of 20 and 35.113
Finally, it should not go unnoticed that it is exactly this break within Marcion’s
biography which makes him the prototype of a heretic, just as Tertullian (see section 4)
and other heresiologists always portray them: a man who is familiar with orthodox
doctrine and then deliberately chooses to deviate from it.

3. What did Marcion’s education and professional career look like?
To determine exactly what kind of education Marcion received is nearly impossible, but
we are able to establish at least the educational minimum he must have had.114 Marcion
performed textual criticism by ‘cleaning’ the Gospel of Luke and the Pauline letters
from what he believed to be Judaist interpolations (see Chapter IV). Leaving aside the
theological implications of this enterprise of his, the ability to accomplish such a project
in the first place requires a certain amount of knowledge, a knowledge one would
traditionally receive in the grammarian’s school. It was here that the students learned to
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perform textual emendatio, the art of correcting mistakes in a text.115 Students usually
finished the grammarian’s school at the age of seventeen. Whether Marcion went on for
further studies we cannot say, but there is no evidence to suggest this thought116.
All in all Marcion, unlike his contemporary Ptolemy for instance (see Chapter VII), does
not show the traits of an intellectual, and a close connection of his to any particular
philosophical school is not to be found, either. It is true that the Fathers constantly
attempt to link Marcion to a certain philosophical movement, but the variety and
apparent arbitrariness of these attempts make this notion rather questionable. At one
point Tertullian considers Marcion to be a follower of Epicurus, at another he sees him
as a Stoic, Hippolytus associates him with Empedocles and with the Cynics, and
Clement believes he took his starting-point from Plato.117 Lampe concludes correctly:
“Die Palette widerlegt sich selber.”118 However, the above stated associations are not
entirely made up. It is indeed true that later generations of Marcionites took over the
concept of (evil) matter from Platonic philosophy (see Chapter III). It is further true that
Marcion himself shows a certain similarity to Epicurean thought when he states that
God’s goodness and omnipotence are irreconcilable with the existence of evil in the
world (see Chapter III). It was this similarity which made John Gager conclude that
Marcion was indeed influenced by Epicurean philosophy119. However, Lampe asked
mockingly: “Schwingt sich nicht bereits ein Untersekundaner120 ohne den Steigbügel
Epikurs zur selben Argumentation auf?”121, and described the association of Marcion
with pagan philosophers as “übliche Ketzerpolemik”122. More generally speaking,
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Marcion’s approach to theology is purely biblicist (see Chapter IV) and may thus rightly
be labelled as “bewußt anti-philosophisch”123.
Fortunately, as to Marcion’s profession we have some more trustworthy testimonies.
Rhodon (quoted in the work of Eusebius124) calls Marcion a sailor (nau,thj), and
Tertullian, both confirming and specifying125 Rhodon’s testimony, describes Marcion as
a ship-owner (nau,klhroj)126 and refers to the profession of his adversary frequently in
his work. There is no particular reason to doubt the testimony of Tertullian in this
regard. How Marcion started his career at sea we do not know. It is conceivable that he
was from a wealthy family and simply took over their business. His family must at least
have had the means to finance his education. However, Marcion was a man of action, a
‘doer’, and it seems safe to say that he had at least the potential to be a self-made man,
especially as maritime commerce provided a real social springboard in his time127.
Marcion’s organisational talent is beyond question. A man who is able to more or less
single-handedly found a movement powerful enough to rival the orthodox church for
some time must be granted a certain ability (see Chapter VI). Whether this was simply a
natural talent or something he acquired through his business experience, we cannot say.
At any rate, it seems quite possible that Marcion started his career as a mere sailor and
then worked his way up to the top.
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From his donation of 200,000 sesterces128 to the Roman church (see section 4) we may
conclude that Marcion was a wealthy man. There is no reason to assume – as Gerhard
May does129 – that this sum represented the major part of his fortune, or that Marcion
quit his job after settling in Rome. For the latter theory May names three reasons: 1.
Marcion could not carry out his profession without capital; 2. due to his theological
activity, Marcion did not have time to go on long business trips; 3. Marcion would have
refused to perform the religious rituals required on board.130 However, none of these
arguments is really conclusive. The first one is based on May’s above mentioned thesis
that Marcion gave all his money to the Roman ecclesia, a thesis for which he offers no
evidence whatsoever. More importantly, May seems to be overlooking the fact that the
church of Rome reimbursed Marcion the entire sum soon afterwards131 (see section 4).
The other two arguments become irrelevant once we consider that a ship-owner did not
have to travel himself. The strongest argument, however, against the theory that Marcion
quit his job after he came to Rome is the fact that it is Tertullian who provides this
information about Marcion’s profession. Since his knowledge about Marcion is limited
to the heretic’s time in Rome (apart from his Pontic birth), we have to conclude that the
memory of Marcion’s professional activity was preserved within the Roman community
until the time of Tertullian and it is hard to imagine that this was the case if he had not
pursued his business (at least for some time) after he settled in Rome. This impression is
further confirmed by the fact that the only other source to name Marcion’s profession
(Rhodon) is also located in Rome.
How wealthy Marcion actually was we can no longer evaluate. Still, as stated above,
there is no reason to assume that the 200,000 sesterces, while probably forming a
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substantial amount of Marcion’s fortune, represented all of his savings. Thus, it seems
possible that his wealth qualified him for the ordo equester. Lampe has, however, denied
this possibility, pointing out that a man who despised the world and its goods so much
(see Chapter VI) would not save 400,000 sesterces (the equestrian census) in order to
achieve social ascent.132 It should be noted, however, that one does not have to spend
400,000 sesterces to become a knight, one simply has to own them. Certainly, Marcion
was not an eques in the style of Trimalchio133, a nouveau riche who spends all his
money on personal vanities. But there is no direct contradiction between an anti-world
lifestyle on the one hand and success in business on the other, especially not when we
assume that Marcion used his money first of all for the welfare of his church.

4. Where and when did Marcion start his movement?
One of the few elements of Marcion’s biography which can be considered certain is that
at some point in his life Marcion came to (and settled in) Rome.134 One problem is to
pinpoint the exact date of his arrival135, another to determine whether Marcion had
already been ‘active’ before he arrived in the Imperial Capital.
Unfortunately, the two most precise statements we have about Marcion’s arrival in
Rome are at the same time the most doubtful ones. In the Carmen adversus Marcionitas
it is said136 that Marcion came to Rome under the episcopate of Anicetus (ca. 155166)137. This date, however, would contradict our earlier and more reliable sources on
Marcion’s life and is thus not to be trusted. The same goes for Tertullian’s report that
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Marcion (and Valentinus) came to Rome under the episcopate of Eleutherus (ca. 174189)138. Harnack remarked correctly: “dieser Anachronismus […] ist Tert. nicht
zuzutrauen”139, and assumes that an early copyist has mistakenly replaced the original
bishop Telesphorus (ca. 125-136) with Eleutherus. However, the dates of both
Eleutherus and Telesphorus do not coincide with the reign of Antoninus Pius (138-161),
under which Tertullian places the activity of Marcion in the very same passage. Thus,
even if Harnack’s theory is correct, there would still be a contradiction between the two
dates, and it seems safe to say that the reign of Antoninus, especially as Tertullian refers
to it repeatedly in context with Marcion’s activity (see below), is the more reliable one.
The only other rather precise date is given by Epiphanius, who asserts that Marcion
came to Rome after the death of the Roman bishop Hyginus140 (ca. 142). This is,
however, probably just an imprecise rendering of Irenaeus’ statement141 that Marcion
arrived in Rome after Cerdo142, who again came to Rome under Hyginus (ca. 138-142),
since it would be hard to explain where Epiphanius (at the end of the fourth century)
would have such precise information from. Nevertheless, if we consider Irenaeus’ report
to be trustworthy, it is possible that Marcion came to the Imperial Capital a few years
after Cerdo did, which might then indeed be shortly after the death of Hyginus, maybe in
the mid-forties of the second century.
The really crucial piece of information in order to determine Marcion’s arrival in Rome
is Tertullian’s assertion that the Marcionites put 115 ½ years and half a month between
Christ and Marcion, a passage which has served for a long time as the “Grundpfeiler der
Markionchronologie”143. However, since the credibility of this report by Tertullian has
recently been called into question, it is important to take a closer look at it:
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A Tiberio autem usque ad Antoninum anni fere CXV et dimidium anni cum dimidio
mensis. Tantundem temporis ponunt inter Christum et Marcionem. (Adv. Marc. I.19,2)
They [the Marcionites] put 115 years and 6 ½ months between Christ and Marcion,
which is more or less the period of time from Tiberius to Antoninus.
In my translation I have deliberately changed the order of words to point out one most
important thing. Reading Tertullian’s first sentence one could easily get the impression
that his calculation is simply referring to the time difference between the Emperors. But
apart from the fact that the calculation from Tiberius (14-37) to Antoninus Pius (138161) would then be entirely wrong, it is the use of the word fere which excludes this
possibility. No one would make such an exact calculation down to the very day and say:
it is more or less 115 years and 6 ½ months. Therefore it is obvious that Tertullian is
referring to a calculation made by the Marcionites themselves, which he then
approximately (fere) equates with the time between Tiberius and Antoninus.
This is where Hoffman launches his attack against the integrity of Tertullian’s
testimony: “Inasmuch as Tertullian expressly introduces the calculation as support for
the prescription, one may doubt not only the resulting date, but also his attribution of the
figure to the Marcionites […] Tertullian’s calculation is not offered, therefore, in the
interest of supplying biographical information, but rather in order to prove that
Marcion’s teaching did not arise before the middle decades of the second century.”144
Hoffmann is referring to Tertullian’s credo that the old always outweighs the new145,
which Tertullian states at the very beginning of his work against Marcion:
In tantum enim haeresis deputabitur quod postea inducitur, in quantum veritas
habebitur quod retro et a primordio traditum est. (Adv. Marc. I.1,6)
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For in as far as that which is introduced later will be considered heresy, in so far will
that which has been delivered previously and from the very beginning be held as truth.
On the one hand, Hoffman is perfectly right. Tertullian, like all of Marcion’s opponents,
has no interest to provide biographical information about the heresiarch, but uses this
information to support his praescriptio. But that does not make his statement unreliable.
Even if we were to assume, as Hoffman is trying to demonstrate in vain, that Marcion
was already preaching his doctrine at the beginning of the second century, why would it
make such a big difference to Tertullian? Even if Marcion had appeared already under
Trajan, Tertullian would still have been able to demonstrate that the God of Trajan’s
reign was not the one of Tiberius’ reign, and that therefore the God first preached by
Marcion was not the one revealed by Christ146.
Now, according to the Marcionites (that is, according to the Gospel of Luke, see Chapter
IV), Christ appeared in the 15th year of Tiberius (= 29 AD). Unfortunately, it does not
get any more precise than this. So, counted from any day of the year 29 AD, 115 years
and six and a half months would take us somewhere between the middle of 144 and the
middle of 145.147 However, even if we are no longer able to determine the precise date,
the most exact determination almost down to the very day by the Marcionites makes it
clear that they had a very special event in mind. What could be the one event in history
so meaningful to them that it would be worthy to be remembered so precisely? Since the
one end of this interval is the advent of Christ it is only natural to assume that the other
end would be the advent of Marcion (rather than his death148). Harnack concludes: “Also
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muß der Marcion-Tag, der hier zugrunde liegt, ebenso bedeutend sein wie der ChristusTag. Dieser Tag war der Tag der Epiphanie Christi, mit der das Heil anhob, also muß der
Marcion-Tag der Kirchengründungstag sein.”149 Harnack is right in identifying the
Christ-day as the day of Christ’s epiphany, but it is hard to see why he is so sure that the
Marcion-day must be the day of the foundation of his church. Would it not be more
logical to assume that it is simply the day of Marcion’s arrival in Rome?150 When we
further consider the phrase which immediately precedes the calculation offered by
Tertullian, this becomes even more probable:
Anno quinto decimo Tiberii Christus Iesus de caelo manare dignatus est, spiritus
salutaris. Marcionis saltim qui ita voluit quoto quidem anno Antonini maioris de Ponto
suo exhalaverit aura canicularis non curavi investigare. A Tiberio autem usque ad
Antoninum anni fere CXV et dimidium anni cum dimidio mensis. Tantundem temporis
ponunt inter Christum et Marcionem. (Adv. Marc. I.19,2)
In the fifteenth year of Tiberius Caesar Christ Jesus deigned to pour down from heaven,
a salutary spirit. This is at least the way Marcion would have it; in what year of the
elder Antoninus his pestilential breeze breathed out from his own Pontus, I have not
bothered to investigate. They [the Marcionites] put 115 years and 6 ½ months between
Christ and Marcion, which is more or less the period of time from Tiberius to Antoninus.
It is obvious that for Tertullian it is these two ‘arrivals’ which correlate151. He knows
that (according to the Marcionites) it was the 15th year of Tiberius when Christ came
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down from heaven, but he has not bothered to investigate the correlating event, that is
when it was that Marcion’s “breeze breathed out” from Pontus. Therefore he must ‘rely’
on the calculation offered by the Marcionites. One might thus paraphrase the entire line
of thought as follows: Marcion says that Christ came down from Heaven in the 15th year
of Tiberius. When it was that Marcion came from Pontus, I do not know, but the
Marcionites say it was 115 years and 6 ½ months after Christ.152
The more difficult question regarding Marcion’s arrival in Rome is the question about
his pre-Roman activity. It is above all the so-called second tradition about Marcion’s life
– represented by Pseudo-Tertullian, Epiphanius and Filastrius – which seems to suggest
an activity of the heresiarch before he came to Rome, that is, before the year 144/145. I
have already dedicated an article to this matter, in which I tried to demonstrate that this
tradition is highly questionable.153 These findings are listed here in summary.
The reports on Marcion’s life presented by Pseudo-Tertullian, Epiphanius and Filastrius
substantially differ from those of the earlier writers, Tertullian in particular, which is
why Regul referred to the former as the second tradition about Marcion’s life154. While
Regul correctly observed certain similarities between the three authors, they still by no
means provide a coherent picture of Marcion’s life. Therefore, it must strongly be
doubted whether their reports actually go back to the lost Syntagma of Hippolytus, a
theory formulated by Richard Adelbert Lipsius155. This theory becomes even less likely
when we take into account that none of the information Ps-Tertullian, Epiphanius and
Filastrius provide on Marcion is to be found in Hippolytus’ Refutatio, which was, in his
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own words, his more detailed work156. If, however, none of the works belonging to the
second tradition go back to Hippolytus, this means that they probably date from a period
later than Tertullian’s, which does not help their credibility. Their credibility is further
weakened by the fact that many of the elements they report about Marcion are – unlike
Tertullian’s – well suited to bring him into disrepute. Finally, it should be noted that all
the earlier sources (Justin, Irenaeus and Tertullian) only know of Marcion after he
arrived in Rome, and that it is far easier to imagine later generations of heresiologists
inventing a negative background story than all earlier writers being unaware of it. As for
the credibility of the particular elements contained in the second tradition, we may state
in conclusion: 1. The idea of Marcion’s father being a bishop as well as the story of
Marcion’s abuse of a virgin are in all probability invented; 2. Sinope remains a possible
birth place of Marcion, but is by no means as safe as generally assumed; 3. The debate
with the elders may in fact have taken place, while the importance attached to it is
probably overrated.
Beside this second tradition, there are also a number of even later sources157 which
mention an activity of Marcion before the year 144/145. In chronological order we have:
The Chronicle of Edessa (sixth century)
Im Jahre 449 [= 137/8 AD] schied Marcion aus der katholischen Kirche aus.158
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The Liber Chalipharum (eight century, Syria)
Im Jahre 448 [= 136/7 AD] wurden die Häretiker Marcion und Montanus in Phrygien
bekannt.159
The Fihrist of Muhammed ben Ishak (987/8, Baghdad?):
Mâni trat im zweiten Jahr der Regierung des Römers Gallus auf, nachdem Marcion
ungefähr hundert Jahre vor ihm unter der Regierung des Titus Antoninus und zwar im
ersten Jahre seiner Herrschaft, und Ibn Deisân (Bardesanes) ungefähr 30 Jahre nach
Marcion erschienen war.160
Harnack maintained the possibility that these three sources might be based on an
originally Marcionite dating which established the first year of the reign of Antoninus
Pius (138) as the arrival of Marcion in Rome, a date which the first two sources,
however, somehow miscalculated161. Anything is possible; however, there is no reason
whatsoever to assume that this is the case. Not only does none of the sources mention
the city of Rome, but the Liber Chalipharum clearly states that Marcion’s first
appearance was in Phrygia (a fact which Harnack noticeably withholds). The mention of
this area in context with Marcion is in fact a very interesting piece of information.
Unfortunately, there is no credibility to it, as there is no other source that ever associates
Marcion with Phrygia. There has apparently been a mixing up with the persona of
Montanus, who indeed was from this region, although he by no means appeared as early
as 136/7162. It almost seems as if the author combined Marcion’s time with Montanus’
place. If the three sources are connected at all, it rather seems to have been the other way
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around from what Harnack assumed: the latest source was perhaps familiar with the
dating of the earlier two, and then identified it with the first year of the Emperor. Be that
as it may, due to the lateness of these sources’ testimony and due to the fact that it is
impossible to determine where they got their information from and that further none of
them is directly concerned with a description of Marcion and his heresy, they cannot be
used as reliable information about the time or whereabouts of the heretic’s first
appearance.
Another testimony which seems to suggest an activity of the arch-heretic before the year
144/145 is provided by Clement of Alexandria in his Stromata (ca. 200)163:
That the human gatherings which they called were of a later time than the catholic
church does not require many words. For the teaching of the Lord during his presence
began at the time of Augustus and Tiberius Caesar and was completed in the middle of
the time of Tiberius164, the teaching of his apostles – until the service of Paul – was
completed under Nero; but it was later, in the time of the Emperor Hadrian, that those
appeared who came up with the heresies, and they extended to the time of the elder
Antoninus; like Basilides, though he claims Glaucias for his teacher, who was, as they
boast, the interpreter of Peter. Likewise they assert that Valentinus had heard Theodas;
and he was a disciple of Paul. Marcion, who appeared at about the same time they did,
indeed associated with those younger people when he was already an old man. (Strom.
VII.17,106-107)165
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Harnack concluded from this passage “daß M.[arcion] schon im Zeitlalter Hadrians ein
gestandener Mann war”166, and thus dated his birth as early as 85 AD (see section 1).
However, Clement does not explicitly state that Marcion already appeared in the time of
Hadrian. Like most of the early anti-heretical writers he is first of all concerned with the
demonstration of the heretics’ posteriority compared to the Church, and he arranges the
passage in question accordingly. After stating that the teaching of Jesus and the Apostles
goes from Augustus to Nero, Clement puts the heretics in the time of Hadrian and
Antoninus. However, only Basilides can safely be dated under the reign of Hadrian167.
Clement can hardly be seen as a precise biographer of any of these men, he merely
offers a larger era in which they were active, an era which was, and this is what mattered
to him, long after the time of Christ and the Apostles. In the end, it is hardly a
coincidence that Clement mentions Marcion as the last of the three, thereby indicating a
certain chronological order in which they appeared.
Still, there is also the piece of information that Marcion was older than Basilides and
Valentinus. While this information is of little value for our question of Marcion’s preRoman activity – after all, it is perfectly possible that Marcion simply started his
movement at a later age than Basilides and Valentinus –, it seems to make our estimated
date of birth for the arch-heretic (100-110 AD, see section 1) appear a little too late.
However, we may wonder how literally we may take Clement’s assertion, which is
probably based on hearsay in this case. If Marcion was born 100 AD, he would have
been in his mid-forties when he started his movement (see section 6). Given his rigorous
way of life (see Chapter VI) and his demanding profession (see section 3), it seems quite
possible that Marcion looked a little older than he actually was, especially compared to
certain Gnostics, who are often portrayed as men of the upper class, sometimes even as
charmers of (wealthy) women168. Thus, Clement’s statement may make our estimation
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lean more towards 100 than 110 AD, but it does not call our general concept into
question.
Finally, there is one passage in the work of Justin which has made some scholars believe
that Marcion must already have been active before 144/145. In his Apology (ca. 153154), Justin states that Marcion “has made many people in the whole world speak
blasphemies”169 and that he is “even now still teaching”170. John Knox has commented
on this as follows: “For one thing, it indicates that Marcion’s influence was more
widespread than one would suppose possible if his career as a Christian teacher and
leader had begun only a few years earlier. Besides, Justin’s phrase, ‘even until now’,
suggests a longer period of ‘heretical’ activity than is allowed for by the usual theory
that Marcion became an influential teacher only after he had reached the West.”171 Both
arguments are inconclusive. First of all, we should be cautious to take Justin’s assertion
that Marcion’s doctrine has spread “kata. pa/n ge,noj avnqrw,pwn” too literally. A little
exaggeration on his part is certainly possible since the success of Marcion’s movement
was indeed frightening to him (especially as it mostly recruited former orthodox
Christians, see Chapter VI), even if it did not yet affect the whole world. For this
success, however, the time between Marcion’s appearance in Rome and the date of the
Apology is quite sufficient. Even if we dated the Apology as early as 150, there would
still have been at least five years for Marcion’s doctrine to spread successfully, which is
more than enough for a doctrine which obviously appealed to the people, especially
when it is proclaimed by a man of Marcion’s position and ability (see Chapter VI) .
Justin’s statement that Marcion is “even now still” teaching becomes understandable if
we take a look at the preceding sections of the Apology. According to Justin, all heretics
were put forward by the demons after Christ’s ascension into heaven. He then mentions
the heretics Simon, Menander and Marcion, of whom the first two are of course long
dead already. The reason for Justin’s surprise that Marcion is still teaching is not his
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impressively long heretical career, but the fact that he is still active so long after the
demons had put forward the other heretics.172
Summing up we can state that we have no safe testimony of Marcion’s activity before
144/145. None of the later sources can seriously compete with Tertullian’s testimony,
and the reports by Justin and Clements have proven to present no actual contradiction to
the Carthaginian’s statements. The question is: does that mean that Marcion did not
develop his doctrine before the year 144/145? Certainly not (see section 2). We have to
ask ourselves what it was that made the Imperial Capital so attractive to Marcion that he
decided to settle down there. First of all, it may well have been business reasons.
Marcion was an overseas merchant and, as we have seen, probably not the smallest
among them. As such, he might well have been involved in the supply of the Imperial
capital.173 However, his decision was probably also motivated by the religious
atmosphere within the Roman church, a community which could be considered as the
“great laboratory of Christian and ecclesiastical policy”174. Besides the liberal and
tolerant climate in general (see section 6), it can be assumed that within the Roman
ecclesia, which was from the beginning dominated by Pagan-Christians175, the break
with Judaism was clearer than it was in the East176, a feature which, needless to say, also
attracted Marcion. If we suppose that his decision to stay in Rome after 144/145 was
motivated by his intuition that the religious atmosphere of the Imperial capital was the
perfect environment for his doctrine to be a success, we may also suppose that he had
already developed his doctrine before 144/145. The fact that there are no witnesses for
this might have two reasons. Either Marcion had developed, but not yet proclaimed his
doctrine, or his preaching had been without much impact, which would be another
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reason why he decided to try his luck in Rome. At any rate, it seems safe to say that
Marcion’s life before Rome was of little importance to his followers after Rome had
become the headquarters and point of departure for Marcionism.
The important question is what happened at Marcion’s arrival in Rome, or, to be more
precise, what his status was when he arrived. Tertullian claims that Marcion came to
Rome as a loyal son of the church.177 However, this time it might indeed be the idea of
praescriptio which dictates his version. Concerning the praescriptio it is not only
important to Tertullian that the true precedes the false but – correspondingly – that a
heretic always knows the truth first and then deliberately chooses the false.178 The
intriguing element in this matter is the letter of Marcion already mentioned that
Tertullian refers to several times179 (always in connection with the principle of
praescriptio) in which Marcion himself confessed that he used to share the orthodox
faith (see Chapter V). There seems to be no particular reason to doubt the actual
existence of this letter, especially as it is indeed most likely that the heresiarch used to
confess the faith of the orthodox church once in his life (see section 2), and as it would
not be uncommon for a man like Marcion to provide autobiographical information about
his conversion. The only mistake Tertullian makes is to automatically assume that
Marcion’s conversion took place in Rome. As we have seen this is rather unlikely and
the only reason Tertullian would believe this seems to be the fact that he does not know
anything about Marcion’s life before Rome.
In a manner of speaking, it is true that Marcion arrived in Rome as a heretic, but only in
so far as he had already developed his own doctrine. He was, however, not yet outside
the orthodox church. Marcion came to Rome hoping that the local Christians would be
receptive to his theology and so he joined the church donating the already mentioned
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200,000 sesterces. To interpret this as attempted bribery (as Harnack apparently did180)
seems a bit too harsh, and yet it may not have been pure charity either. The truth is
probably somewhere in between. Marcion honestly wanted to support the church of
Rome, but perhaps he also thought that this welcoming gift might make things a little
easier for him.

5. What was Marcion’s relation to Cerdo?
The figure of Cerdo represents perhaps the greatest paradox in the history of the
reconstruction of Marcion’s biography. Although a considerable influence of this man
on Marcion is one of the best attested features of Marcion’s life, the scholarly consensus
seems to be that this influence, at least in any substantial form, is made up by Marcion’s
adversaries, or that Cerdo did not even exist at all181. This consensus is all the more
striking as those sources which usually report many different (and sometimes
irreconcilable) things about Marcion’s life not only agree on this point, but even provide
a rather coherent picture of the role that Cerdo played in the life of the arch-heretic:
Irenaeus states that Marcion expanded (adampliavit) Cerdo’s doctrine182; Tertullian calls
Cerdo the informator of Marcion183; Hippolytus states that Cerdo was his dida,skaloj184
and that Marcion confirmed (evkra,tune) his doctrine185; according to Ps-Tertullian,
Marcion was Cerdo’s discipulus and tried to prove (approbare) the doctrine of his
master186; Epiphanius tells us that Marcion, after he failed to obtain leadership of the
Roman church or to be accepted by it, fled (prosfeu,gei) to the sect of Cerdo187, and that
Marcion took over his manner (pro,fasij)188; Filastrius describes their relation as one
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between doctor and discipulus and states that Marcion confirmed (firmabat) Cerdo’s
mendacium.189
All these reports agree on three things:
1. Cerdo was active before Marcion.
2. Cerdo taught a doctrine similar to that of Marcion.
3. Marcion met Cerdo in Rome.190
The one point the sources do not agree upon is to what extent Cerdo had already
developed what was later to become known as the system of Marcion, and it is exactly
this element which has made scholars believe that the so-called doctrine of Cerdo is
nothing but an arbitrary re-projection of Marcion’s thought onto him.191 It is indeed true
that the variety of portraits of Cerdo’s doctrine reveals a certain arbitrariness on the part
of the Fathers, so that it is most unlikely that they actually based their reports on firsthand testimony. An exact reconstruction of Cerdo’s system of beliefs is therefore
impossible. But could it have been similar to that of Marcion?
The best way to approach this difficult question is to analyse the testimony of Irenaeus.
His report on Cerdo can be considered the most reliable, firstly because it is our earliest
report on him (thus later reports might already depend on Irenaeus), but also because
there is no motive to be found on Irenaeus’ part to deliberately provide false evidence in
189
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this case192. The most striking part about his report is the fact that he does not, like most
of the later sources, describe Cerdo as Marcion’s teacher. To be precise, Irenaeus does
not even speak of any kind of personal relation between the two. He just states that
Marcion came after him (succedens) and that he expanded (adampliavit) his doctrine.193
Taking the term expanding seriously, it does not sound at all as if Cerdo was Marcion’s
teacher. Could it not rather have been like this: Cerdo and Marcion had – independently
from one another – developed somewhat similar ideas, but Marcion was more radical194
and probably a better organiser. Cerdo and Marcion would thus not be teacher and
student, but rather two theologians in Rome with similar ideas, of whom the former just
happened to have come to the city first, whereas the later became undoubtedly more
important and successful. The fact that there is no mentioning of Cerdonians in the
sources195 makes it probable that Cerdo’s sect did not exist for long, and it would thus
not be unreasonable to assume that Cerdo and his disciples joined Marcion’s movement.

6. How and when did Marcion actually break with the Church?
Lampe has conclusively shown that the fractionising into different “Hausgemeinden” in
the first centuries in Rome had led to a certain tolerance towards theological dissenters,
which he explained by the simple formula: “Je weniger dicht man mit einem
Andersdenkenden zusammenlebt, um so geringer wird die Notwendigkeit, sich mit ihm
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auseinanderzusetzen und sich von ihm abzugrenzen.”196 Lampe further demonstrates
that due to this tolerance it was exceptionally rare that anyone (or a certain group) was
actually excommunicated before the end of the second century.197 Marcion, however,
was an exception. What made this man so unbearable for the Roman ecclesia, if they
even managed to be in communion with the Valentinians? The crucial difference is that
the Valentinians did not consider the Church’s teaching to be entirely wrong, they just
believed in some secret ‘extra revelation’ only they had access to. Thus, being convinced
of their own superior level of knowledge, the Valentinians did not mind associating with
their ‘ordinary’ brothers. 198 Marcion was made of different stuff. He believed that the
Church had dangerously perverted the true teachings of Christ and he therefore started
an anti-movement. Such a man could obviously not fit within the Church’s usual
tolerance scheme.
It is this factor which demonstrates that it is incorrect to claim that Marcion’s movement
was just another circle of Christians within the great laboratory of Rome, thus
supporting the thesis that at this time there was in fact no such thing as ‘orthodoxy’ or
‘heresy’. Let us once more point out the significant difference between Marcion and a
contemporary such as Ptolemy. For all we know, the latter was, despite the fact that his
doctrine can hardly be considered orthodox in the strict sense of the word, never
officially excluded from the Church; he probably even died a martyr (see Chapter I).
Ptolemy certainly differed from other non-Marcionite Christians theologically, but he
still saw himself more connected to them than to Marcion. This can be seen from his
Letter to Flora, in which he, while disagreeing with both the Marcionite and the nonMarcionite concept, points out several times that Marcion’s system is far more absurd to
him199 (see Chapter III). One could almost say that Valentinians such as Ptolemy and
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other Christian circles joined forces against their common enemy Marcion200. It is this
situation which makes Marcion the first actual outcast from the Church, it is this
situation which makes him the first actual heretic.
Coming back to our original question of when Marcion broke with the Church, we may
assume that he began preaching his doctrine from the very beginning of his arrival.201
Given the radicalism of his doctrine and the fact that it was in direct opposition to the
teachings of the Church, it seems hard to imagine that there was – as Tertullian
reports202 – much vacillation or wavering back and forth as to Marcion’s status of
membership of the church. The relationship probably ended rather quickly.203 At some
point there may have been a debate between Marcion and the Roman elders over a
parable, as reported by Epiphanius and Filastrius (see section 4), but it remains unlikely
that this one event was the reason for the actual break between Marcion and the Roman
church. It is also hard to say who actually broke with whom. In the end, it seems quite
possible that the break happened in mutual consent.204
Just as with the date of Marcion’s birth, so the year of his death can only be estimated.
The most common date given is the year 160, an estimate which probably goes back to
the thesis of Harnack205 that Marcion could not have lived until the time of Marcus
Aurelius (161-180). Harnack based this theory on the above mentioned report by
Clement of Alexandria, who states that the era of the heretics Basilides, Valentinus and
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Marcion is the time of Hadrian and Antoninus Pius. As demonstrated above, it may be
doubted whether Clement had such specific dates in mind. He just states that the time of
Hadrian and Antoninus was the heretics’ main era, but it can hardly be seen as certain
that Marcion could not have survived Antoninus, although he probably did not by far.
We know that Marcion was still alive in the early 150s (see section 4). Moreover,
Irenaeus states that Marcion gained influence under Anicetus (ca. 155-166), a statement
which is most certainly untrue as to the beginning of Marcion’s influence, but which
indicates that Marcion was still alive under the episcopate of Anicetus. Combining this
information with Clement’s statements, it would be a good guess to say that Marcion
died about 165.
What Marcion did exactly in the approximately 20 years between the beginning of his
movement and his death, we have no information about, but we may assume that he
invested most of his time in the support of his community. This means that for about two
decades Marcion was in complete control of his church (see Chapter VI), something one
cannot say about many founders of religious movements.

Conclusion
The main result of our investigation into Marcion’s biography is that he has to be placed
at a later phase of the history of the Church than is usually assumed. This conclusion is
particularly triggered by the fact that there is not enough evidence to support the idea of
Marcion’s activity before the year 144/145. Combined with the fact that he was raised in
a Christian surrounding, this means that Marcion was familiar with a church tradition
that was already fairly advanced, an element which was to have a crucial influence on
the establishment of his own church (see Chapter VI).
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We have further established that Marcion deserves, in a double sense, the title of archheretic. On the one hand, because he is the first Christian ever to be actually outside the
Church for doctrinal reasons, on the other hand, because his biography of a man who is
familiar with orthodox doctrine and then deliberately chooses to deviate from it would
become a stereotype for future heresiologists.

70

III. Marcion’s Gods
Da hat er eben leider recht.
Die Welt ist arm, der Mensch ist schlecht.
Brecht, “Dreigroschenoper”

Marcion’s dualism forms without a doubt the centre of his doctrine. The nature of this
dualism does not seem to give rise to much doubt, either, ever since Harnack established
his idea that Marcion distinguishes between a just and a good God, and thereby also
established a scholarly consensus which lasted for almost a century.206 However, in the
present chapter we shall see that this view is one of the greatest misconceptions
concerning Marcion’s teaching, for the heresiarch’s distinction was in fact far less
‘protestant’ than Harnack imagined, as he simply distinguished between an evil and a
good God.
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1.) The Evil God

While recent scholarship has correctly pointed out that Harnack’s perspective is due to
his “Neoprotestant interpretation”207 of Marcion, it would be false to claim that there
was no evidence in the sources to support his view of a just and a good God within
Marcion’s system. As so often, the sources do not provide a coherent picture of
Marcion’s doctrine in this matter; however, an extensive chronological overview of the
sources’ testimony will show that Marcion’s original distinction was in fact between an
evil and a good God, whereas the figure of the just God was only introduced by later
generations of his followers.

1.1 The Development of Marcionite Theology

Marcion’s original doctrine:
Good God vs. Evil God

Ptolemy, Letter to Flora (ca. 150)
Although most scholars agree that the second position referred to at the beginning of
Ptolemy’s letter is Marcion’s (see Chapter I), they also mostly agree that Ptolemy is
misportraying it. That the Law was given by the Creator is commonly accepted as
Marcionite doctrine, but it is felt that Marcion would not have identified the Creator with
the Devil/Adversary208. Having established that in this letter we find the earliest
argument against Marcion’s doctrine known to us (see Chapter I), we must attach the
highest importance to Ptolemy’s statement and, in an unprejudiced manner, ask if there
207
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is any reason to assume that his portrayal of Marcion’s doctrine is in fact faulty. If it is
faulty there are two possibilities. Either Ptolemy actually misunderstood Marcion’s
doctrine or he is deliberately presenting it wrongly. The first possibility is most unlikely.
Ptolemy lived in Rome at the same time as Marcion (see Chapter I). Both men were
prominent Christian figures in the capital at that time and further belonged to the rare
group of educated Christians. It is thus almost certain that they knew each other in
person, and even if not, Ptolemy certainly had contact with some of Marcion’s
followers. Thus, there is no reason to assume that Ptolemy would have been
misinformed about Marcion’s doctrine. As to the question of Ptolemy deliberately
misportraying it, we have to ask what reason he might have had for doing so.
Concerning the Fathers’ reports on Marcion’s life for instance, it has turned out that later
generations of writers very often used obviously fabricated stories in order to make their
opponent look bad209. Ptolemy, however, is about to engage in a real and above all
topical theological dispute with Marcion, trying to expose his doctrine as deficient, and
proving his own to be superior. He is therefore not interested in polemics but rather in an
honest argument. Besides, as already mentioned in Chapter I, we have to assume that
Flora was also familiar with these two different positions concerning the Law, so
Ptolemy could not simply ascribe a certain doctrine to Marcion which was not his own.
The main reason, however, why the possibility of a deliberate misrepresentation of
Marcion’s doctrine on the part of Ptolemy should be excluded, is Ptolemy’s own
theology which he presents in the letter as an alternative to both the orthodox and the
Marcionite position. Ptolemy’s answer to the all-decisive question of who gave the Law
is that it is neither the ‘good God’ nor the ‘evil one’, but the just (di,kaioj) Creator210. Let
us be clear about this: the orthodox Christians, Marcion and Ptolemy all agree that the
Creator of the world is also the Lawgiver. For the orthodox Christians this God is again
identical, so to speak, with the good God, the Father of Jesus Christ. This position is
absurd to Ptolemy since the imperfect Law could not have been given by the perfect
209
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God211. For the Marcionites, the Creator forms a second, evil deity who is in opposition
to the good God. This position is even more absurd to Ptolemy, as it is obvious that the
unjust Adversary cannot be the author of the Law which eliminates injustice212. Because
of these two prevailing, yet in his eyes wrong positions, Ptolemy felt compelled to write
a rectification. This rectification consists in the introduction of a third figure, the Just
God, who is Lawgiver and Creator. Now, if Marcion had already proclaimed a just
Demiurge/Lawgiver, as the Harnack-legacy maintains, Ptolemy’s counter argument
would lose its entire purpose. Ptolemy would come up with a figure already provided by
Marcion. Therefore, are we really supposed to think that Ptolemy deliberately
misportrayed Marcion’s doctrine just so that he could claim to have come up with the
idea of a just Demiurge himself? Ptolemy’s testimony clearly labels Marcion’s creator
God as evil, and as long as this testimony is not refuted by other witnesses, it is to be
trusted.

Justin Martyr, First Apology (ca. 153-154)
As for the characterisation of Marcion’s Demiurge, Justin does unfortunately not
provide any information. He does, however, clearly state that Marcion’s system is
dualistic: “And there is a certain Marcion of Pontus, who is even now still teaching his
obedient followers to believe that there is some other God who is greater than the
Demiurge. […] And, as we have said earlier, the evil demons have put forward Marcion
of Pontus, who is even now teaching to deny that God is the Creator if all heavenly and
earthly things and that the Christ predicted through the prophets is his Son, and
proclaims some other God than the Demiurge of all things and, correspondingly, another
son.”213
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Irenaeus, Adversus Haereses (ca. 180-185)
In Irenaeus’s work we have to distinguish two levels. First there is the (contemporary)
argument of the elder against Marcion (see Chapter I). Here we do not find any specific
mention of the term evil (or just) in connection with Marcion’s Creator, but since the
Marcionites – according to the elder – accuse, blame and rebuke (accusare, exprobrare,
imputare)214 this God for hardening Pharaoh’s heart or for ordering the Hebrews to steal
from the Egyptians, it seems unlikely that they had a very positive, much less just view
of him.
Irenaeus himself on the other hand clearly states that Marcion distinguished between a
good and an evil God215. Apart from this general characterisation, which Irenaeus calls
the propositum initii of the Marcionites, he further confirms this view of the Creator as
being evil by providing things Marcion says about him, for instance that he is the creator
of evil or that he has lust for war216. It is true that Marcion, according to Irenaeus, also
describes this God as judicial217. However, being a judge is not the same as being just218.
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First deformation of Marcion’s doctrine:
Good God, Just God, Evil Matter

Rhodo, ‘Against Marcion’ (ca. 180-190)219
Like Justin, Rhodo does not mention any ethical quality of Marcion’s Creator, but he
does confirm that Marcion’s original doctrine was dualistic and that it was Marcion’s
followers who introduced the idea of three principles.220 Rhodo thus marks a turning
point in the history of the Marcionite movement, as for the first time Marcion’s original
doctrine is clearly distinguished from the one of his followers.

Clement of Alexandria, Stromata (ca. 200)
In Clement we find for the first time the concrete distinction between good and just
attributed to the Marcionites.221 This distinction, however, is not explicitly referring to
two different Gods, but arises in a discussion of the evaluation of the Law, which the
Marcionites, according to Clement, consider to be just. Still, we also find the first notion
of the Marcionites calling the Demiurge just222. It is strikingly also the first time they are
reported as considering matter to be evil223.
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Quoted in Hist. Eccl. V.13,2-7.
This is also confirmed by the reports of Apelles, Marcion’s disciple (see Chapter VII), who, while not
extending the number of principles, also clearly deviates from his master’s dualism: “Marcion is wrong to
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Tertullian, Adversus Marcionem (ca. 210)
“How can you be so impertinent as to establish a diversity of two separated Gods, a
good God on the one side and a just one on the other?”224 With this question addressed
to his adversary, we have the first notion ever of Marcion225 explicitly distinguishing
between a good and a just God. It is, however, most important to note that Tertullian,
just like Clement before him, also reports that Marcion considered matter to be evil226.

Origen, De Principiis (ca. 220)
To Origen the distinction between a good and a just God seems to be the very essence of
Marcionite doctrine227. It is true that neither Marcion nor his followers are mentioned in
the passage in question, but there can be no doubt that they are envisaged by Origen228.
Erich Klostermann is probably right when he claims that Origen here uses definitions of
goodness and justice which derive from the Stoic tradition, and thus it seems indeed
likely that Origen put these definitions into the mouths of his adversaries229. These
definitions, however, are of little relevance to us. The important thing is that we have
once more found that a distinction between these two Gods is considered a common
Marcionite idea.
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Adv. Marc. II.12,1: Quo ore constitues diversitatem duorum deorum in separatione, seorsum deputans
deum bonum et seorsum deum iustum?
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Hippolytus, Refutatio Omnium Haeresium (ca. 225)
As far as Marcion is concerned, Hippolytus is a difficult source since his two reports on
the arch-heretic are contradictory to a certain extent. According to his first report230
Marcion distinguished between a good and an evil God: “You say the Demiurge of the
world is evil […] you say the God who destroyed the works of the Demiurge is good.”231
The second report, on the other hand, states that Marcion believed in three principles:
good, just and matter.232 Despite this obvious contradiction Hippolytus might in fact
offer us the solution to our problem, for he calls the system of good and evil the first and
purest form of Marcion’s heresy (prw,th kai. kaqariwta,th Marki,wnoj ai[resij), and
continues to explain that it was Prepon, a disciple of Marcion, who introduced a third
principle, the just.233 There can be no doubt that this elaborate statement takes priority
over the later one, in which Hippolytus attributes the idea of three principles already to
Marcion. He is obviously no longer thinking of Marcion himself here, but of his
followers he is in contact with. An even more interesting remark in this context is
Hippolytus’ observation that some Marcionites call the just one evil, others call him only
just.234 Apparently, the varying designation of this God by the Marcionites is not only
confusing to us today, but was so already in the early third century. Once more it is
noteworthy that Hippolytus goes on to explain that the Marcionites believe that the just
one has created the universe out of already existing matter.
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Carmen Adversus Marcionitas (middle of the third century)
The author of the Carmen states that Marcion distinguished between a good and a just
God235. Although matter is not explicitly introduced as a third principle, the refutation of
the idea that there is uncreated, eternal matter236 can be seen as a strong indication that it
was part of the opponent’s system of thought.

Ephraem Syrus, Prose Refutations and Hymni contra haereses (middle of the fourth
century)
Ephraem tells us that Marcion names three “roots”237, which are the good God, the
Creator and matter. Despite the fact that it is matter which forms the third principle,
Ephraem can still speak of Marcion’s tritheism238. Han Drijvers comments correctly:
“Since matter is uncreated, eternal being, Ephraem ascribes to Marcion even three Gods,
namely two Gods and Hyle, because for him the notion of eternal being is identical with
divinity”239.

235

Carm. I.73-84.
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names is safe, cf. Edmund Beck, “Die Hyle bei Markion nach Ephräm, OrChrPer 64 (1978), p. 8-9).
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Second deformation240 of Marcion’s doctrine:
Good God, Just God, Evil God

Adamantius Dialogue (ca. 350-360)241
At the time of the Adamantius Dialogue, the Marcionite movement seems to have split
into two parties. Megethius claims that there are three principles: the good God, the just
Demiurge, who is also the Lawgiver, and the evil God.242 Markus on the other hand, the
second Marcionite, maintains that there are only two principles, the good God and the
evil God243, which seems to indicate either a certain renaissance of original Marcionite
ideas, or that a small group of Marcionites who remained faithful to their master’s
teachings had survived all the controversies within the movement.
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Although this deformation definitely appeared later than the first, the development is not to be
understood as a consistent sequence of different systems. For instance, Eznik of Kolb, writing in the
middle of the fifth century, still speaks of a Marcionite system of two Gods and matter (Monica
Blanchard/Robin Young, A Treatise on God Written in Armenian by Eznik of Kolb. An English
Translation with Introduction and Notes, Leuven: Peeters, 1998, p. 181; cf. Wolfgang Hage, “Marcion bei
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242
Adam. Dial. 1,2; 1,9.
243
Adam. Dial. 2,1.
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Epiphanius, Panarion (ca. 375)
The Bishop of Salamis only knows of the group represented by Megethius in the
Adamantius Dialogue. He reports that the Marcionites believe in three principles, the
good God, the Demiurge, and the evil God/devil244.

Epiphanius marks the end of this survey. There are still several witnesses after him to
report on Marcion’s Gods, but none of them delivers a really new version of his doctrine
in this regard. As interesting as a continuation of this survey might be for the history of
the Marcionite church, for the reconstruction of Marcion’s original doctrine it is of no
value.

Conclusion
Let us categorise our observations about Marcion’s doctrine in regard to the distinction
between different Gods.
1. All the contemporary sources as well as Irenaeus and Rhodo (who form the noncontemporary sources which are temporally closest) describe Marcion’s system as
dualistic. There can thus be no doubt that the tripartite Marcionite system represents a
later development after Marcion’s death, just as Rhodo and Hippolytus report.
2. Our earliest source about Marcion’s doctrine (Ptolemy) explicitly speaks of him as
distinguishing between a good and an evil God. This is confirmed by Irenaeus245 and at
least not denied by any other of the earliest sources.
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Pan. 42.3,1-2.
It should be noted in this context that Irenaeus is aware of the distinction between a just and a good
God, but he clearly attributes it to Cerdo (Adv. haer. I.27,1). This is all the more interesting as in the
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3. We have seen that the idea of a just God attributed to Marcion is always combined
with a tripartite system246, in the form of either ‘good God-just God-evil matter’ or
‘good God-just God-evil God’. As Marcion’s original doctrine, however, was without a
doubt dualistic, the figure of the just God must have been introduced by his followers.247
Considering the reason for this development, it seems that the main problem which led
to the division among the Marcionites was this: their first God combined two
fundamental features, he is Creator and Lawgiver (see below). That the world was evil
was the one unifying belief of all Marcionites at all times, and in order to explain the
origin of this evil, it seemed only logical to assume an evil Creator as the cause of this
status, in accordance with the idea that only a bad tree brings forth bad fruit (see Chapter
V). Once they went down that road, however, they had to face the conundrum how the
Law could have been given by an evil God, a problem which already compelled Ptolemy
to introduce a third figure (see above). Another solution presented itself from Platonic
philosophy248, as Ephraem Syrus remarks249. The Creator could be just and therefore the
Law could be just as well, if he had to use already existing (evil) matter to create the
world. Thus the Creator was absolved from being responsible for the world’s status.
Another group of Marcionites apparently chose to follow Ptolemy’s idea of a tritheistic
system, with the good God, the just Creator/Lawgiver, and an evil God instead of evil
matter. It is obvious that (from a Marcionite point of view) only a tripartite system of
preceding chapter we have considered the possibility that Cerdo and his followers joined Marcion’s
movement. Maybe it was they who brought the idea of a just God into the Marcionite system.
246
The only exception from this pattern is Origen, but it is most likely that he, just as his Alexandrian
predecessor, also knew of the tripartite system, and simply concentrated only on refuting the distinction
between good and just.
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Ernst Schüle considered Marcion to be inconsistent in his view on matter, but only because Schüle did
not realise that he was dealing with a development within Marcionite doctrine here (Ernst Ulrich Schüle,
“Der Ursprung des Bösen bei Marcion”, ZRGG 16 (1964), p. 41). Likewise Tertullian makes fun of
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I.15,5-6).
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existing material, cf. Johannes Hirschberger, Geschichte der Philosophie I: Altertum und Mittelalter,
Herder: Freiburg, 121980, p. 143. For the similarities to (contemporary) Middle Platonism, cf. Drijvers,
Syria, p. 162-163.
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Hymn. c. haer. XIV.7. Of course, even without Ephraem’s affirmation the dependence would be
obvious, but it is interesting that he saw it so clearly.
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thought leaves room for a just God. A good and a just God together can alone offer no
answer to the crucial issue of the origin of evil. In other words, one axiomatic principle
of Marcionite thinking is: there has to be at least one evil player in the game.
Nevertheless, when we take a look at those sources attributing a tripartite system, that is,
a just God to Marcion, we cannot help wondering: did the actual beliefs really change or
is it only a matter of changing designations?
When we analyse chapters 11-19 of Tertullian’s second book against Marcion, chapters
which René Braun entitled “Défense de la Justice de Créateur”250, and in which we find
the first notion of a Marcionite distinction between a just and a good God (see above),
we can detect that the actual accusation Tertullian is arguing against here is that God is a
cruel judge251. Therefore, this God may now be called ‘just’ by Marcion’s followers, but
it is certainly not meant in any positive or even neutral way, so that one could say that
the wickedness of this God merely received a new label. This seems to be confirmed by
the fact that the concept of evil matter does not seem to have been all that important to
the Marcionite system, which already becomes obvious by the fact that Tertullian only
mentions this idea once in his entire five volumes against Marcion252 (see above), and it
becomes even clearer in Tertullian’s work against Hermogenes. Just like Marcion, this
opponent of Tertullian is also concerned with the problem of evil, but he attempts to
defend the idea that a good God could have created the world by introducing matter as a
second principle253, an idea he obviously defends above all against Marcion254. In this
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context, Tertullian compares two different solutions to the problem of evil: “Great is, o
good faith, the blindness of the heretics in this kind of argument, when they either want
to make us believe in another God who is good and only good, because they consider the
Creator to be the author of evil, or when they set up matter next to the Creator, so that
they may derive evil from matter, not from the Creator.”255 There can hardly be any
doubt that the first group of heretics envisaged in this passage is the Marcionites, which
means that Tertullian clearly distinguishes between their view and the one of
Hermogenes, which again means that it was clear to Tertullian that the concept of evil
matter was not an important part of the Marcionite system of thought, but was in fact
part of a system that is directed against Marcion. It should further be noted that
Tertullian names Marcion’s concern with the origin of evil as his point of departure and
the famous parable of the good and the bad tree as Marcion’s answer to this problem,
something Tertullian probably retrieved from Marcion’s very own letter (see Chapter
V). It seems hard to imagine how the idea of a just God should have been able to fit this
parable. After all, the parable clearly speaks of a bad/evil tree, not a just one, which is
again bringing forth bad/evil fruit.
Concerning Origen’s report, it is striking that when it comes to the examples which the
Marcionites provide for the justice of the Creator, he, just like Tertullian, only uses
examples which show the cruelty of this God, such as the Flood or the destruction of
Sodom and Gomorrah. Moreover, it is remarkable that Origen himself questions the
justice of the Creator, if the words of the Old Testament were to be understood literally.
Thus, he asks how it can be considered just to punish the children for the sins of their
fathers to the third and fourth generation.256 Origen perceived correctly that the
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Marcionites understood such passages literally257, but he did not see the consequences. It
is almost as if we could hear Marcion reply: ‘That is exactly why I do not believe him to
be just!’
As for those sources who speak of a Marcionite tritheism, it is striking that none of them
ever actually deals with the third, the evil God. Their main concern is still always to
demonstrate the unity of the good God and the just Demiurge. Even Megethius, the first
Marcionite to appear in the Adamantius Dialogue, who opened his case with the
statement that there are three principles (the good God, the Demiurge and the evil
God)258 and who went on with the proud proclamation “I will prove from the Scriptures
that there are three principles”259, never mentions the evil God during the entire
conversation. His whole argument with Adamantius is only about the difference between
respectively the identity of the Demiurge and the Father of Christ260. The same goes for
Epiphanius who, although beginning his portrait of Marcion’s doctrine with the naming
of three different Gods, dedicates most of his refutation to the demonstration of the
identity of the first two Gods, without ever dealing with the issue of the evil one.
Therefore, just as with the concept of evil matter, the idea of the evil God as such does
not seem to actually feature in the system of the (later) Marcionites.
Despite the fact that these writers are technically arguing against Marcion’s just God,
their testimony leaves no doubt that what their opponent actually had in mind was a
wicked deity. It is most surprising that even those modern scholars who realised this
situation correctly, still defend the idea that Marcion’s first God was not evil but just.
Thus, Verweijs maintains: “Er ist nicht schlecht – darin müssen wir Harnack zustimmen
257
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– aber seine Gerechtigkeit ist doch höchst bedenklich, weil sie nur schadet und denen,
die an sie glauben, nichts Gutes bringt.”261 How an attitude which brings nothing but
harm to everyone can still be labeled as righteousness, is beyond my comprehension.
It must therefore strongly be doubted that the distinction between goodness and justice
was a major concern of the Marcionites, even after their master’s death. The idea of
saving the constellation of a good and a just God by adding the concept of evil matter or
a third evil deity seems to have been nothing but a ‘workaround’. Löhr sums up this
complex correctly: “Even if Marcion had indeed designated the God of the Old
Testament as ‘just’, it would have been only an abbreviation for his being a severe and
cruel judge, a petty-minded and self-contradictory legislator.”262 Löhr is probably also
right when he affirms that Marcion’s opponents seemed to have deliberately focussed on
this distinction of goodness and justice, in order to “refute Marcion with dialectical
arguments”263. After all, that justice and goodness are two sides of the same coin, and
accordingly that a good God can also be just, is far easier to demonstrate than to deal
with a good-evil dualism.
All of this is, however, not meant to indicate that the opponents of Marcionism entirely
made up the designation of a just God by their adversaries. The Marcionite movement
apparently indeed switched from a simple good-evil system to the idea of a just God, but
it appears that in actual fact they remained faithful to their master’s teaching.
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1.2 The Evil God as the God of the Old Testament
According to his Biblicist approach (see Chapter IV), Marcion based his view of his evil
God completely on Old Testament testimony. Therefore, in a manner of speaking,
Marcion’s evil God is the God of the Old Testament.264 Hence, he has the following
features.
a) Creator
That the God described in the Old Testament is the Creator of the world is his foremost
feature, and it is at the same time the feature which more than anything else makes
Marcion detest him. Besides Marcion’s Biblicism, the only real premise of his theology
is the fact that he had nothing but disgust and hatred for the world and for life itself,
hatred so huge that he even refused to promote the continuation of mankind (see Chapter
VI). This irrational hatred apparently was the one unifying thought of all Marcionites
throughout the centuries (see above). As much as the scholars’ wish to find an
explanation for this hostility to the world is understandable265, it is simply beyond
explanation. It is not for us to look into a man’s soul. What we can do is to comprehend
Marcion’s logic starting from this point of view, a logic we have already discovered
above. Having realised that the world is a terrible place, Marcion needed to blame
someone for this status, and there could be no doubt that it was the Creator’s fault, a God
who even admitted himself: “It is I who create evil.”266
Marcion particularly blamed the Creator for the status of man. In fact, according to the
heresiarch, it is the Creator’s very essence, the soul which he breathed into man, which
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is responsible for his evil actions267. Therefore, Harnack remarks correctly: “Da der
Mensch trotz seiner sinnlichen Materialität doch ganz und gar die Schöpfung des
Demiurgen ist, so trägt dieser die volle Verantwortung für ihn; ja da die Seele der Hauch
Gottes und auch das sündigende Subjekt ist, so ist Gott direkt der Sünder.”268 Although
it must be doubted whether Marcion actually thought this most radical idea through to
the end269, we are definitely dealing with one of the most fundamental attempts at
anthropodicy in the history of the Christian religion here.

b) God of the Jews
Again in accordance with the Old Testament, to Marcion the Creator of the world is also
the God of the Jews, and of the Jews only, the proprius deus Iudaicae gentis270. Even
after the Marcionite movement had developed into a tritheistic system, the identification
of the Demiurge and the Jewish God remained.271 Despite the exceptional character of
this feature of Marcion’s theology, most modern scholars have hardly taken interest in it,
much less tried to find an explanation for it. One of the few who did try was Bauer in his
review of Harnack’s work. Bauer tried to explain this fact by expressing the idea that
Marcion’s whole theology is fuelled by two different feelings of hatred: a strong
aversion to Judaism and a huge disgust for the world. These two feelings, according to
Bauer, then converged in hostility towards the Old Testament God, who to Marcion is
both the God of the Jews and the Creator of the world.272 As intelligent as this theory is,
we completely lack any evidence that Marcion had any negative feelings about the Jews
267
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in general. On the contrary, there is some evidence to refute this idea. Marcion seems to
have deliberately refrained from ‘knocking’ the Jews. As already mentioned in Chapter
I, there is no indication in all the Fathers that Marcion ever rebuked any Old Testament
figure, but always their God. Even the obvious frailties of the Old Testament heroes
(David’s adultery with Bathseba, Solomon’s polygamy and so on) were not mentioned
even in Tertullian’s most extensive defence of the Old Testament against the heresiarch.
As a matter of fact, whenever Marcion does mention the lapses of the patriarchs or other
Old Testament figures, it is only to discredit their God. The Jews did steal silver and
golden vessels from the Egyptians, but Marcion did not blame the Jews for stealing but
instead he blamed their God for ordering them to do so (see Chapter I). Theodoret of
Cyrus tells us that Marcion calls the patriarchs and prophets lawbreakers273, but
immediately adds that he does so in order to expose the Demiurge as a lover of evil.
The best example to demonstrate Marcion’s explicit blame of the Creator instead of his
people, however, is his concept of Christ’s descent into Hades274. According to Marcion,
Christ, when he descended into Hades, saved Cain, the Sodomites, the Egyptians and all
the others who were condemned by the Creator, whereas Abel, Enoch, Noah and all the
patriarchs and prophets were not saved by him. The interesting, and often neglected part
of this story is the reason why the latter group was not saved. One might perhaps simply
assume that they did not follow Christ because they stuck to their own God275. However,
Irenaeus clearly states that the patriarchs and prophets did not follow Christ because they
knew that their God was always tempting them, and so they suspected that he was
tempting them again. In other words, they did by no means remain faithful to their God
and therefore refused to follow Christ, but their horrible experience with their God had
blinded them and made them lose all hope for salvation.
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A particular aversion against the Jewish people can thus not be claimed for Marcion.276
But what else could have made him believe that the Creator, this evil deity which he
detests so much, was the God of the Jews? The answer is almost anticlimactic: because
the Old Testament says so.

c) Lawgiver
As already mentioned above, the Law and its evaluation was one of the crucial questions
for the Marcionite church, a question which may even have led to a change, or,
respectively, a division within the movement. Already Ptolemy expressed his
indignation in view of the fact that Marcion attributes the Law, which eliminates
wrongdoing, to an evil God. Be that as it may, for Marcion there was no doubt that the
Law was evil, and this time he found proof of this not only in the Old Testament, but
also in the testimony of the Apostle Paul277, particularly in his Epistle to the Romans.
The crucial passages are:
Through the Law comes the knowledge of sin. (Rom. 3:20)
The Law brings wrath; where there is no Law, there is no transgression. (Rom. 4:15)
The Law came in so that transgression might abound. (Rom. 5:20)278
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Put in a typical Marcionite manner: the Law is a bad tree, sin is its bad fruit.279 Marcion
actually seems to have believed that there was no sin in the world before God gave his
Law to man. Origen expresses this idea clearly when he points out that the Apostle said
that the knowledge of sin comes per legem and not ex lege, so that it is obvious that sin
did not arise from it280. But not only was it an evil motive which made the Old
Testament God give his Law to man, he also gave a burden to man that he would be too
feeble to bear, something which Tertullian tries to refute by pointing out the strength and
free will of man281. Marcion’s rebuke is of course only consistent from his point of view.
Since the Creator created man in this weak status, it was obvious that man would not be
able to keep the Law, which again proves that the Law was only given so that sin may
increase.
Apart from this critique of the Law as a whole, there are certain parts of it which
Marcion detested in particular, such as the ius talionis, which, from his perspective,
allows the “mutual exercise of injury”282, and especially the meticulous laws on
sacrifices283, which demonstrate the pettiness of this God and also his need for ‘selfaffirmation’.

d) Judge
“If he is really a judge, he is just.”284 Maybe it was indeed this simple logic which
caused a certain mixing up of the terms just and judge considering Marcion’s theology.
For even though it must be doubted that Marcion ever thought of the Old Testament God
as just, he certainly saw him as a judge, and from what has been said about his role as
Creator and Lawgiver so far, it can hardly be surprising that Marcion considered him to
279
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be a particularly cruel one. The Old Testament God created man as a compulsive
transgressor, gave him the Law which he was too feeble to obey, and now judges him
for his transgressions. Obviously this God is playing a very cruel game with his subjects.

e) Unworthy of a God
After these constitutive elements of this evil God, Marcion points out that the Old
Testament God in fact lacks all the qualities of a truly divine being, as he has too many
human flaws285:
he changes his mind about people (for example, regarding Saul or Solomon), choosing
them first and later rejecting them286;
he feels repentance (for example, about the wickedness he wanted to do to the
Ninevites)287;
he lacks omniscience (for example, he did not know where Adam was288, nor could he
foresee that Adam would transgress his commandment289);
he is inconsistent in his commandments (for example, he forbids making any images, but
commands Moses to create the brazen serpent)290.
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Tertullian provides a very good summary of all these weaknesses in Adv. Marc. II.28.
Adv. Marc. II.23.
287
Adv. Marc. II.24,2 (Jonah 3:10).
288
Adv. Marc. II.25,1 (Gen. 3:9: “Adam, where are you?”)
289
Adv. Marc. II.5,2.
290
Adv. Marc. II.22,1 (Num. 21:8-9).
286

92
f) The Creator’s Messiah
Marcion not only distinguished two different Gods, he also distinguished two different
Christs, “one who appeared under Tiberius, another who is promised by the Creator”291.
That the Messiah promised by the Creator could not be Jesus Christ is obvious from
Marcion’s point of view. The interesting part in this matter is that Marcion – once more
he proves to be truly faithful to the Old Testament text – believed that the Creator’s
Messiah was still to come, just as the Jews did292. Marcion thought of the Creator’s
Messiah, in accordance with the literal meaning of the Old Testament prophecy, as a
great political and military leader, a warrior293, destined by the Creator to re-establish the
Jewish state294. The Christ of the good God, however, has a completely different agenda
(see below).
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2.) The Good God

Just as Marcion’s evil God is the God of the Old Testament, so is the good God the one
of the New Testament, the God revealed in Jesus Christ and preached by the Apostle
Paul.

2.1. The Testimony of the Gospel (according to Luke)295
a) Christology
Subito filius et subito missus et subito Christus.296 Emphasising the suddenness of the
appearance of Christ is most important to Marcion in order to demonstrate that he is not
the Messiah announced by the Old Testament prophets. Marcion’s second God is in no
way connected to the miserable world of the Creator and could therefore not have been
known by anybody in this world before the good God decided to reveal himself in Jesus
Christ. The fact that this God has been revealed “by his own self” (semetipsum) is often
interpreted as a sign of Marcion’s modalism297. However, when applying this term to
Marcion’s Christology, we have to be aware that it is slightly anachronistic.
“Modalismus ist als Gegensatz zum Tritheismus Sammelbez. für eine heterodoxe
Deutung der Trinitätslehre, die die göttliche Trias – Vater, Sohn und Geist – nicht als
real verschiedene Personen versteht, sondern, um die Einheit Gottes zu wahren, lediglich
295
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als Aspekte oder Erscheinungsweisen (modi) des einen göttlichen Wesens.”298 From this
definition by Wolfgang Bienert it can be seen that a modalist doctrine was not yet an
issue for Marcion, at least not in any deliberate way, as he was not yet faced with an
elaborate Trinitarian concept. Blackman, while too easily asserting that Marcion was a
plain modalist, remarks correctly: “Marcion would have subscribed to the statement that
Christ is a mode of God’s manifestation to the world, but he would have added: the only
mode; for the supreme God is revealed in no other way than in Christ.”299 The important
thing to notice about this statement is Marcion’s intended emphasis, which is not to
establish a certain ontological alternative, but to stress the exclusivity of the divine
revelation300. Marcion saw this exclusivity proven in the Gospel, when Jesus states: “No
one knows who the Son is except the Father, and no one knows who the Father is except
the Son and those to whom the Son chooses to reveal him.”301

Beside the fact that the interest Marcion has in this passage is clearly motivated by his
wish to point out that Christ preached a formerly unknown God, it also shows that he did
indeed distinguish between the persons of the Father and the Son. Therefore, Barbara
Aland sums up correctly: “Marcions Modalismus reduziert sich damit auf eine
Christologie mit allenfalls gelegentlich modalistischen Zügen.”302
While modalism can thus not actually be attributed to Marcion’s Christology, docetism
clearly can. According to Marcion, Christ manifested in human form303, that is, he did
not have a real human body. That Marcion proclaimed a docetic Christology can hardly
be surprising, as his Christ could of course in no way be linked to the created world,
much less could he have been born in a cloaca – which is Marcion’s term for the
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womb304 –, this “disgusting curdling of fluid and blood” (humoris et sanguinis foeda
coagula)305. Besides the fact that it was certainly Marcion’s disgust for the flesh which
motivated his docetism, he believed that he had found proof for the idea that Christ was
a phantasma306 in Lk 4:30, where it is said that Jesus walked through the midst of the
crowd307.
It is not entirely clear where Marcion imagined his good God to have been or what he
imagined him to have been doing before he revealed himself in Jesus Christ. Tertullian
realised this problem and mockingly asked his opponent why his God waited so long to
reveal himself.308 It would indeed be interesting to hear Marcion’s answer to that, but
this question probably never occurred to him, once more due to his Biblicism. He
accepted the revelation of the good God as described in the New Testament without
questioning it. Unlike the Gnostics, he did not give in to mythological speculations about
the Creator emanating from the Supreme God (see below) or anything like this. That is
why it would be incorrect to designate the good God to be the first God in Marcion’s
system, unlike in the Valentinian Gnosis for instance. We may assume that Marcion
imagined both Gods to have been existing eternally, however, the Creator is definitely
the one who took action first, whereas the good God merely reacted to this activity (see
below).

b) Christ’s Battle against the Old Testament God

In one passage of the Carmen adversus Marcionitas the poet expresses his surprise at a
certain problem concerning Marcion’s position: if Christ was not the one sent by the
God of Israel, “why did he come to exactly this people and to this sacred land, and did
304
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not go to other people or other kingdoms?”309 This is without a doubt a legitimate
question. If Marcion imagined Christ to be completely unrelated to the Old Testament
God, as the Harnack-legacy wants to make us believe, why of all nations should he come
to Israel? More importantly, why would he concern himself with exactly this God and
his Law and not rather with the pagan cults such as of Mithras or Cybele for instance?
The answer to these questions comes to light once we rid ourselves of the idea that
Marcion’s good God is completely unrelated to the Old Testament, for nothing would be
farther from the truth.
“He dissolved the Prophets and the Law and all the works of the God who made the
world.”310 This one line contains Irenaeus’ summary of the purpose of Christ’s coming
according to Marcion, and, as so often, Irenaeus summarised very skilfully. Tertullian’s
report about Marcion’s idea that Christ came to destroy the Law and the Prophets311
confirms Irenaeus’s impression, and also Hippolytus agrees when he states that,
according to Marcion, the good God destroyed the works of the Demiurge312. The
crucial phrasing in these passages is the terms dissolve and destroy. Tertullian repeatedly
speaks of the diversitas betweeen the Old and the New Testament and accordingly
between the two Gods in Marcion’s doctrine. This term is often rendered by the
obviously related English term ‘diversity’. Although this is not incorrect since Marcion’s
Gods are certainly diverse, the Latin diversitas can also signify ‘contrast’ or
‘opposition’, and it seems to be the more appropriate translation in this case. Marcion’s
Gods do not simply coexist in diversity, they exist in direct and unequivocal opposition
to one another, or, to use an originally Marcionite term, they exist antithetically. The
second God could not exist without the first, he is a pure anti-God. Tertullian grasped
this situation precisely when he scornfully states that Marcion’s second God could only
show his great work in man who was created by the evil God.313
309

Carm. adv. Marc. V.116-117: ipsa cur in gente venit terraque dicata, non alios populos aut altera regna
petivit?
310
Adv. haer. I.27,2: dissolventem prophetas et legem et omnia opera eius Dei qui mundum fecit.
311
Adv. Marc. IV.36,11.
312
Ref. VII.30,3.
313
Cf. Adv. Marc. I.17,1.

97
The good God has not only come to free mankind but to strike back against the Creator
of all evil. The actual deliverance from the horrible world and the dreadful human
condition as such – which is considered the main work of the good God by the
Marcionites (see below) – will not happen before the afterlife. Once again, Tertullian
realised this peculiar feature of Marcion’s teachings correctly and remarks: “Also it
would have been befitting for perfect goodness that man, now that he is freed to believe
in the supreme God, was removed at once from the domicile and the dominion of the
cruel God […] If your release is for the future, why not also for the present, so that it
may be a perfect release?”314 Indeed, in this world, Marcion’s good God does not seem
to be helping mankind out of its misery. What he does instead, is to show some Trotz315
to the Creator and his Law. Trotz is truly what marks most of Christ’s actions from
Marcion’s perspective. By his death, Christ has purchased mankind from the Creator
(see below), but it seems that during his ‘lifetime’, what mattered most to Marcion was
neither his ethical teachings (see Chapter VI) nor his healing of people, but simply his
defying and “exposing” of the Creator (detectio creatoris)316.
Many parts of Tertullian’s discussion of Marcion’s Gospel demonstrate this. When we
consider Christ’s attitude towards the Sabbath for example (Lk 6:1-11), Marcion
believed that Christ attacked the Sabbath “out of hatred” (odio)317. We can detect a
similar notion in the story of the healing of the leper (Lk 5:12-14). Not with one word
does Tertullian mention Christ’s healing of the leper as an act of love or goodness in
Marcion’s view. The reason the Pontic treated this matter “with special attention”
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(attentius)318 was rather his wish to emphasise that Christ performed this healing as
someone who is “hostile to the Law” (aemulus legis)319. The term aemulus is
particularly interesting in this context, for it is exactly the emotion of aemulatio
(jealousy/resentment) which the Marcionites attribute (in a negative way, of course) to
the Creator320. Another example is the episode of the woman with a discharge of blood
who touched Jesus (Lk 8:43-48). Once more Tertullian comments: “But this too he did
as an adversary of the Law”321, and this time he adds a most important exclamation: O
deum non natura beneficum, sed aemulatione! From Marcion’s perspective, Christ did
not heal this woman (at least not primarily) out of benevolence, rather “the Law
commanded to stay away from contact with a woman who has a discharge of blood;
because of this he felt the urge not only to allow her to touch him, but also to give her
health”322. It almost sounds as if Christ did not actually care for this woman, but since he
was not allowed to touch her, he saw an opportunity to spite the Creator, an opportunity
he could not resist.
Finally, there is Christ’s encounter with Moses and Elijah (Lk 9:28-36) which is of
importance in this matter. If we were to consider Marcion’s Christ to be completely
unrelated to the Old Testament, we would again have to wonder what possible business
he might have with these Old Testament figures. However, Tertullian knows that
according to Marcion Christ came as their destructor and that the voice from heaven
“This is my beloved Son, hear him!” was to be understood as ‘Hear him – not Moses
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and Elijah anymore!’323 With his characteristic incisiveness, Tertullian detects a
problematic element within this interpretation. If the only meaning of this scene was for
the voice to state that they should hear Christ, then it would have been completely
unnecessary to involve Moses and Elijah in it.324 In this way, Tertullian has, apparently
without fully realising it, once more stumbled over the key to Marcion’s antiinterpretation325 of the Gospel: it is not enough that Christ was heard, but it was
imperative that he was heard instead of the Old Testament prophets.
Now, it is certainly possible that Tertullian might simply be making these things up in
order to make his opponent look bad. However, anyone who wishes to accuse Tertullian
of being dishonest in this matter has to consider the following aspects.
-

A motive alone is not enough to convict someone of slander.

-

There is no other writer in early Christianity who would clearly contradict
Tertullian’s depiction at this point. In fact, when we shall consider Marcion’s
ethics (Chapter VI), we shall see that Clement of Alexandria and Epiphanius
support the Carthaginian’s point of view.

-

Tertullian’s description provides a perfect answer to the question posed in the
Carmen (see above). Whoever doubts Tertullian’s words must find another
explanation for the problem why Marcion’s Christ of all possible places came
exactly to Israel and was so eagerly concerned with the Law and the Prophets.
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Having thus accepted Tertullian’s report as trustworthy, these features grant us a look
deep inside Marcion’s way of thinking, and especially to its misunderstanding by
modern scholarship. Harnack wanted to see the Old Testament deprived of its canonical
authority326, and regarding this idea of his, he believed to have found a soul mate in
Marcion. However, the ideas of the two men could hardly have been more different.
Harnack, with the eyes of a nineteenth century liberal Protestant, felt that the Old
Testament was no longer reconcilable with the beliefs of post-Enlightenment society,
and therefore wanted to ‘get rid of it’. Nothing would have been more unthinkable for
the second century heretic, who was downright obsessed with the Old Testament and its
God.

2.2. The Testimony of Paul327
“This one work alone is sufficient to our God, that he has freed man by his supreme and
exceptional goodness, a goodness which exceeds all locusts!”328

This work of

deliverance was performed by Christ’s death, and it is in fact this idea which forms the
only doctrinal parallel between Marcion and the Apostle Paul. Despite the obvious
importance that soteriology has to Marcion, the traditional portrait of him being above
all a loyal disciple of Paul must be regarded as more than exaggerated (see Chapter IV),
for even in the two men’s interpretation of Christ’s death we find a substantial
difference. This is not the time for a complete evaluation of Paul’s position on this
matter, but in order to point out the crucial difference to Marcion it will suffice to say
that from Paul’s perspective “Christ died for our sins” (1Cor. 15:3). Marcion probably
cut these words out of his edition of the First Letter to the Corinthians.329 After what has
326
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been said above about Marcion’s anthropology, it is clear that this interpretation of
Christ’s death must be excluded for him, since man is not responsible for his sin.
Accordingly, Marcion completely lacks any feeling of guilt.330 Moreover, Marcion’s
theological dualism does not allow for the Pauline/Lutheran relation of sin and
forgiveness, as sin and forgiveness are not dualistic but dialectical, as they presuppose
one and the same God. More easily put, one can only be forgiven a sin that one has
committed first, but this situation presupposes that the condemnation and the forgiveness
of this sin is performed by one and the same agent, which for Paul and Luther obviously
was the one God of the two Testaments. Once one separates these two Gods, however,
the said dialectic expires, since it does not make any sense for Marcion’s good God to
forgive sins which only exist as a violation of the evil God’s Law, the very Law that the
good God has come to destroy (see above). Christ did thus not die for our sins, rather by
his death he “redeemed us” (Gal. 3:13)331. The term ‘redeemed’(evxhgo,rasen) is to be
understood as an actual purchase here, something Marcion put great emphasis on in
order to demonstrate that Christ purchased people who did not belong to him but to the
Creator.332 Although this is also an action directed against the Creator, it is now beyond
the pure anti-behaviour of Marcion’s good God so far. As a matter of fact, this time it is
the Creator who strikes back at the good God, plotting against Christ and having him
crucified, because Christ was dissolving his Law.333 The redemption by the good God is
an act of grace and mercy. The abundance of this God’s love is shown by the fact that it
was “poured out willingly and freely on strangers, without any obligation of social

330

Cf. von Soden, Harnacks Marcion, p. 204 (the pages in brackets refer to the first edition of Harnack’s
Marcion): “In dieser Hinsicht muß nicht nur gegen den gelegentlichen Vergleich mit Augustin (S. 264),
sondern besonders gegen den oft wiederkehrenden mit Luther (S. 231. 247 Anm. 250f. 256) Einspruch
erhoben und daran erinnert werden, daß Marcion dem Schuldgedanken (und damit einem eigentlichen
Sündenbewußtsein) völlig verschlossen ist”.
331
Although Schmid did not include this line in his reconstruction of Marcion’s Apostolikon, I believe it is
very well attested in Adam. Dial. 1,27 and especially in Pan. 42.8,1, where Epiphanius clearly states that
Marcion used these words of the Aposlte. Cf. Drijvers’ most fitting comment: “Galatians 3:13 contains in
a nutshell Marcion’s concept of salvation” (Drijvers, Syria, p. 171).
332
Cf. Pan. 42.8,2; Adam. Dial. 1,27.
333
Cf. Adam. Dial. 2,9. One more time we can observe how a certain blame (the killing of Christ being the
cause for Christian anti-Judaism per se) is deliberately shifted from the Jews to their God (see above).
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bondage”334. Out of pure goodness, he decided to bring salvation to people who are
completely alien to him.
Due to Christ’s redemption Marcion and his followers are filled with hope for “the
kingdom of God in eternal and heavenly possession”335. The salvation, however, goes
not for the fleshly body, but only for the soul336. While this feature of Marcion’s
theology may not be surprising at first, it is in fact rather puzzling. Since unlike the
Gnostics (see below) Marcion believed that man belonged entirely, that is, with body
and soul, to the creation of the Demiurge, it is not entirely obvious why the soul would
have some sort of preference compared to the body337. It appears that it was simply
Marcion’s disgust with everything fleshly (see above) that led him to this attitude. The
hope for this salvation is also the only real change which Christ brought to the life of the
Marcionites. Of course, the abolition of the Law also marks a decisive change, yet one
cannot help wondering if this actually meant a practical improvement for the Marcionite
community, given that their radical ethics, which were also motivated by an antiCreator attitude (see Chapter VI), went far beyond the requirements of the Law.

334

Adv. Marc. I.23,3: sine ullo debito familiaritatis in extraneos voluntaria et libera effunditur.
Adv. Marc. III.24,1: regnum Dei aeternae et caelestis possessionis.
336
Adv. haer. I.27,3, cf. also Adv. Marc. I.24,3.
337
Cf. Greschat, Apelles, p. 129: “Hier war Apelles um einiges konsequenter und logischer als Marcion,
der zwar ebenfalls betonte, daß sich Christus allein den menschlichen Seelen zuwandte, aber nicht recht
erklären konnte, weswegen er nicht auch den Leib erlöste, der ja nicht weniger als sie Seele ein Werk des
minderen Schöpfers war.”
335
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3.) Parallels to Gnosticism?

No one familiar with the religious atmosphere of the second century can read the above
description of Marcion’s doctrine without feeling reminded of certain traits of
Gnosticism. It is thus not surprising that the question of Marcion’s relation to Gnostic
thinkers and ideas has always been one of the most disputed concerning his character,
from those scholars who see him almost completely separated from any Gnostic
teaching338 to those who consider him substantially influenced by it339.
The subject of Gnosis is so complex that a mere definition of the term alone would be
somewhat like a ‘Herculean Task’, which makes it all the more complicated to compare
Marcion to the phenomenon of Gnosis as such. The best characterisation, from my point
of view, is still the “typological model” which Christoph Markschies offered, defining
the Gnostic movement by eight features340. These eight traits are in the following
compared to what we have established about Marcion’s doctrine, divided into those
traits Marcion shows connections to, and those completely alien to him.
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Most famously, of course, stated by Harnack, Marcion, p. 196 n. 1.
Cf. for example Ugo Bianchi, “Marcion: Théologien Biblique ou Docteur Gnostique?”, VC 21 (1967),
p. 149 : “Marcion […] appartient de plein droit à l’histoire du gnosticisme. Il y appartient, c’est vrai, de
façon originale, sur la base d’un certain radicalisme qui s’inspire des lignes simples décrites par Harnack,
mais qui se nourrit de l’humus riche et polyvalent du dualisme de la gnose classique.”
340
Cf. Christoph Markschies, Gnosis: An Introduction, tr. John Bowden, London: T&T Clark, 2003, p.
16-17.
339
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3.1 Traits which link Marcion to the Gnosis
1. The experience of a completely other-worldly, distant, supreme God
This feature is as characteristic for the Gnostics as it is for Marcion.

3. The estimation of the world and matter as evil creation and an experience,
conditioned by this, of the alienation of the Gnostic in the world
The first part of this sentence is certainly also true for Marcion, the second, however, is
not and reveals one of the crucial differences between Marcion and the Gnostics. The
characteristic Gnostic feeling341 of ‘not actually belonging to this world’ is unknown to
the Pontic. Marcion shares the same despite for the world, but he sees himself as part of
it with, in the true sense of the word, heart and soul. For Marcion, man is entirely made
by the evil Creator and there is no part in him which would not belong to his creation.
The Gnostics, on the other hand, tend to view themselves as belonging to another, an
other-worldly realm (see below), a conviction which makes them dislike the world they
live in, but which at the same time gives them a feeling of being above it, a feeling
completely absent from Marcion’s system of thought.342
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Hans Jonas defined the feeling of “fremd/Fremde” as the existential Gnostic experience (Hans Jonas,
Gnosis und spätantiker Geist I: Die mythologische Gnosis, Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 21954,
p. 96-97).
342
For the anthropological differences between Marcion and the Gnostics, see Aland, Versuch, p. 433-435.
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4. The introduction of a distinct creator God or assistant: within the Platonic tradition
he is called ‘craftsman’ – Greek demiurgos – and is sometimes described as merely
ignorant, but sometimes also as evil
Again, Marcion shows enormous parallels to Gnostic thinking. Whether Marcion
actually used the Platonic term ‘Demiurge’, we do not know, but it seems rather unlikely
given his strict Biblicist approach (see Chapter IV). The more crucial difference to the
Gnostics, however, consists in the fact that Marcion would never refer to the Creator as
an ‘assistant’ to the Supreme God. In Marcion’s theology the Creator neither in any way
originates from the good God nor is he in any way subordinate to him.

8. A tendency towards dualism in different types which can express itself in the concept
of God, in the opposition of spirit and matter343, and in anthropology.
As far as his concept of God is concerned, Marcion is a clear dualist, probably even
more radical than most Gnostic groups, which is one of the reasons he would never think
of the Creator as ‘assisting’ the Supreme God (see above). In the other aspects named,
however, Marcion shows no specific dualism.

343

Bowden’s translation reads “manner”, but that is obviously a misprint.
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3.2 Traits which separate Marcion from the Gnosis
2. The introduction, which among other things is conditioned by this [the experience of a
completely other-worldly, distant, supreme God], of further divine figures, or the
splitting up of existing figures into figures that are closer to human beings than the
remote supreme God
Marcion has no such thing as the introduction of said further divine figures in his
system, unless one would consider the Creator to be such a figure, but he has already
been covered by point 4 (see above).

5. The explanation of this state of affairs [as described in points 2-4] by a mythological
drama in which a divine element that falls from its sphere into an evil world slumbers in
human beings of one class as a divine spark and can be freed from this
Marcion never gave in to any mythological speculation and certainly refused any idea of
predestination of a certain class of people, as implied in the idea of a divine spark
slumbering in (and only in) a particular group.

6. Knowledge (‘gnosis’) about this state, which, however, can be gained only through a
redeemer figure from the other world who descends from a higher sphere and ascends to
it again
7. The redemption of human beings through the knowledge ‘that God (or the spark) is in
them’344

344

Bowden’s translation reads: “The redemption of human beings through the knowledge of ‘that God (or
the spark) in them’”, which bears a slightly different meaning than the German original.
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Although Marcion certainly believes in Christ as a redeemer figure who “descends from
a higher sphere and ascends to it again”, he would never emphasise knowledge as being
crucial in any way. For Marcion, it is faith in Christ which leads to salvation (see
Chapter VI).

3.3 Conclusion
The ancient heresiologists lumped Marcion together with the Gnostics, and it is not hard
to see why. Marcion, like the Gnostics, preached more than one God, and to his
orthodox opponents this was the greatest heresy of all, making any further differentiation
marginal345. However, even though Marcion’s doctrine does show parallels to
Gnosticism, this still does not mean he was immediately influenced by it. In the
preceding Chapter we have seen that the reports of Marcion’s dependence on the
Gnostic Cerdo are hardly trustworthy. Moreover, in our first chapter we have seen that
Gnostics such as Ptolemy are in fact already reacting to Marcion’s doctrine. Whether
one should go so far as to understand an entire Gnostic system such as Valentinianism as
largely directed against Marcion346 must remain uncertain; however, we have to realise
that we cannot simply claim that it happened the other way around, either. There is
hardly any real evidence for an elaborate dualist Gnostic system before the time of
Marcion. The early representatives of Gnosticism such as Simon Magus, Menander,
Saturninus or Basilides remain elusive figures since we have to rely on the rather
questionable reports on them by Irenaeus and others347. How questionable these reports
are can best be shown in the case of Basilides, of whose writings we fortunately have
345

Even Harnack admits: “Wo der Marcionitismus oberflächlich, d. h. nach seinen Lehren und nicht
zugleich nach seinen Motiven aufgefaßt und angeeignet wurde, konnte er sehr leicht als „Gnostizismus“
erscheinen” (Marcion, p. 196 n.1).
346
Cf. Markschies, “Die valentinianische Gnosis und Marcion – einige neue Perspektiven”, in:
May/Greschat, Marcion., p. 174.
347
Cf. Markschies, Gnosis, p. 82: “We can demonstrate from both the reports about Simon and the
framents of Basilides that the systems which Irenaeus describes with a clear reference to his normal
system represent at least secondary stages of theoretical development. Neither Simon in the first century
nor Basilides in the early second century taught what Irenaeus asserted at the end of the second century.”
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several fragments preserved, fragments which, however, stand in a certain contradiction
to the reports offered by Irenaeus, especially as to the feature of dualism which Irenaeus
attributes to Basilides348. For from the fragments themselves, which may be considered
authentic and thus more trustworthy than the reports of the heresiologists, there is no
clear dualism to be found in Basilides’ doctrine349.
All in all we may state that Marcion, like everybody else, is a man of his time, and since
his time was the age of Christian Gnosticism, he can by no means be seen as completely
unrelated to the phenomenon as such. Still, his system of thought remains unique, and
our knowledge of pre-Marcionite Gnosticism remains fragmentary, so that any
immediate Gnostic influence on him and his theology is no longer traceable.

348
349

Löhr, Basilides, p. 271-273.
Cf. ibid., p. 328-329.
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4.) Conclusion

Marcion’s first God is not just, he is evil – this is one of the most important results of
this chapter as well as of this entire study. From this good-evil dualism we must,
however, not conclude, as Bousset did (see above note 206), that Marcion simply
projected an originally Oriental-Persian dualism of light and darkness onto the God(s) of
the Old and the New Testament. There seems to be a certain idea that Marcion could
have been only either a Biblicist (as Harnack believed) or a representative of a (simple)
good-evil dualism (as Bousset believed). However, this idea turns out to be erroneous,
since Marcion was in fact both. The heresiarch found the image of his two Gods in the
two Testaments, and not anywhere else.
Another idea which seems to prevail among scholars is that the good God forms the
centre of Marcion’s doctrine. We have seen, however, that it is in fact the evil God, the
God of the Old Testament, who rightly deserves to be called the first God in Marcion’s
system. The good God is a pure anti-God, who merely reacts to the malice of his
counterpart; and he does so by an attitude towards the Creator which can be labelled as
nothing else but Trotz (see Chapter VI).
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IV. Marcion’s Bible
No man ever believes that the Bible means what it says.
He is always convinced that it says what he means.
George Bernard Shaw

Marcion’s Bible stands in a strangely dialectical relation to his theology: it is the source
and at the same time the result of his doctrine. This reciprocity makes it most difficult to
divide these two parts. Nevertheless, for the sake of lucidity I have dedicated the
preceding chapter to Marcion’s Bible as the source of his theology, by establishing those
doctrinal elements he retrieved from the texts, and I am going to dedicate the present
chapter to Marcion’s methodology regarding Scripture, that is, both his approach to the
texts as well as the formation of his own canon.
Separatio legis et evangelii proprium et principale opus est Marcionis.350 When
Tertullian wrote this line in the beginning of the third century, he could not foresee that
about thirteen hundred years later a German monk would also make the distinction
between Law and Gospel one of his major theological themes, yet in a completely
different way. The crucial element to realise in this matter is that when Tertullian uses
the terms Law and Gospel, he does not refer to two different theological entities (as
Luther did), but simply to two different testimonies, the Old Testament on the hand, the
New Testament on the other. That the Carthaginian had this meaning in mind becomes
obvious when we look at similar passages about Marcion’s main exploit in which he

350

Adv. Marc. I.19,4. “The separation of Law and Gospel is the actual and principal work of Marcion.”
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clearly speaks of Marcion’s opposition between the entire two Testaments.351 However,
Tertullian’s statement has frequently been used by scholars to support their view – going
back to Harnack352 – of the Pauline/Lutheran distinction of Law and Gospel353 being the
starting-point for Marcion’s teaching354. Already in the preceding chapter we have seen
that this idea is untenable, and the following analysis will confirm this result.
Nevertheless, Tertullian was perfectly right in identifying the separation of the two
Testaments as Marcion’s main project, since this distinction – as we have seen – forms
the basis for Marcion’s entire dualism.
Marcion is a Biblicist. This designation is by no means to be understood as a
commendation of his theology355. That Marcion misunderstood the biblical message
goes without saying, but this is no argument against his Biblicism. There is no reading
without interpretation, and thus the term Biblicism does not say anything about the
content of a theologian’s doctrine. Therefore, the famous question whether Marcion was
a Gnostic or a Biblicist – as classically formulated by Ugo Bianchi in his article
“Marcion – théologien biblique ou docteur gnostique” – is somewhat beside the point
(see Chapter III). Gnosticism describes an entire system of thought, Biblicism is merely
a theological method, the method of using the Bible as the only basis for one’s theology,
usually combined with a very literal understanding of it. This method has already been
established in the preceding chapter, by realising that Marcion portrayed his two Gods
entirely according to biblical testimony (see above). He is not a philosopher, he does not
ask for ‘why’ or ‘how’, he accepts the things as they are reported in the texts,
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Cf. for example Adv. Marc. IV.6,1. Cf. also Verweijs, Evangelium, p. 243: “Dabei sind mit dem Gesetz
nicht nur die am Sinai verkündeten Gebote des Mose gemeint, im Gegensatz zur Weissagung und
Verheißung der Propheten, sondern das Gesetz meint die gesamte alttestamentliche Offenbarung.”
352
Harnack, Marcion, p. 30.
353
Technically of course, there is no such thing as a Pauline distinction between Law and Gospel. Paul
contrasts Law and Faith, Law and Spirit, Law and Grace, but never Law and Gospel. Still, the main idea,
which Luther then later on systematised in his famous distinction, is indeed to be found in Paul, even
though not with the exact wording.
354
Cf. for example Blackman, Marcion, p. 103; Aland, Marcion/Marcioniten, p. 93; Joseph Tyson,
Marcion and Luke-Acts. A Defining Struggle, Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 2006, p. 31.
355
Although he occasionally affirms the contrary, there can be no doubt that Harnack thinks of this feature
of Marcion’s theology as praise.
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particularly the Old Testament, an uncritical attitude which Harnack correctly referred to
as “das ‘Mitten im Denken stehenbleiben’”356.

356

Harnack, Marcion, p. 99.
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1.) The Old Testament
1.1. Marcion’s Literalism
Marcion’s literal understanding of the Old Testament or, put negatively, his strict
rejection of its allegorical interpretation, has occupied scholars for a long time, leading
to a variety of different explanations for this phenomenon.
Several scholars have proposed a connection between Marcion and his contemporary
and countryman Aquila357, a translator of the Jewish Scriptures into Greek. It is true that
comparing these two men “we find an almost identical preference for the literal and
historical interpretation of the Old Testament which is in marked contrast to the
prevailing exegesis alike of Hellenistic Judaism and the catholic Christianity of the
time”358. Although a connection between the two men cannot be excluded, it is certainly
not necessary in order to explain Marcion’s attitude. It goes without saying that Marcion
did not read the Old Testament with the eyes of an orthodox Jew, as any Jew would have
been appalled to see his God described the way Marcion did.359 But if this is the case,
the whole idea of dependence becomes dubious. As with Marcion’s relation to the
Apostle Paul (see below), it seems questionable to assume that one man took over
substantial ideas from the other when both came to the most different results possible:
Aquila turned to orthodox Judaism, Marcion became a radical Christian dualist. Besides
all this, we might reasonably ask whether understanding a text literally, which would
presumably be the first instinct of any reader, is really something so extraordinary that
one has to be influenced by a particular exegetical movement to come up with the idea.
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According to Irenaeus (Adv. haer. III.21,1) Aquila was also from Pontus. Once more Epiphanius (De
mens. 14) is more precise, stating that Aquila was from Sinope.
358
Wilson, Marcion, p. 45.
359
Cf. Verweijs, Evangelium, p. 278.
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David Dungan, while correctly perceiving that there was “nothing at all ‘Jewish’ either
in Marcion’s attitude toward the Old Testament or his manner of interpreting it”360,
offered an alternative explanation of Maricon’s literalism which is unfortunately just as
misleading, if not more. He interprets Marcion’s method as a “typical weapon in the
arsenal of Hellenistic religious polemics, whether Christian, Jewish, or Pagan. More
specifically, it was the way one interpreted rival ‘Scripture’ so as to destroy it, by
making it out to be a worthless jumble of inconsistencies, bizarre absurdities, and
morally repulsive spectacles involving the Gods.”361 Dungan’s main misconception in
this matter is that to Marcion the Old Testament was anything but rival Scripture, as he
sincerely believed in its content (cf. Chapter III; see below). Marcion’s literal
understanding of the Old Testament can therefore by no means be seen as a weapon
against his enemies. Celsus, on the other hand, whom Dungan (erroneously) names as a
similar case of refusal of allegorical interpretation of the Old Testament362, was a pagan
philosopher who considered the entire Old Testament to be a fabrication. His attacks
against it are indeed made in an attempt to demonstrate how foolish and absurd the faith
of the Christians (and Jews) is. Naturally, Harnack was inclined to see Marcion as
exactly this kind of intellectual mind, but he thus failed to see him for what he really was
(see Chapter III). For to Marcion, unlike his disciple Apelles (see Chapter VII), it was by
no means an “obvious step”363 to consider these texts to be a fabrication (see below).
Besides these failed attempts to explain Marcion’s refusal of allegorical interpretation of
the Jewish Scriptures, we have to ask whether this method was really all that substantial
for his theology. Tertullian maintains that there are two categories of prophetic language
which the Marcionites need to acknowledge.364 The first is the announcing of future
events as if they had already happened, the second form consists of those cases in which
360

David L. Dungan, “Reactionary Trends in the Gospel Producing Activity of the Early Church:
Marcion, Tatian, Mark”, in: M. Sabbe (ed.), L’Évangile selon Marc: Tradition et rédaction, Leuven:
University Press, 1974, p. 191.
361
Ibid., p. 197.
362
Ibid., p. 195.
363
Wilson, Marcion, p. 116
364
For the following cf. Adv. Marc. III.5; cf. also Braun, Contre Marcion III, SC 399, Paris: Cerf, 1994, p.
270-273.
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things have to be understood figuratively instead of literally. The fact that Tertullian
demands acceptance of these dictions indeed shows that the Marcionites refused to apply
any of these interpretations. However, the only case in which Tertullian actually defends
these methods against his opponents is the messianic prophecies within the Old
Testament.365 As described in the preceding chapter, Marcion thought of the Creator’s
Messiah as a warrior, an idea which he based on the military portrayal of the infant in
Isa. 8:4, where it is said that before the child knows how to say 'My father' or 'My
mother', he will take up the strength of Damascus and the spoils of Samaria against the
king of the Assyrians.366 According to the categories just mentioned, Tertullian can
counter this claim: “Now, if nature nowhere permits being a soldier before beginning to
live, or taking up the strength of Damascus before knowing the words ‘father’ and
‘mother’, it follows that this is to be considered a figurative statement.”367 Against
Marcion’s claim that such a warlike depiction of the Messiah can under no
circumstances refer to Jesus Christ, Tertullian has thus established that this passage does
not constitute a contradiction if understood allegorically. When we consider Marcion’s
negative view of the Creator, however, which forms without a doubt the main element
he retrieved from the Old Testament, it is most striking that Tertullian never applies a
figurative meaning of the passages in question, but always points out that Marcion
misunderstood the literal meaning of the texts. A few examples may suffice to
demonstrate this.368
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Cf. J. H. Waszink, “Tertullian’s Principles and Methods of Exegesis”, in: William Schoedel/Robert
Wilken (ed.), Early Christian Literature and the Classical Intellectual Tradition, Paris: Éditions
Beauchesne, 1979, p. 29: “As we have already observed, Tertullian tries to accept the literal interpretation
as far as possible. He seriously discussed this problem in two treatises – namely, in the third book of the
Adversus Marcionem and in the De resurrectione carnis. In the former case his aim is to prove, or at least
to bring out continuously, that Christ, the son of the good God, is announced all the time in the Old
Testament.”
366
Cf. Adv. Marc. III.13,1. The passage actually reads: “Before the boy knows how to say ‘My father’ or
‘My mother’, the wealth of Damascus and the plunder of Samaria will be carried off by the king of
Assyria”.
367
Adv. Marc. III.13,3: Enimuero si nusquam hoc natura concedit, ante militare quam vivere, ante
virtutem Damasci sumere quam patris et matris vocabulum nosse, sequitur ut figurata pronuntiatio
videatur.
368
For the following features of the Old Testament God in Marcion’s view, see Chapter III.
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When Tertullian argues against Marcion’s use of the line “It is I who create evil”, he
does not counter the arch-heretic’s understanding by an allegorical interpretation of his
own, but by explaining that there are two kinds of evils, evils of sin and evils of
punishment, and that God is only the creator of the second kind, which is not actually
evil but befitting for a judge.369 The phrase “Adam, where are you?”, which Marcion
saw as proof for the Creator’s ignorance, is explained by Tertullian as being meant not
in an interrogative, but in an accusatory tone.370 One of his most interesting replies we
find concerning the story of Moses creating the brazen serpent. Marcion considered this
action to be inconsistent on the part of the Creator, since he had forbidden the making of
images. Tertullian defends this alleged inconsistency by pointing out that the serpent had
nothing to do with idolatry but was created as a remedy, and he adds: “I keep silent
about the figurative meaning of the remedy.”371 In other words, Tertullian is aware of an
allegorical meaning of this Old Testament passage372, but he considers it unnecessary to
refer to it in order to refute Marcion.
All in all it seems as if, at least to Tertullian, who is no less than Marcion’s most
important adversary, Marcion’s rejection of allegory was a minor issue. Certainly, a
writer such as Origen would disagree373, but this may have more to do with Origen’s
way of understanding the Bible than with Marcion’s. To the Alexandrian, even
Tertullian would probably have been a “crude literalist”374. In conclusion we can
maintain: Marcion did understand the Old Testament literally, but the only case in which
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Adv. Marc. II.14.
Adv. Marc. II.25,1-2.
371
Adv. Marc. II.22,1: taceo de figura remedii.
372
Tertullian is probably alluding to the common interpretation within the Early Church of the serpent
being a foreshadowing of the Cross of Christ, cf. Braun, Contre Marcion II, p. 132 n. 3.
373
Cf. for example Origen’s complaint about the Marcionites in Princ. II.5,2: “But they see these things
this way, because they do not understand how to hear anything beyond the letter” (cf. Chapter III). For
further passages in Origen concerning Marcion’s refusal of allegorical interpretation, cf. Harnack,
Marcion, p. 260*.
374
Cf. Robert M. Grant, The Letter and the Spirit, London: SPCK, 1957, p. 104. Grant provides an
excellent summary of Origen’s exegesis (p. 90-104) and correctly depicts him as “the boldest allegorizer
of the ancient Church” (p. 101). Cf. also Verweijs, Evangelium, p. 282: “Wenn Origenes von den
Marcioniten sagt: “… et ideo purae historiae deservientes …”, so ist das die Meinung des Origenes und
kein Anspruch Marcions selbst.”
370
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this method categorically differed from all of his orthodox opponents – and agreed with
the Jews instead375 – was his idea that the messianic prophecies within the Old
Testament did not refer to the coming of Jesus Christ.
If there is at all a concrete reason why Marcion interpreted the Old Testament literally, it
would be that he had no reason to do otherwise. His genuine hatred for the world and
therefore its Creator would not make him doubt that the Old Testament God actually
means what he says in phrases such as “It is I who create evil” (see Chapter III). Thus,
Verweijs concludes: “Nicht ein starrer Buchstabenglaube bestimmt die hermeneutischen
Regeln Marcions, sondern sein fanatischer Haß gegen den Weltschöpfer.”376

1.2 The Place of the Old Testament in Marcion’s Canon
The preceding chapter has already revealed of what great importance the Old Testament
was to Marcion, given that it formed the basis for his portrayal of the evil God. It is
further most interesting to notice that Marcion used the exact same Old Testament as the
orthodox church, that is, he used arguably the same collection of texts without changing
anything within them.377 This fact, although well known and undisputed, has hardly ever
been appropriately acknowledged, for it tells us a lot about the relation of the two
Testaments in Marcion’s thought. Marcion radically changed the (emerging) New
Testament according to his doctrine, not only by limiting it to a very small number of
texts, but also by cutting out passages within the remaining ones (see below). Within the
Old Testament, on the other hand, he does not change one word and sticks to a literal
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Tertullian repeatedly (cf. Adv. Marc. III.6,2; III.7,1; cf. also Chapter III) associates Marcion with the
Jews in this matter, as they are both unwilling to interpret the Old Testament prophecies as pointing to the
coming of Christ. This, however, is of course polemics and should by no means be understood to imply
any real connection between Marcion and the Jews (see above).
376
Verweijs, Evangelium, p. 283.
377
Although this statement cannot be proven with certainty, to my knowledge none of the Church Fathers
(nor any modern scholar) ever maintained the contrary.
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interpretation of it. Harnack called this feature a “psychological mystery”378. However,
the mystery is solved once one accepts a simple but crucial concept: Marcion did not
understand the Old Testament in the light of the New, he interpreted the New Testament
in the light of the Old. This fundamental idea has already become obvious in the
preceding chapter. The Creator is the first God, the one it all starts with. This is why it
would be a misconception to believe that Marcion would have needed the New
Testament in order to ‘discredit’ the Old379, for it is in fact the Old Testament which
forms his starting point. The evil God created a miserable world with weak creatures,
gave them a burdensome Law and judges them cruelly. Then, Marcion’s good God
enters the scene as a pure anti-God, with no other function than to spite the Creator and
to free mankind from its horrible lot. It is exactly due to this antithetical relation of the
two Gods in his system that Marcion could never have actually excluded the Old
Testament from his church, “denn ohne die dunkle Folie des Alten Testaments war die
Botschaft vom guten Gott und seinem Christus nicht wirkungsvoll zu verkündigen”380.
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May, “Markions Genesisauslegung und die ‚Antithesen’”, in: Dietmar Wyrwa/Barbara
Aland/Christoph Schäublin (ed.), Die Weltlichkeit des Glaubens in der Alten Kirche: FS Ulrich Wickert,
Berlin: De Gruyter, 1997, p. 194-195 (= Gesammelte Aufsätze, p. 48). Cf. also May, “In welchem Sinn
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2.) The New Testament
2.1 The Conspiracy Theory
“They [the Marcionites] say that by separating the Law and the Gospel Marcion has not
so much innovated the rule of faith but rather returned to the one previously
adulterated.”381 This fundamental conviction was at the very heart of the Marcionite
movement, the idea of re-establishing what had been falsified. Marcion was convinced
that there had been a great Judaising conspiracy going on in the world aiming at
perverting the Gospel by pretending that Christ belonged to the Creator. Responsible for
this perversion are the representatives (assertoribus)382 of the Creator. Who exactly are
these representatives? The Jews are certainly not envisaged. For what possible reason
could they have for linking Christ to their God, given that they so vigorously attempt to
distinguish themselves from the Christians? Marcion relies on the testimony of Paul in
order to identify his opponents. He refers to the Apostle’s Letter to the Galatians, in
which Peter and the other pillars of the Apostleship (that is, John and James)383 were
reprehended by Paul for not walking uprightly according to the truth of the Gospel384.
This rebuke of Peter by Paul seems to have been of great importance to Marcion, as not
only does Tertullian refer to it four times in his works against him385, but it already had
been discussed in Irenaeus386. Furthermore, the general ignorance of Peter apparently
also was an issue Marcion frequently referred to.387 Marcion supposed that when Jesus,
after Peter’s exclamation “You are the Christ of God” (Lk. 9:20), ordered him and the
381
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in Antiochien bei Markion”, in: Walter Homolka/Otto Ziegelmeier (ed.), Von Wittenberg nach Memphis.
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For the following cf. Harnack, Marcion, p. 37-39.
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other Apostles to tell this to no one, he did so because Peter erroneously regarded him as
the Messiah of the Creator388. Likewise, when Peter intended to put up three shelters for
Jesus, Moses and Elijah (Lk. 9:33), he again erroneously believed that Jesus was their
Messiah389. According to Marcion, it was due to this ignorance and insincerity of Peter
and the other Apostles that Christ felt necessitated to choose Paul as a new Apostle who
would take action against his ‘predecessors’.390
However, the former Apostles are, although contributing to it by their ignorance and
weakness, not initially responsible for the falsification of the texts. For Marcion, this
heavy guilt lies with the “false brothers” who, according to Paul, “had infiltrated our
ranks to spy on the freedom we have in Christ Jesus and to make us slaves”391. It was
this (anonymous) group of people that attempted to pervert the Gospel through an
“interpolation of Scripture by which they portrayed a Christ of the Creator”392.
Therefore, Marcion considered it his duty to free the New Testament from these
interpolations. Tertullian sums up: “He erased those things that contradict his view,
those that are in accordance with the Creator, as if they had been woven in by his
representatives, but he has retained those that agree with his view.”393
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Cf. Adv. Marc. IV.21,7. That Marcion considered Peter to believe that Jesus was the Messiah of the
Creator is not explicitly stated in this passage, however, Tertullian returns to this interpretation in Adv.
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Adv. Marc. IV.22,4-6.
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Adv. Marc. V.3,2: interpolatione scripturae, qua Christum Creatoris effingerent.
393
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2.2 The Corpus Paulinum394
2.2.1 Marcion’s Use of Paul
In his typically self-confident manner Harnack stated: “Der Ausgangspunkt der Kritik
M.s an der Überlieferung kann nicht verfehlt werden: er war in dem paulinischen
Gegensatz von Gesetz und Evangelium, übelwollender, kleinlicher und grausamer
Strafgerechtigkeit einerseits und barmherziger Liebe andrerseits gegeben.”395 This idea
is probably Harnack’s main legacy to our view on Marcion as virtually all major works
on the arch-heretic ever since have followed it396. As we have already seen in the
preceding chapter, Marcionite doctrine is only related to Pauline teaching in terms of
soteriology, and with substantial differences even in this field. But how is it then that
Harnack was so convinced of seeing Marcion almost as a reincarnation of the Apostle?
To answer this question, we shall take a look at a remark Harnack made about Marcion’s
view of the Law, a remark which is exemplary for Harnack’s bias towards the archheretic: “M.s Stellung zum Gesetz unterscheidet sich also nicht stark von der des Paulus,
wenn man die letzte Voraussetzung der beiden Götter wegläßt.”397 This argument is all
fair and good, but it is like saying that Adam Smith’s concept of economy is close to that
of Karl Marx, if one leaves aside Smith’s idea of the free market. Harnack’s
fundamental misconception, which we have already encountered in the preceding
chapter, comes to light again. The German scholar, in the tradition of the Lutheran
394
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Harnack, Marcion, p. 108.
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Reformation, wanted to focus on the New Testament and its message of love and
forgiveness, thereby deliberately neglecting the testimony of the Old Testament.
However, Marcion was the wrong role model for his plea. The Pontic did not neglect the
Old Testament, but saw it as the testimony of the evil Creator who is opposed to the
Father of Jesus Christ. Harnack may like it or not, but this evil God is as important for
Marcion’s doctrine as the good God is. To leave aside this dualism of Marcion’s means
to deprive him of the very centre of his theology.398 In the end, Marcion’s system was so
radically different from the one of Paul that it seems unlikely to assume any substantial
influence of the Apostle on the arch-heretic.399
If, however, Maricon had to virtually force his own ideas upon Paul, it leaves us with the
question why he included the Apostle in his canon. This question brings us to the subject
of Paul’s position within the Early Church. Harnack’s depiction of Marcion as the loyal
follower of Paul goes hand in hand with his view that Paul’s teachings were widely
unknown in Marcion’s time.400 This way Harnack could portray Marcion as the one who
made Paul known to the public in the first place. However, Andreas Lindemann in his
impressive monograph has conclusively shown that such a view cannot be retrieved
from the sources.401 Paul had always been an authority within the Church, and was
certainly used, but not ‘revived’ by the heretics. Apart from this general situation,
Harnack’s theory has another weak spot. Marcion’s whole movement is based on the
idea of re-establishment of lost testimonies, that is, the cleansing of texts from
interpolation based on the above mentioned conspiracy theory. Now, if we are to assume
that Paul and his Letters were virtually unknown in Marcion’s time, this project becomes
curious. Why would Marcion bother so much with changing the texts and justifying
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these changes by a theory he retrieved from these very texts, if no one knew or cared
about them anyway?
These insights bring us back to our initial question why Marcion was so keen on using
Paul’s writings in his canon, and provide us with the answer to that question, too.
Marcion wanted to claim the Apostle’s reputation for his own movement. In other
words: Marcion did not make Paul an authority, he made use of his authority. Apart
from Paul’s soteriology, which Marcion adopted to a certain extent, and his critique of
the Old Testament Law (see Chapter III), Paul serves above all as Marcion’s guarantor
for his above mentioned theory of the falsification of the Gospel. Therefore, when
Marcion declares that of all the Apostles only Paul knew the truth402, this is not so much
intended to glorify Paul, but to discredit the other ‘ignorant’ Apostles, who, together
with the “false brothers” (see above), are responsible for this falsification.

2.2.2 The Content of Marcion’s Apostolikon
Based on the above mentioned conspiracy theory, Marcion felt entitled to change the
text of the Epistles back to their ‘original’ form. Harnack’s analysis of these changes and
his corresponding reconstruction of Marcion’s Apostolikon403 were, although impressive,
subject to two main errors.404 First of all, Harnack was convinced that he completely
understood the motives according to which Marcion revised the texts. This conviction
entailed that Harnack went far beyond the sources’ actual testimony for the Marcionite
texts of the Epistles, for now he could simply deduce what Marcion had to change and
what he did not need to change405. Secondly, Harnack tended to assume that text
402

Adv. haer. III.13,1.
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versions which show a Marcionite tendency must have a Marcionite origin, too. In other
words, he mostly (not always though)406 excluded the possibility that such differences
between the orthodox text and a particular manuscript could have other causes than
Marcion’s interference.
It is mainly due to the excellent study of Ulrich Schmid that these crucial mistakes have
been exposed and that we thus have a far more reliable reconstruction of Marcion’s
Apostolikon. The main contribution of Schmid to the debate was that Marcion had much
less influence on the composition of his Corpus Paulinum than had generally been
assumed.407 Schmid, based on the study by Nils Dahl408, has conclusively demonstrated
the existence of a pre-Marcionite collection of Pauline letters which was in many ways
very similar to the one of the arch-heretic409. This collection contained the following
letters in the following order410:
Galatians
First/Second Corinthians
Romans
First/Second Thessalonians
Ephesians
Collossians
Philippians
Philemon

406
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This composition is identical to that of Marcion411, which already diminishes his
influence greatly, for it follows that he neither deliberately put Galatians at the top of his
Corpus (as Harnack believed)412, nor did he deliberately exclude the Pastorals (as
Theodor Zahn believed)413. As to the differences between the orthodox text and
Marcion’s, Schmid has established a most important rule for their evaluation: “Wenn
Singulärlesarten des marcionitischen Textes sicher etablierbar sind, dann muß gleichsam
als Gegenprobe immer auch der Versuch gemacht werden, diese Lesarten auf dem
Hintergrund von abschreibtypischen Phänomenen zu erklären. Nur wenn dieses Motiv
ausgeschlossen werden kann, sind sichere Aussagen über marcionitisch-tendenziöse
Textänderungen möglich.”414 Based on this methodological principle, Schmid comes to
the conclusion that deletions are in fact the only safe textual changes we may assume for
Marcion at all415, and even those only in the form of deletions of longer coherent
passages involving not more than four topics: 1. Abraham as the Father of all Believers,
2. Israel as point of reference for the Church, 3. judgement according to the Law, 4.
Christ as the one in whom all things were created.416 The only probable deletion of
single words can be claimed regarding the sa,rx of Christ.417 Concerning other alleged
deletions by Marcion, Schmid has shown for instance that the above mentioned preMarcionite collection already contained a version of Romans in which the last two
chapters were missing418, so that this divergence cannot be attributed to the heresiarch.
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As for the many other differences between the orthodox text and Marcion’s, they can
mostly be attributed to the ‘normal’ corruption of the New Testament manuscripts.419

2.3 The Gospel
The focus on the importance of Paul’s testimony for Marcion by most scholars (see
above) has made the Gospel take a backseat as source for his theology. However, after
what has been established in the preceding chapter, there can hardly be any doubt that it
was in the Gospel where Marcion found the basis for his doctrine of the good God. Here
he found the story of Jesus Christ and his defiance of the Creator and his Law. This
Jesus could not have been the Messiah of the evil Creator, but had to be the rescue
Marcion longed for, the Christ who had come to destroy the reign of the evil one.
Marcion used only one Gospel in his canon, the Gospel according to Luke. The question
why he chose precisely this Gospel has occupied scholars for a long time. However,
before we address this question, we must wonder if it is put in the right way, in other
words, did Marcion actually choose the Gospel of Luke? The term ‘choose’ implies a
certain deliberate selection on the heresiarch’s part, and Harnack indeed imagined
Marcion to have examined all the (four) Gospels very carefully before making his
decision.420 This again brings us to a preliminary question: did Marcion already find the
Four-Gospel Canon? This question has also been a matter of most lively debate by
scholars, however, not always from the right angle as it seems. A recent article by
Schmid serves as a good example of this.421 Having considered the different arguments
from both sides, Schmid comes to the conclusion that it is possible to date a Four-Gospel
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Collection422 as early as the middle of the second century, which means that Marcion
could have been aware of it423. The problem about this statement is that the middle of the
second century is the time when Marcion had already established his doctrine and when
his movement was already on the rise (see Chapter II). Thus, the real question would
have to be whether Marcion was already familiarised with a Four-Gospel Collection in
his youth, that is, in the years 110-130, a question which in all probability would have to
be denied424. It seems thus quite possible that Marcion was only familiar with one
Gospel at his Pontic home community, which then obviously was the Gospel of Luke.425
Despite this rather personal reason for the use of Luke as the only true Gospel, it is still
possible that Marcion was later on forced to justify his ‘choice’ in the light of the other
Gospels. He then probably once more made use of Paul’s authority, referring to Luke’s
connection to the Apostle426. Campenhausen, however, objected to this theory, pointing
out that Marcion would never have relied on the name of Luke as he attributed no
author’s name to his Gospel. It is true that Tertullian informs us that Marcion indeed
ascribed no author to his Gospel427, but this information should not be overrated to imply
that Marcion imagined this Gospel to have simply dropped from heaven428. It seems
more likely that Marcion, using only one Gospel, simply saw no need to attribute an
author’s name to it since he did not have to distinguish it from others.429 Thus, he could
certainly accept the relation between Paul and Luke, while not (ostentatiously) naming
the Gospel after Paul’s companion.
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The Church Fathers leave no doubt that just as Marcion had falsified the Corpus
Paulinum so had he forged the Gospel of Luke. Nevertheless, there has been a long line
of scholars who attempted to reverse this process, claiming that our canonical Luke
forms an enlarged version of a ‘Proto-Luke’ which was also used by Marcion. This
dispute, which was especially vivid in nineteenth century German scholarship430,
appeared to be settled, as ever since John Knox’ Marcion and the New Testament (1942)
no notable scholar had defended the theory of Marcion’s priority to canonical Luke.
However, in 2006 two mutually independent publications renewed the Knox-Theory431.
Joseph Tyson in his “Marcion and Luke-Acts. A Defining Struggle” provided basically
the same theory as his teacher Knox. Matthias Klinghardt’s article432 “Markion vs.
Lukas: Plädoyer für die Wiederaufnahme eines alten Falles” offered a slightly different
point of view. Whereas Knox and Tyson believe that Marcion used and falsified ‘ProtoLuke’, Klinghardt asserts that Marcion used Proto-Luke as he found it, that is, Marcion’s
Gospel and ‘Proto-Luke’ are identical.
At first glace one might think that the Knox-Theory shows similarities to what Schmid
established concerning Marcion’s Apostolikon, since he also believed that Marcion used
an edition of the Corpus Paulinum prior to the canonical one (see above). It is therefore
most important to realise a crucial difference between these two concepts. Schmid
suggested that a pre-canonical edition of the letters of Paul existed which contained only
ten letters and which probably already contained some of the variants differing from the
canonical texts which had erroneously been attributed to Marcion. But Schmid never
430
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claimed that the existing text of the letters was later on systematically enlarged433. This
idea, however, is essential to the Knox-Theory. Tyson has set up a very lucid threephase model434.
1. ‘Proto-Luke’ is written. It dates from ca. 70-90 AD and is similar to our Luke 3-23.
2. Maricon composes his Gospel. He uses ‘Proto-Luke’ and omits many parts. This takes
place ca. 115-120. (This step would be missing according to Klinghardt’s theory.)
3. Canonical Luke is written. The author uses ‘Proto-Luke’ and adds several new
pericopes with the intention (among others) of responding to the Marcionite threat. The
final composition was finished about 120-125.
Since all our sources unanimously agree that it was Marcion who changed canonical
Luke and not the other way around, the burden of proof lies with the followers of Knox.
Correspondingly, most of their arguments are in fact counter-arguments against the idea
that Marcion changed canonical Luke. The main reason they bring forward for the
unlikeliness of this idea is that comparing the text of canonical Luke to that of Marcion,
no consistent concept of redaction can be found on the part of the arch-heretic. In other
words, there are too many passages he deleted for which there seems to be no
explanation. Klinghardt categorically states: “Die angebliche Redaktion Markions lässt
sich aus dem für ihn rekonstruierten Evangelium nicht erheben.”435 Interestingly enough,
however, he adds: “Diesen Versuch hat bisher auch niemand wirklich unternommen.”436
Without addressing the question of how Klinghardt can know that something which
apparently no one ever tried is impossible, in the following I would like to attempt this
never before tried enterprise of reconstructing the rules according to which Marcion
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revised the Gospel of Luke from the text of Marcion’s Gospel437. Unfortunately, a
reliable reconstruction of Marcion’s Gospel is not available at present.438 However,
Knox based his theory on a particular list he made of passages that Marcion definitely
(that is, according to Tertullian/Epiphanius) cut out, a list that Tyson accepts439 and
which Klinghardt also seems to be working with. Thus, it should suffice to deal with this
very list and see if coherent rules are to be found according to which Marcion
proceeded. Now, if one searches long enough, it would certainly be possible to find
some explanation for every deletion, however, this is supposed to be an unprejudiced
analysis, so I shall refrain from finding an explanation at all cost. In other words, if a
conflict between a certain passage and Marcion’s doctrine cannot be explained in a plain
and simple way, I shall count the deletion of this passage as unexplained.
The following list will start with naming the verse(s) deleted by Marcion, followed by
the rule which caused this deletion. The rules themselves require no further explanation
as they derive from the elements of Marcion’s doctrine already established. In several
cases more than one rule would apply, but I shall stick to the main one. Unless the
conflict between the passage in question and the rule is obvious, a short explanation of
this conflict will be given.
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1:1-4 The Prologue
Rule (1): The tradition of the Church is falsified.
Conflict: not only does the prologue label the Gospel as one among many, it also
attaches great importance to the testimony of the early eyewitnesses whom Marcion
considered to be ignorant of Christ’s true teaching.

1:5-80 The Foretelling of the Birth of John the Baptist and of Christ;
Birth and Early Life of John the Baptist
Rule (2): Christ is not the Son of the Old Testament God.
Conflict: the idea of Christ having John the Baptist as a ‘forerunner’ in the form of a
prophet of the Creator as well as the announcement of Christ’s birth by an angel of the
Creator implies a connection between Christ and the Old Testament God which was
intolerable to Marcion.

2:1-52 Birth and Infancy of Christ
Rule (3): Christ is neither born nor raised.

3:1b-3:22 John the Baptist ‘prepares the way’ for Christ and baptises him.
Rule (2): Christ is not the Son of the Old Testament God.
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3:23-38 The Genealogy of Christ
Rule (3): Christ is neither born nor raised.

4:1-13 The Temptation of Christ
Rule (4): The Old Testament or its figures are no authority for Christ.
Conflict: in the temptation pericope, Christ frequently refers to the Old Testament as his
authority.

4:14-15 Christ in Galilee
Conflict: Marcion switched pericopes at the beginning of his Gospel, starting with 3:1
(“In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar …”) and immediately going to
4:31 (“he went down to Capernaum, a town in Galilee”).440 It seems that due to this
change Marcion simply had no need for this intermediate section anymore.

5:39 “And no one after drinking old wine wants the new, for he says, ‘The old is
better.’”
Rule (2): Christ is not the Son of the Old Testament God.
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Conflict: the parable of the old and the new wineskins was of great importance to
Marcion for his distinction of the Old and the New Testament441. However, this verse,
which seems to suggest that the old one is better, was obviously untenable to him.442

8:19 Now Jesus' mother and brothers came to see him, but they were not able to get
near him because of the crowd.
Rule (3): Christ is neither born nor raised.

9:31 They appeared in glorious splendour, talking with Jesus. They spoke about his
departure, which he was about to bring to fulfillment at Jerusalem.
Rule (4): The Old Testament or its figures are no authority for Christ.
Conflict: this verse is part of the Transfiguration periscope, which Marcion used to
demonstrate Christ’s superiority over Moses and Elijah (cf. Chapter III). This verse,
however, not only makes the Old Testament figures appear in glory but also states that
they were able to prophecy Christ’s future.

11:29b-32443 The Sign of Jonah
Rule (4): The Old Testament or its figures are no authority for Christ.
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Cf. Adv. Marc. II.16,5; IV.11,9.
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11:49-51 “Because of this, God in his wisdom said, ‘I will send them prophets and
apostles, some of whom they will kill and others they will persecute.’ Therefore this
generation will be held responsible for the blood of all the prophets that has been
shed since the beginning of the world, from the blood of Abel to the blood of
Zechariah, who was killed between the altar and the sanctuary. Yes, I tell you, this
generation will be held responsible for it all.”
Rule (2): Christ is not the Son of the Old Testament God.

12:6-7 “Are not five sparrows sold for two pennies? Yet not one of them is
forgotten by God. Indeed, the very hairs of your head are all numbered. Don't be
afraid; you are worth more than many sparrows.”
Rule (2): Christ is not the Son of the Old Testament God.
Conflict: these words of consolation by Christ refer to a creator God who is concerned
with things like animals or hairs.

12:28 “If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today and
tomorrow is thrown into the fire, how much more will he clothe you.”
Rule (2): Christ is not the Son of the Old Testament God.
Conflict: once again, this statement refers to a creator God who is concerned with
material things.
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13:1-9 Repent or Perish!
Rule (2): Christ is not the Son of the Old Testament God.
Conflict: the Godhead portrayed in these verses is one of judgement.

13:29-30 “People will come from east and west and north and south, and will take
their places at the feast in the kingdom of God. Indeed, there are those who are last
who will be first, and first who will be last.”
Conflict: for these verses there seems to be no obvious reason why Marcion disapproved
of them.444

13:31-35 Jesus’ Lament over Jerusalem
Rule (2): Christ is not the Son of the Old Testament God.
Conflict: besides the citation of the Psalm we find here Jesus’ statement that no prophet
can die outside Jerusalem, which is a clear reference to the prophets of the Creator.

444

Gustav Volckmar offers an explanation (Das Evangelium Marcions, Leipzig: Weidmann’sche
Buchhandlung, 1852, p. 61-62), but it seems too complicated and too far-fetched to claim validity.
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15:11-32 The Parable of the Lost Son
Conflict: of all of Marcion’s deletions this parable seems to be the most problematic as it
is the one which is brought forward the most in favour of the Knox-Theory445. Harnack
suggested that the theme of the return to the father’s house might have conflicted with
Marcion’s doctrine.446 In a similar manner Gustav Volckmar already believed that if
Marcion understood the two sons to represent the Jews and the Gentiles, then the figure
of the father would represent the God of the Jews as well as the Father of Christ, which
was obviously unacceptable to him.447 It might also simply have been the fact that the
lost son is rewarded with so many luxurious material goods which offended Marcion
(see Chapter VI). Even though a completely convincing explanation why this specific
pericope was intolerable to the arch-heretic seems hard to find, one should remember
that he had no particular reason to appreciate it, either. The reason the deletion of this
parable surprises scholars so much is that they feel that this parable should have been of
special importance to Marcion due to its message of the forgiveness of sins.448 However,
as we have seen in the preceding chapter, this idea is completely absent from Marcion’s
doctrine. Therefore, without a major reason to keep it, a minor reason to erase it may
have been enough for the arch-heretic.

17:10b “Say, ‘we are unworthy servants; we have only done our duty.’”
Rule (2): Christ is not the Son of the Old Testament God.
Conflict: this phrase presupposes a demanding Godhead who requires works of duty of
his servants.
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18:31-34 Jesus predicts his passion and resurrection
Rule (5): The Old Testament cannot be fulfilled in Christ.
Conflict: Jesus clearly states that his passion and resurrection form the fulfilment of
prophecy.

19:9b “because this man, too, is a son of Abraham”
Rule (4): The Old Testament or its figures are no authority for Christ.
Conflict: the whole phrase reads “Today salvation has come to this house, because this
man, too, is a son of Abraham.” This logic is obviously not valid for Marcion’s Christ.

19:29-40 Jesus approaches Jerusalem
Rule (4): The Old Testament or its figures are no authority for Christ.
Conflict: Jesus’ disciples celebrate his entry into Jerusalem by citing a psalm and Jesus
supports it.

19:41-44 Jesus weeps over Jerusalem
Rule (2): Christ is not the Son of the Old Testament God.
Conflict: Jesus predicts the destruction of Jerusalem because they “did not recognise the
time of God’s coming”, thereby implying a God of judgement.
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19:45-46 The Cleansing of the Temple
Rule (4): The Old Testament or its figures are no authority for Christ.
Conflict: Jesus cites words from the prophets Isaiah and Jeremiah as motivation for his
actions.

20:9-18 The Parable of the Tenants
Rule (2): Christ is not the Son of the Old Testament God.
Conflict: the parable clearly implies that Christ is the Son of the God of Israel.

20:37-38 “But in the account of the bush, even Moses showed that the dead rise, for
he calls the Lord ‘the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of
Jacob’. He is not the God of the dead, but of the living, for to him all are alive."
Rule (4): The Old Testament or its figures are no authority for Christ.

21:18 “But not a hair of your head will perish.”
Rule (2): Christ is not the Son of the Old Testament God.
Conflict: these words of consolation by Christ refer to a creator God who is concerned
with physical things like hairs (see above).

139
21:21-24 Judgement upon Jerusalem
Rule (5): The Old Testament cannot be fulfilled in Christ.
Conflict: the passage speaks of the fulfilment of all that has been written.

22:16 “For I tell you, I will not eat it again until it finds fulfilment in the kingdom
of God.”
Rule (5): The Old Testament cannot be fulfilled in Christ.
Conflict: the idea of the fulfilment of an Old Testament institution in the kingdom of
(the good) God was intolerable to Marcion.

22:35-38 The Two Swords
Rule (5): The Old Testament cannot be fulfilled in Christ.
Conflict: once again Jesus speaks of his approaching passion and death as fulfilment of
prophecy.

23:43 “Today you will be with me in paradise.”449
Rule (2): Christ is not the Son of the Old Testament God.

449

Knox lists the entire pericope 23:39-43, but Epiphanius only mentions that Marcion cut out verse 43
(Pan. 42.11,6; Schol. 72). Unlike with several other pericopes, in this case I do not see why the statement
by Epiphanius should call for a deletion of the entire section.
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Although the term paradise is most common in modern English, the Greek term
para,deisoj only occurs twice in the New Testament450 besides this passage. In the LXX
it was used for the Garden of Eden451. If this association was still alive in Marcion’s time
– which seems likely – the passage obviously became intolerable for him, since Jesus
would never expect to enter the Creator’s realm.

Result: of the 32 pericopes discussed above, only for two have we not been able to find
a clear explanation for Marcion’s deletion of them. Put positively, we can explain more
than 93% of the changes as being due to five simple rules, which seems more than
enough to consider the argument of an incoherent redaction by Marcion as invalid.
However, the claim of inconsistency not only refers to those passages Marcion deleted,
but also to those he left in. Especially Albert Schwegler452 has tried to show that even
though we might be able to give reasons for the passages Marcion erased from his
Gospel, we would still be unable to explain why he cut those out and left other (similar)
passages in. Schwegler’s choice is problematic, however, since for only a few of his
named passages can we actually be certain that the verses in question were in fact
missing from or, respectively, contained in Marcion’s Gospel. As to those passages for
which such a certainty can be claimed, a few examples may suffice to demonstrate the
weakness of Schwegler’s argument.
Schwegler considers it astonishing that Marcion would cut out 8:19 (“Now Jesus' mother
and brothers came to see him, but they were not able to get near him because of the
crowd”), but would retain the following verse (“Someone told him, ‘Your mother and
brothers are standing outside, wanting to see you.’”) However, there is no inconsistency
to be found here. On the contrary, Marcion is very skillfully pointing out that Jesus did
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not have a mother or brothers, but that the ignorant crowd did not understand this.
Schwegler also points out that it is inconsistent on Marcion’s part to erase certain
references to the Old Testament, such as Jesus’ mention of the sign of Jonah (11:29b32), but to retain others such as Jesus’ reference to David taking the consecrated bread
from the temple on the Sabbath (6:3), or Jesus talking about John the Baptist (7:27). This
alleged inconsistency is based on the false judgement that Marcion would not allow for
any Old Testament reference in his Gospel. As we have seen, however, Marcion’s Christ
is anything but unrelated to the Old Testament, he only refuses to use it as his authority.
Jesus says about John the Baptist: “This is the one about whom it is written: ‘I will send
my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way before you.’ I tell you, among
those born of women there is no one greater than John; yet the one who is least in the
kingdom of God is greater than he.” This statement is by no means problematic for
Marcion. On the contrary, Christ declared perfectly correctly that John the Baptist is the
forerunner of the Creator’s Messiah and as such excluded from the kingdom of the good
God.453 Concerning the reference to David, the story is not explicitly set in any relation
to the following “Then Jesus said to them, ‘The Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath’”,
which is obviously the important line of the pericope for Marcion. Therefore, ‘his’
Christ can tell the story of the consecrated bread “ohne darauf für sich selbst irgend eine
Beziehung zu nehmen”454.
The most prominent case of assumed inconsistency concerning Marcion’s revision of the
Gospel is the one that Tertullian brings forth himself. At the very end of his fourth book
against Marcion, in which he discusses his Gospel, the Carthaginian refers to the end of
Luke’s Gospel when Jesus appears to the disciples after his Resurrection.455 When Jesus
saw them frightened he said to them: “Why are you troubled, and why do doubts rise in
your minds? Look at my hands and my feet. It is I myself! Touch me and see; a ghost
does not have flesh and bones, as you see I have” (24:38-39). Tertullian is surprised that
the arch-heretic did not cut these verses out as they clearly seem to contradict Marcion’s
453
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docetic views on the body of Christ, but he also offers a most interesting explanation for
this phenomenon. Instead of deleting the passage, Marcion supposedly had a strange
interpretation for it, understanding “a ghost does not have flesh and bones, as you see I
have” to mean ‘As you see I do not have flesh and bones, just as a ghost’. Therefore,
Tertullian believes that Marcion deliberately retained certain passages which he actually
should have erased in the Gospel in order to create the impression that he did not erase
anything at all or at least that he only did so for very good reasons.
This statement by Tertullian has often served as an argument for the Knox-Theory.456
Schwegler wonders: “Hat er [Marcion] einmal, die Feder in der Hand, gestrichen was
ihm nicht gefiehl, warum diese Operation nur halb vollziehen und noch zu dem halben
Mittel einer künstlichen Interpretation greifen?”457 This question would be legitimate, if
Marcion’s interpretation could indeed be described as “künstlich”, that is, made up just
to fit his purposes. However, this judgement may be a bit rash. Obviously, to Schwegler,
to us today and already to Tertullian this understanding of the passage seems so farfetched that we automatically picture Marcion sitting at his desk racking his brain to
come up with some weird interpretation just in order not to be forced to cut these verses
out. But is this interpretation really so much weirder than Tertullian’s assumption that
the words “Adam, where are you” are not a question but an exclamation (see above)? In
both cases, the grammatical structure of words, which is obvious to any unprejudiced
reader, is twisted in order to ‘make it fit’. We have no idea how Marcion’s mind worked,
but it seems not unlikely that a man of such fanatism would really understand the
passage above in a way that was convenient to him. However, even if we assumed that
Marcion deliberately came up with a far-fetched interpretation, there would still be
another answer to Schwegler’s question. After all, by interpreting the passage this way,
not only could Marcion make it appear as not contradicting his view, but he had another
piece of evidence for it.
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Summing up, we may say that it can simply not be expected that we completely
understand the editorial concept of a man who lived almost 2000 years ago and of whose
own writings nothing survives. If a certain deletion is not entirely clear to us, this may
simply be due to the fact that the meaning the text had in its own time is not entirely
clear to us. The five rules established above can only serve as a guideline. Marcion did,
in all probability, not even have a precise concept according to which he performed his
changes. Let us not forget that erasing passages in the second century is neither done
with an eraser nor by means of ‘copy and paste’. Shortening a text means to write it
anew. The creativity and perhaps spontaneity which is involved in such a process should
not be underestimated.
Beside the alleged inconsistent process of redaction, Knox and his followers also point
to the fact that of the 283 verses missing in Marcion’s Gospel only 57½ have synoptic
parallels, which means that almost 80% of what Marcion deleted belonged to Lukan
Sondergut.458 According to the Knox-Theory this portion is too big to be a coincidence,
and thus it is concluded that it is more likely that these passages were added later on than
that Marcion deliberately decided to delete more of the Sondergut than of the
parallels.459 However, this relation would only be problematic if we still assumed that
Marcion deliberately chose Luke, since Knox’ argument is based on the idea that
Marcion would never deliberately have selected a Gospel so full of problematic
passages460. Since it is more likely, however, that Marcion used Luke because it was the
only Gospel he was familiar with (see above), it cannot be surprising that the Pontic
simply had more problems with the Sondergut than with the parallels, especially with
the first two chapters of Luke, which alone form more than half of the Sondergut
Marcion deleted.
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Having established that the Knox-Theory brings forth no conclusive argument to
question the traditional view, it will suffice to briefly point out some other weaknesses
that the theory has in itself. First of all, the claim of an inconsistent redaction on
Marcion’s part raises one big question: if, allegedly, we are unable to explain why
Marcion deleted the above mentioned passages, then it follows that we are also unable to
explain why anybody should have added them in order to fight Marcion. Certainly, the
defenders of the Knox-Theory would point out that the anti-Marcionite tendency was
only one motive for the enlargement. Still, when we look at the passages brought
forward by Tyson or Klinghardt in order to defend their theory of a post-Marcion
redaction, it is striking that neither of them ever discussed either of the two passages we
have not been able to explain as deliberate Marcionite deletions, and it seems indeed
difficult to find clear reasons for the adding of the Parable of the Prodigal Son or of
verses 13:29-30 because of some editorial concept.
Another problem is the very early dating of Marcion’s activity that this theory requires.
As we have seen in Tyson’ system above, Marcion would have to be already active
about 110-120 AD, which strictly contradicts the dating of his life we have established
in Chapter II.461
Moreover, there is the most questionable argument from analogy. Knox points out –
based on the thesis of the priority of Marcion’s canon (see below) – that the Church
enlarged Marcion’s Apostolikon by adding the Pastorals, by adding other Apostolic
writings (Letters of Peter, James and so on) and by adding Acts as the beginning of the
Apostolikon.462 From this he concludes that it would be reasonable to assume that
Marcion’s Gospel was also enlarged. Knox is right when he states that “an argument
from analogy is always precarious”463, and this is particularly true when the analogy
used is completely wrong. The Church may have enlarged Marcion’s Gospel by adding
other Gospels to it, just as they may have added writings to the Apostolikon, but they
461
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never added any verses to the text of Paul’s Letters464. Therefore, if the argument from
analogy is used in this case, then it would be against the Knox-Theory, assuming that
just as the Church never added anything to the text of the Apostolikon, so they never
added anything to the text of the Gospel of Luke.
Klinghardt has introduced another feature to the discussion by referring to a passage in
Tertullian’s work against Marcion in which he states that the arch-heretic claims that the
Gospel was interpolatum a protectoribus Iudaismi ad concorporationem legis et
prophetarum465. The Marcionite idea that Scripture has been interpolated by Judaisers
has already been established above, however, Klinghardt takes the view that this
particular section does not imply that Marcion actually protested against certain passages
which had been added to the texts, but against the integration of these texts (Gospel and
Apostolikon) into a larger corpus, that is, the canonical Bible of the Old and the New
Testament.466 Now, no one is going to deny that Marcion was opposed to the union of
the Old and the New Testament, and it is quite possible that the above mentioned
passage does indeed refer to that opposition467; but to conclude from this feature that
Marcion did not delete any passages from the New Testament is highly questionable,
since both ideas go hand in hand with one another: the conviction that the New
Testament is opposed to the Old makes it impossible that the New Testament would
contain any positive reference to it. Besides, Klinghardt seems to have overlooked the
numerous other passages in Tertullian where the Carthaginian clearly accuses Marcion
of having falsified the text of the Scriptures, such as Adv. Marc. IV.6,2 (see above): “He
erased those things that contradict his view, those that are in accordance with the
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Creator, as if they had been woven in by his representatives, but he has retained those
that agree with his view.”468
Auctoritas locuta, causa finita: Klinghardt points out the danger of such an attitude with
good reason.469 Traditional concepts are always to be examined carefully to prevent
them from being taken for granted just because earlier generations said so. However, this
must not seduce us to question a traditional point of view simply because it is traditional.
We have clearly seen that in the case of Marcion’s relation to the Gospel of Luke there is
no reason to assume that the traditional position, which states that Marcion falsified
Luke, would be incorrect.
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3.) Marcion’s Canon
“Idee und Wirklichkeit einer christlichen Bibel sind von Markion geschaffen worden,
und die Kirche, die sein Werk verwarf, ist ihm hierin nicht vorangegangen, sondern –
formal gesehen – seinem Vorbild gefolgt.”470 This fundamental thesis by Hans Freiherr
von Campenhausen has shaped the canon-debate immensely over the last decades. Even
though this theory must be regarded as the most extreme concerning Marcion’s
influence on the making of the Christian canon, most scholars would agree that Marcion
played a substantial role in the process471, although there are some critical voices472, too.
Be that as it may, the exact process of orthodox canon making is not the subject of this
study, so the following section will above all focus on one question: can we call Marcion
the founder of the first Christian canon?
Before we can consider the sources’ testimony, we must reflect on one preliminary
question: what do we mean when we use the term ‘canon’? Bruce Metzger’s distinction
between a “collection of authoritative books” and an “authoritative collection of
books”473 is most helpful in this regard. Marcion was surely not the first Christian to
consider certain texts as authoritative. If at all, he was the first to limit the number of
these texts. Since Marcion mistrusted the entire Church tradition as relying on the
testimony of ignorant Apostles and Judaist forgers (see above), limitation is the key to
the understanding of Marcion’s canon making. It is with this meaning of the word canon
in mind that we shall analyse whether Marcion can be said to be a pioneer in this field or
not. The decisive factor is that by choosing exactly which texts to change, Marcion also
defined which texts to consider as authoritative. Thus, the moment Marcion completed
470
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his ‘revision’ of the biblical books was the moment his canon was born. The big
question is: when was that moment?
Generally speaking, it is usually not the text that makes the institution, but the institution
that makes the text. Therefore, Marcion’s church was not necessarily founded on the
basis of his canon. Regul states correctly: “Das bloße marcionitische Neue Testament
konnte ihm nicht viel Anhänger gewinnen.”474 Marcion had to establish and to promote
his idea of the good and the evil God first, in other words, he had to promote his
Antitheses (see Chapter V) first. After people became aware of this concept, the problem
occurred that some passages within the Gospel of Luke and the Letters of Paul seemed
to contradict Marcion’s claim. It was perhaps only then that Marcion saw himself
necessitated to perform the above-mentioned changes in the Gospel, using Paul as his
authority (see above). The exact moment for this event cannot be determined; however,
given that by the time Justin wrote his First Apology (ca. 153-154) Marcion’s movement
had already spread ‘in the whole world’475 (see Chapter II), we may assume that
Marcion’s church could not have reached this status without inner coherence based on
the Antitheses and the canon476. We would thus probably not be far off the mark when
we suppose that Marcion’s canon was definitely set by the year 150. Therefore, even
with a very early dating of the emergence of the orthodox canon477, we could still
maintain that Marcion can legitimately be called the founder of the first Christian
“authoritative collection of books”.
The reason Marcion was able to ‘outrun’ the Church in this process is twofold. First of
all, it is simply due to Marcion’s powerful position in his church (see Chapter VI). A
man who can more or less determine a canon on his own is likely to have set this canon
474
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before an entire federation of single communities can agree on one. The perhaps more
important reason for Marcion’s quickness was his view of history478. In order to
establish a corpus of Scripture the Church as well as Marcion had to reach a point at
which they considered themselves to be in a posterior age compared to the Urgemeinde.
Once this deliberate distinction had been made, they began to see themselves no longer
as the ‘producers’ of Scripture, but merely as its interpreters. While it cannot be
determined exactly when that particular moment arrived for the Church, for Marcion this
moment came as soon as he conceived his conspiracy theory (see above). Thus, in
Marcion’s view there is the age in which the ‘original’ Gospel and Letters are composed,
there is a second age in which these texts are being falsified, and then there is his age, in
which he re-establishes the originals. It was because of this outlook on history that
Marcion reached the awareness of a posterior age, which is necessary for the
establishment of a canon of Scripture, before the Church did.
So far we have restricted our attention, in accordance with the focus of previous
scholarship, on the question of the canonisation of Marcion’s New Testament. As has
been noted above, however, the Old Testament also forms part of Marcion’s canon of
Scripture, and it can thus not simply be ignored when considering the formation of
Marcion’s canon. We have already remarked that Marcion, in all probability, accepted
the same collection of Old Testament texts as the Church did, so, unlike for the New
Testament, we cannot detect any influence on his part in this regard. He did, however, –
and this is certainly a most crucial contribution to the development – establish the first
Christian bi-partite canon by opposing the Old and the New Testament. The question is:
was he perhaps also the first to use the terms ‘Old’ and ‘New Testament’ for this bipartite collection of his, as Wolfram Kinzig suggested479? Kinzig correctly points out
that “two facts had to be established before the expression ‘New Testament’ could be
used as book title. First, there must have been a corpus of writings which was perceived
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as a unity. Secondly, this corpus of writings as a whole must have been seen in
opposition to those writings which so far had been considered as the only Holy
Scriptures (that is, our ‘Old Testament’ which, however, had probably not yet been
termed thus in the Church at large).”480 Both of these facts had, as we have just seen,
already been established by Marcion. Thus, the preconditions for allowing him to apply
the terms ‘Old’ and ‘New Testament’ are fulfilled. The use of the term diaqh,kh may
seem questionable at first, since Marcion’s doctrine shows no signs of a theology of
covenant; however, Kinzig has demonstrated that the term diaqh,kh was not restricted to
this particular meaning, but could simply bear the meaning of ‘Will’ and was thus
suitable for Marcion to use in order to refer to a written document481.
The only question which remains is whether Marcion would apply the terms ‘old’ and
‘new’ to these collections of writings, or, in other words, whether the terms ‘old’ and
‘new’ really represent the quintessence of Marcion’s dualism. Kinzig considers this most
likely given that Marcion was very keen on pointing out the ‘newness’ of Christ’s
Gospel482. Marcion’s good God is indeed new insofar as he is alien and unheard of
before (see Chapter III); but his relation to the evil God is not one of ‘new God replacing
an old one’. Likewise, the evil God in Marcion’s system might be called old (although
we have no evidence that Marcion ever did so) only insofar as he made himself known
before the good God, but he is by no means old in the sense of ‘outdated’483. Once again
we encounter the crucial misconception regarding Marcion’s view of the Old Testament.
Kinzig quotes Campenhausen: “Das Alte Testament war für Markion erledigt und
konnte in keinem Sinne mehr gelten.”484 As we have seen above as well as in Chapter
III, this idea is most misleading. Marcion’s evil God is still very much present in this
world and in fact still in control of it, without any real interference from the good God. It
480

Ibid., p. 534.
Ibid., p. 538.
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Ibid., p. 536-538. That the term ‘new’ was frequently to be found in Marcion’s Antitheses as Kinzig,
based on Harnack, assumes is, however, rather unlikely given the disposition of the work (see Chapter V).
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This is implied by Kinzig, ibid., p. 541-542.
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Wolfram Kinzig, Novitas Christiana: Die Idee des Fortschritts in der Alten Kirche bis Eusebius,
Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1994, p. 138.
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151
is exactly because of the fact that to Marcion the testimony of the ‘Old Testament’ was
anything but outdated or obsolete that we may doubt whether he would actually have
used the term old for it.
Besides all of this, it also needs to be pointed out that the concept of the ‘Old’ and ‘New
Testament’ as referring to two different covenants was in fact formulated against the
arch-heretic (see Chapter VII). Kinzig acknowledges this fact, but assumes that the
Church in fact adapted the terminology previously established by Marcion and then
switched its meaning in order to, in a manner of speaking, fight him with his own
weapons.485 This thought is certainly intriguing, but one might wonder whether Kinzig
does not perhaps give more credit to the Fathers than is due. Instead of implying such an
act of daring ingenuity it may be more reasonable to assume that men such as Justin
Martyr, in reaction to the Marcionite and Gnostic threat, established the idea of a
temporal development within the divine revelation without any ‘spadework’ by Marcion
himself (see Chapter VII).

485

Ibid., p. 139.
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4.) Conclusion
The fact that the larger part of this chapter has been dedicated to Marcion’s New
Testament is most of all due to the emphasis of previous scholarship. As important as
this analysis was, it should not distract us from the principal result of this chapter, which
I would also consider the principal result of this entire study: Marcion did not
understand the Old Testament in the light of the New, he interpreted the New Testament
in the light of the Old. That this crucial concept has never been properly acknowledged
by previous scholars is once again due to the overwhelming influence of Harnack,
whose conviction that Marcion simply rejected the Old Testament’s testimony has
prevailed until the present day. However, in this chapter we have found that if we really
want to understand the heresiarch’s way of thinking, we have to start with the Old
Testament and its God, the first God of Marcion’s system (see Chapter III).
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V. Marcion’s Works
The books that the world calls immoral
are the books that show the world its own shame.
Oscar Wilde

When speaking of Marcion’s works, I would like to distinguish his canon of scripture,
which consists only of the use or, respectively, the revision of other texts (see Chapter
IV), from those works that he composed himself. This chapter is dedicated to the latter.
Unfortunately, Marcion shares the fate of most heretics of Early Christianity in so far as
none of his writings survive. To make things worse, in Marcion’s case we do not even
have one authentic line from his works, which makes a reconstruction completely
impossible and even a mere portrait of their content, which is the aim of this chapter,
most difficult.
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1.) The Antitheses

Even Harnack, who is usually convinced that he is able to reconstruct just about
everything concerning Marcion’s life and thought, has to admit: “Eine Rekonstruktion
der Antithesen ist unmöglich, weil ja nicht einmal die Disposition des Werkes deutlich
ist.”486 The mystery of Marcion’s Antitheses is so complex that it seems best to first
consider all the different possibilities of what the work could have contained before
coming to a definite conclusion.
The Antitheses could have been487
a) a collection of antitheses in the literal meaning of the word, that is, contradictory
passages from the Old and the New Testament, juxtaposed in order to
demonstrate their discrepancy;
b) an extensive commentary on Marcion’s canonical books;
c) a compilation of Marcionite dogmatics;
d) a mixture of the above.

486

Harnack, Marcion, p. 84. However, Harnack would not be Harnack, if he had not at least attempted a
reconstruction, cf. ibid., p. 256*-313*.
487
Harnack believed that the Antitheses contained all these features, cf. Harnack, Der erste Reformator, p.
174-177. Subsequent scholarship has often questioned this list, but never amended it.
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a) A collection of antitheses in the literal meaning of the word
Nam hae sunt Antitheses Marcionis, id est contrariae oppositiones, quae conantur
discordiam evangelii cum lege committere, ut ex diversitate sententiarum utriusque
instrumenti diversitatem quoque argumententur deorum. (Adv. Marc. I.19,4)
For these are the Antitheses of Marcion, that is, confronting oppositions, which attempt
to establish the discord between the Gospel and the Law, in order to demonstrate from
the contrast of statements from both documents a contrast of Gods also.
This phrase forms Tertullian’s first reference to the work of Marcion, and it is one of the
most valuable too, as it not only clearly provides the purpose of the Antitheses but also,
at least to a certain extent, their style: they are designed to prove that there are two
different Gods, one of the Law/Old Testament and one of the Gospel/New Testament,
and they do so by opposing contradictory statements from both texts488. In other words,
the work actually contained antitheses in the classical meaning of the word. We learn
even more about the structure of these antitheses when Tertullian sets up several
antitheses of his own in opposition to Marcion, ‘counter-antitheses’ (antitheses
aemulas)489 as he calls them. These counter-antitheses are constructed in the style of
“our God did this, and so did yours”490. While Marcion certainly did not think in
categories such as ‘my God’ and ‘your God’, Tertullian’s polemics indicate that
Marcion’s antitheses probably sounded something like ‘the one God did this, but the
other God did that’.
The very same kind of opposing statements can also be found in the Adamantius
Dialogue. Tsutsui, following Harnack, has listed seventeen ‘antitheses’ for it, which he
believes serve as structural elements within the Dialogue, as they usually mark the
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Cf. the similar statement in Adv. Marc. IV.1,1.
Cf. Adv. Marc. II.28,1.
490
Cf. Adv. Marc. II.28.
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beginning of a new discussion unit.491 That these ‘antitheses’ indeed structure the
Dialogue in a certain way is beyond doubt, however, given that we are dealing with a
text written about 200 years after Marcion’s death, in a time when the Marcionite
movement has already significantly alienated itself from its founder’s teachings (see
Chapter III), we must wonder if we actually have original references to Marcion’s work
in front of us here492. This is in all probability to be affirmed for those statements
mentioned in the Dialogue which can already be found in Tertullian, such as the
antithesis between the Creator ordering the Hebrews to be well equipped when leaving
Egypt and Christ demanding that his disciples take nothing for their journey, no shoes,
no staff, no bag, no money, no extra tunic493; between the Creator’s Law which says to
love your neighbour (and to hate your enemy)494 and Christ’s command to love your
enemy also495; between the Creator demanding an eye for an eye and Christ’s command
to turn the other cheek496; between the Creator sending bears to devour children and
Christ’s statement “Let the children come to me”497. In these passages we find not only
the exact same content as in Tertullian, but also the very same structure, an Old
Testament statement in contrast to one from the Gospel. Some of Tsutsui’s ‘antitheses’,
however, are more problematic when compared to Tertullian’s information. The latter
leaves no doubt that Marcion’s antitheses are only derived from the Gospel, not from the
Apostolikon. This becomes obvious from the fact that whenever Tertullian mentions the
Antitheses, it is always in connection with the Gospel (see below), never with the works
of Paul. As a mater of fact, the term ‘antithesis’ does not occur once in the entire fifth
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Cf. Tsutsui, Auseinandersetzung, p. 148-149.
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Matthew would occur in Marcion’s work. The Manichean Adimantus opposes Christ’s command to love
one’s enemies to Ex 23:22-24 where God declares “I will be an enemy to your enemies” (Contra
Adimantum 17,1), which might also account for Megethius’ statement. Be that as it may, since Tertullian
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Marcionite movement.
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book of Adversus Marcionem, which is concerned with the Apostolikon. That is why
those ‘antitheses’ in the Dialogue which contain a Pauline quote498 are in all probability
not taken from Marcion’s original work. Furthermore, Tertullian indicates that
Marcion’s antitheses always consisted of exempla499 from the two Testaments, that is,
words or actions by Christ which were contrasted to words or actions by the Creator,
something which is true for all those antitheses which are attested in both Tertullian and
the Dialogue (see above). Although there is no need to assume that those examples
always had to be quoted literally from the texts, it must be doubted whether a general
fact would have simply been opposed to an Old Testament passage500 by Marcion or
whether his work contained antitheses with only a Gospel passage501 or without any
scriptural reference at all502. Many of the thoughts expressed in these ‘antitheses’
certainly go back to Marcion, but it seems that Megethius is no longer simply relying on
his master’s work here. Be that as it may, we can still observe the same style of ‘the Old
Testament God said/did this, but Christ said/did that’ in his argument, which is in
complete accord with Tertullian’s description of Marcion’s method in his Antitheses,
and therefore serves as confirmation of our findings so far.
Finally, there is Theodoret of Cyrus, who provides two antitheses in connection with
Marcion503: the first is the contrast between the Law’s demand “an eye for an eye” and
Christ’s command to turn the other cheek to anyone who hits the right cheek, the second
is the opposition between the Law’s demand to love one’s friends and to hate one’s
enemies compared to Christ’s command to love one’s enemies also. The fact that
Theodoret’s Haereticarum Fabularum Compendium forms a very late source for the
498

Adam. Dial. 1,19; 1,13 (the passage “do not let the sun go down on your anger” is introduced as a
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analysis of Marcionism (ca. 452/453)504 makes it all the more striking that the two
antitheses which the bishop of Cyrus mentions are also to be found in similar form505 in
the Adamantius-Dialogue and in Tertullian (see above). We can also see once more that
the original Marcionite form of these antitheses probably consisted of rather precise
statements from both the Old Testament and the Gospel.
Beside these three major testimonies of actual Marcionite antitheses, we also find
several allusions to this concept in the other Fathers. Irenaeus tell us that the Marcionites
oppose (avntitiqe,ntaj) the things Christ did for the salvation of those who received him
to all the evil which was inflicted by the Old Testament God on those who disobeyed
him506, and when Hippolytus states that the Marcionites bring forward words of contrast
(avntipara,qesij) between the good God and the evil God507, this again seems to reveal
the pattern of Marcion’s work.508

504

Cf. István Pásztori-Kupán, Theodoret of Cyrus, London: Routledge, 2006, p. 199.
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All of this taken together makes it most likely that Antitheses was not just a title for
Marcion’s work, but that it got this name from its content, that is, from actual antitheses,
which were meant to establish an opposition between the Old Testament and the Gospel,
and which probably went something like: “The Creator did/said this, but Christ did/said
that”. As a model case we may present the only antithesis which is attested in almost
exactly the same form by three different sources509 (see above), and which in an
exemplary manner describes Marcion’s idea of contrast between the cruelty of the
Creator and the love of Christ:

It says in the Law
‘Eye for eye and tooth for tooth’

But the Lord says in his Gospel
‘If someone strikes you on one
cheek, turn to him the other also’

b) An extensive commentary on Marcion’s canonical books
At the beginning of his fourth book against Marcion, Tertullian explains his programme
for this book: he is going to challenge Marcion’s doctrine by means of the heretic’s own
Gospel. But, he continues, he is also going to consider the work Marcion has composed
in order to establish credence for this Gospel (ut fidem instrueret), a work the heretic has
added to it as some sort of dowry (dos quaedam) in order to protect it (patrocinaretur),
the Antitheses. These remarks clearly show that the Antitheses are inextricably linked to
allusion to the Antitheses in the first Letter to Timothy (6:20), which, although certainly of interest for the
dating of the Pastoral Letters, is not of any help to our aim, either.
509
The list of multiply attested antitheses offered by Rottenwöhrer (Unde malum, p. 71-73) is slightly
misleading, since for his classification of multiple attestation he not only considered anti-Marcionite
sources, but also sources such as the Acta Archelai (which are directed against the Manicheans) as well as
anti-Catharist sources. While Rottenwöhrer clearly distinguishes the anti-Catharist sources from the antiMarcionite ones, he mistakenly considers the Acta Archelai (that is, the antitheses to be found in them) as
directed against the Marcionites.
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the Gospel of Marcion. In fact, for the Marcionites, the Gospel was to be believed
according to the Antitheses (evangelio secundum Antitheses credendo); they thus seemed
to have been, in a manner of speaking, an instruction manual for reading it.
Although all these remarks make it look like the Antitheses indeed served as a
commentary on Marcion’s Gospel510, we cannot ignore the following facts.
-

At no point does Tertullian indicate that he is actually quoting an exegetical
comment from the Antitheses.

-

In many passages it is not entirely clear whether Tertullian is dealing with an
actual or a fictional Marcionite objection.

-

In those passages where he seems to be referring to an actual objection, it can not
be determined where he got this information from. It could be from the
Antitheses, from Marcion’s letter (see below), from personal contact with
Marcionites511, from other works of Marcion we do not know of, from earlier
anti-Marcionite works we do not have anymore and so on.

-

In

several

passages

Tertullian

provides

two

different

Marcionite

interpretations512, so at least one of them he must have acquired from a source
other than the Antitheses.

510
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Cf. Harnack, Marcion, p. 174.
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Bearing these things in mind, Tertullian’s statements about the relation between
Marcion’s Gospel and the Antitheses could also be understood differently. The crucial
thing to Marcion was that the Gospel was to be considered as being opposed to the Old
Testament, and this is probably what Tertullian had in mind when he stated that the
Gospel is to be believed according to the Antitheses or that they were meant to protect
the Gospel and to establish credence for it. This aim, however, could have been
accomplished by other means than a commentary. In fact, the above mentioned actual
antitheses alone would have been sufficient to that end. For once one had accepted the
opposition established between the Old Testament and the Gospel, it was only a small
step to interpret the latter in Marcionite terms.
All things considered, we must say that there is not enough evidence to support the idea
that the Antitheses served as an exegetical commentary to Marcion’s Gospel, and it is
even more unlikely that they provided a commentary on the Apostolikon513 (see above).

c) A compilation of Marcionite dogmatics
“Was also an Sätzen M.s zuverlässig überliefert ist oder was das Gepräge seiner eigenen
Gedanken trägt, muß aus ihnen [the Antitheses] stammen.”514 Starting from this crucial
conviction of Harnack, it is only logical to assume that the Antitheses also formed a
summary of Mariconite dogmatics. However, as already stated above, there is absolutely
no basis for the assumption that the Antitheses were the only source of Marcion’s
teachings for Tertullian515. The only passage which actually seems to suggest that the
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As far as I can see, all scholars who believed that the Antitheses served as a commentary to Marcion’s
Gospel have assumed that they contained a commentary on the Apostolikon also.
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Harnack, Marcion, p. 74-75.
515
Cf. May, Genesisauslegung, p. 194 (= Gesammelte Aufsätze, p. 47): “Gegen Harnack ist grundsätzlich
einzuwenden: Tertullians Informationen über Markion sind sicher auch aus anderen Quellen geflossen als
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wahrscheinlich hat Tertullian auch ältere christliche Steritschrifetn gegen Markion benutzt. Vor allem das
verlorene Werk des Theophilus von Antiochien gegen Markion kommt hier in Frage. Schließlich ist auch
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Antitheses contained an evaluation of the falsification of the Gospel is Adv. Marc.
IV.4,4, where Tertullian states that Marcion argues per Antitheses that the Gospel of
Luke has been interpolated by the protectors of Judaism. Based on this passage, Harnack
comments “daß M. in diesem Werk Interpolationen des Ev. nachgewiesen hat”516.
However, Tertullian does not state that Marcion proved these interpolations in this work
but by this work. Therefore, just as the above mentioned statements concerning the
relation between the Antitheses and the Gospel do not necessarily imply that they served
as a commentary to it, so this remark by Tertullian does not mean that the Antitheses
actually contained a section elaborating the falsification of the Gospel. Once again, the
antitheses which the work in all probability contained could be used for arguing this
case, for if the Gospel is antithetical to the Old Testament, then it is obvious that the
orthodox version of Luke’s Gospel is interpolated.
In conclusion we can say that the only thing that Marcion’s Antitheses almost certainly
contained was the antitheses in the literal sense, mentioned under a) above.517 The fact
that the work would thus have been a rather short one would also fit very well with
another of Tertullian’s comments. He informs us about the highly important status the
Antitheses had within the Marcionite church, calling them its “supreme book”518, by
which Marcion’s disciples are initiated and sworn into the heresy.519 The Antitheses thus
seem to have served as some form of catechism, maybe even used in the baptismal ritual

die Bekanntschaft mit weiteren Schriften Markions oder seiner Schüler, von denen wir nichts wissen, in
Betracht zu ziehen.”
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Harnack, Der moderne Gläubige, p. 175.
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Cf. May, Genesisauslegung, p. 194 (= Gesammelte Aufsätze, p. 47-48): “Lösen wir uns von Harnacks
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The wording quod in summo instrumento habent (Adv. Marc. I.19,4) is translated by Evans as “which
stands at the head of their document” (Evans (ed.), Tertullian. Adversus Marcionem: Books I-III, Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1972, p. 49). A similar interpretation is also proposed by Enrico Norelli (“Marcion,
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of Marcion’s church520, which would suggest that we are dealing with a concise work
here. While one may have the impression that such a work of simply opposing
statements from two documents over and over again is not exactly pleasing to the
audience and thus slightly unusual, the Disputationes written by the Manichean
Adimantus521, for instance, seem to be a work constructed in precisely the same way.
That the Antitheses were prefixed to Marcion’s Gospel, that is, bound together with it,
forming one codex of Scripture, as Evans’ translation suggests522 is rather unlikely. The
term praestruendo523 is probably rather to be interpreted as another way of saying that
Marcion composed the Antitheses “in advance” in order to protect his Gospel (see
above).
As to the question when and where Marcion composed his Antitheses, only speculations
are possible. The Antitheses probably accompanied Marcion’s movement from its early
beginning, even before the ‘revised’ Gospel and Corpus Paulinum (see Chapter IV). A
good estimate would thus be that Marcion wrote his Antitheses shortly after the
foundation of his church, about 145-150, most probably in Rome.
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This is at least one possible understanding of initiantur (ibid.), cf. Harnack, Marcion, p. 76.
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2.) The Letter

Beside the Antitheses, the only other work by Marcion we know of is a certain letter
which Tertullian mentions several times.524 The content of this letter has been subject to
many speculations. The only explicit information Tertullian provides is that in the letter
Marcion confessed his former orthodox faith (see Chapter II). This information made
Harnack conclude that it contained an elaborate account of the arch-heretic as to why he
broke with the orthodox church525. Regul has correctly pointed out that this could hardly
have been the only content of the letter526, without further elaborating its actual content
though. It was Jean-Pierre Mahé527 who dedicated a more extensive analysis to
Marcion’s letter. First of all he tried to rid the discussion about the letter of one crucial
false premise: the idea that the letter was addressed to the Roman ecclesia528, an opinion
held by both Harnack and Regul. Although I agree with Mahé in his critique of this
theory, his reasons seem questionable to me. That Marcion was indeed once a member
of the orthodox church, which Mahé denies and uses as a reason for his position529, has
already been argued in Chapter II. Mahé’s second argument is that one cannot see what
possible motive Marcion could have had to address his former brothers just in order to
explain to them why he does not share their beliefs anymore530. This certainly sounds
conclusive, however, Mahé himself is about to (correctly) demonstrate that the letter in
fact formed an elucidation of Marcion’s doctrine (see below), so this argument becomes
invalid. But there is one passage in Tertullian’s work which might refer to the actual
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addressee of Marcion’s letter. Regarding the story of the healing of the leper in Lk 5:1214 (cf. Chapter III), Tertullian reports that Marcion treated this matter with special
attention in the presence of (apud) one of his ‘companions in misery and hatred’531 – a
truly insightful form of self-designation. This statement is usually seen as referring to
the Antitheses, and thus as an indication that they were dedicated to a certain member of
Marcion’s community.532 However, Adolf Hilgenfeld has suggested that Tertullian
retrieved Marcion’s extensive treatment of the above mentioned Gospel passage from
his letter rather than from the Antitheses.533 Although it must remain speculation where
the Carthaginian found these words, such an address is certainly more likely to be
expected in a letter than in a dogmatic work, especially one that is, as we have seen,
constructed in a rather formal, monotonous way.
Mahé has suggested that the letter was used by the Marcionites “pour vulgariser leur
doctrine”534 and that it formed “un premier exposé sommaire de la doctrine”535. This
idea seems to fit perfectly with our findings so far. Having established that the
Antitheses probably did not contain an elaboration of Marcionite dogmatics, it seems
indeed reasonable to assume that some other form of document existed to that end.
Moreover, that the Antitheses probably served as part of the initiation into the
community (see above) might suggest that there was some other means used for a first
approach of potential converts536. This again would explain why the letter contained an
autobiographic narrative about Marcion’s own conversion from orthodoxy, as the main
target group for Marcionite mission was in fact orthodox Christians (see Chapter VI).
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As to the actual content of the letter, Mahé suggested that the very beginning of
Tertullian’s work against Marcion was inspired by it537. It is indeed striking that already
in the first chapter of his first book against Marcion Tertullian mentions the heretic’s
letter538 (long before he mentions the Antitheses), and it therefore does not seem too far
off to assume that the statements about Marcion which follow shortly afterwards539 are
in fact retrieved from it. These statements concern above all the famous parable of the
good and the bad tree as well as the quote from Isaiah in which the Creator declares: ‘It
is I who create evil’ (see Chapter III). There are several reasons which suggest that
Tertullian retrieved these features from Marcion’s letter. First of all, there is no antiMarcionite source known to us prior to Tertullian that mentions these features, so the
Carthaginian probably got the information from a heretical source.540 Moreover, the
frequent attestation of the parable of the two trees in anti-Marcionite texts541 makes it
likely that this element goes back to a written source. Additionally, the wording of
Tertullian’s passage indicates a source written by Marcion himself, since the
Carthaginian appears to be amazingly well informed not only about the concepts of
Marcion’s doctrine, but also about how he arrived at them. It all started with Marcion’s
excessive curiosity (enormitas curiositatis) for the origin of evil542. Marcion then found
the inspiration for his delusion (instinctus praesumptionis) in the Gospel, namely in the
parable of the good and the bad tree. Having found in the Old Testament that the Creator
himself declares ‘It is I who create evil’, the arch-heretic identified this God with the bad
tree that brings forth bad fruit. He then concluded that there must be another God
corresponding with the good tree, a God that he found revealed in Christ. This section,
which Braun entitled “Genèse du dualisme théologique de Marcion”543, attests such a
deep insight into Marcion’s theological development on the part of Tertullian that one is
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indeed led to think that he had access to some source written by Marcion himself. There
seems to be no reason to assume that Tertullian is making any of these things up. It is
certainly not uncommon for anti-heretical writers to speculate about their opponents’
motives, but if they actually do make them up, it would usually be corrupt ones544. In
this way Epiphanius, for example, claims that it was Marcion’s failed personal ambitions
which made him leave the church.545 However, just as with the reports on Marcion’s life
(see Chapter II) Tertullian – unlike Epiphanius – does not seem to be inventing any of
the heretic’s motives here. Marcion’s conversion is depicted as being due only to
theological reasons, and, although Tertullian is naturally stressing that Marcion
misunderstood the biblical message at this point, one cannot claim that these reasons
could be called absurd.
Now, when we are looking for a source written by Marcion himself to contain these
features, the first one that springs to mind might be his Antitheses. However, based on
what has been said earlier about the character of this book, they do not seem to come
into question in this matter546, so we probably have to assume Marcion’s letter to be the
source of these elements. We may thus imagine that Marcion composed his letter as
follows547:
An address to his companion in misery
A depiction of his conversion experience
The fundamental question it all started with: Unde Malum?
The parable of the two trees combined with the Isaiah quote ‘It is I who create evil’ as
the answer to that question: just as there are two trees, so there are two Gods, the evil
Creator who is responsible for the state of the world and the good God revealed in
Christ
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A demonstration of Christ being opposed to the Old Testament God by means of the
example of Jesus healing the leper
Unlike the Antitheses, for the letter we have at least some indications as to the
whereabouts of its origin. The simple fact that Marcion addressed his letter to a fellow
member of his community shows that this community must already have existed at least
to a certain extent at the time the letter was written, which brings us to the time after
144/145. The fact that Marcion speaks of his conversion in the letter confirms this
dating. Although there is no need to suppose that Marcion’s conversion took place as
late as 144/145 (cf. Chapter II), it is certainly reasonable to assume that he would only
positively state his conversion after his movement was somehow established. Supposing
that the letter served as a means of Marcionite mission, however, we may also assume
that it originated at an early phase of the movement. Tertullian’s knowledge of the letter
(as the only one ever to mention it) suggests that it was written in the Western Church,
and thus most likely in Rome. In conclusion, we come to a similar result as for the
Antitheses, although with a little more certainty: Marcion probably wrote his letter in
Rome, somewhere between 145 and 150.
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3.) Marcionite Psalms

The so-called Marcionite Psalms are mentioned by Marutha of Maipherkat (early fifth
century): “instead of the Psalms they [the Marcionites] have made themselves hymns for
their services”548. In addition to this we also find a rather obscure passage at the very end
of the Muratorian Fragment (Rome, late second century): “But we accept nothing
whatever of Arsinous or Valentinus or Miltiades, who also composed a new book of
psalms for Marcion”549. That the Marcionites used hymns in their services can hardly be
surprising – especially given their many other parallels to orthodox worship (see Chapter
VI) – so there is no need to doubt their existence. However, that Valentinus and others550
composed these psalms for Marcion is “auf alle Fälle eine starke Übertreibung”551. The
association with Marcion may simply have served to discredit the other heretics552,
however, Blackman remarked correctly that “it is possible that if Arsinous and Mitiades
and Valentinus had written hymns Marcionites might adopt them when they made their
own collection”553. Be that as it may, with the credibility of the Muratorian passage
being rather questionable, and with Marutha’s statement dating from the early fifth
century, we lack any sufficient evidence to identify Marcion as the actual author of any
hymns or psalms. Of course, one cannot completely exclude the possibility that the
Antitheses, being the supreme book of the Marcionites (see above), were used as hymns
during their services; however, it is most doubtful that they are referred to in the abovementioned passages.
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4.) The so-called ‘Pro-Evangelium’
An anonymous commentary on the Gospel554 mentions a certain Pro-Evangelium
written by Marcion, which begins with the following words: “O Wunder über Wunder,
Verzückung, Macht und Staunen ist das, daß man gar nichts über es sagen, noch über es
denken, noch es mit irgend etwas vergleichen kann.”555 Great mystery surrounds this
work as it is not mentioned by any other author – at least, that is, not under this name.
Harnack, for instance, was convinced that this Pro-Evangelium referred to Marcion’s
Antitheses.556 However, the enthusiastic opening statement just mentioned does not seem
to fit what we have discovered in this chapter concerning the rather monotonous
character of the Antitheses. The only other work of Marcion known to us is his letter, but
that is even less likely to be identified with the Pro-Evangelium. Therefore, this ProEvangelium is either a third work of Marcion we do not know anything about, or, and
this is the option I would suggest, the name refers to nothing else but Marcion’s Gospel
itself. Everything fits so well. We are dealing with a commentary on the Gospel, so it
would make perfect sense for the author to refer to Marcion’s Gospel – as the competing
one – at the beginning of his work, rather than to any other work written by the archheretic. Moreover, right before the author mentions Marcion’s Pro-Evangelium, he
declared that all those writings are untrustworthy which are not based on the Law and
the Prophets. This critique again applies perfectly to Marcion’s Gospel, since it was free
of any positive reference to these texts (see Chapter IV). Finally, the name ProEvangelium (in the sense of ‘prior to the Gospel’557) would be most appropriate for
Marcion’s Gospel, as he indeed believed his version to be prior to the one used by the
Church (see Chaper IV). That the opening words to the Gospel are never mentioned by
554
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Tertullian or others may simply be due to the fact that they were added later on by
Marcion’s followers.
Naturally, even all of this makes the identification of these two works anything but
certain; however, unless we are dealing with a completely unknown work of Marcion
here, this still seems to be the most plausible explanation.
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5.) Conclusion

In this chapter we have found that the importance of Marcion’s Antitheses is largely
overrated as far as their usage for the reconstruction of his doctrine is concerned, since
the work did, in all probability, not contain anything but contradicting passages from the
Old and the New Testament, and thus did not form the main source for Tertullian’s
knowledge about Marcionite doctrine. That does, however, not mean that the importance
of the Antitheses for Marcion’s church would be diminished, as they did constitute their
supreme book. Still, if we are looking for a compilation of Marcionite dogmatics, we
should rather turn to the so far much neglected letter written by the heresiarch himself.
This letter probably contained some of the most crucial elements of Marcion’s system of
thought, including the tree metaphor and (combined with it) the Isaiah quote ‘It is I who
create evil’.
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VI. Marcion’s Church
The radical of one century is the conservative of the next.
Mark Twain

“Marcion was the founder not of a school, but of a church.”558 Thus reads the first
phrase on the first page of Blackman’s monograph on Marcion, and it was with good
reason that the British scholar pointed out this important fact right at the beginning.
More than any other heretical group of early Christianity Marcion’s movement seems to
have resembled the orthodox church as far as liturgy and organisation was concerned,
and it thus may be the only heretical group of that time which actually deserves the
name of ‘church’. Tertullian reluctantly concedes that Marcion and his “swarm” founded
several ecclesiae, while of course pointing out that they are posterior and (thus)
adulterated, sneeringly concluding: “Just as wasps make combs, so Marcionites make
churches.”559 Likewise, Cyril of Jerusalem, apparently being concerned that his fellow
Christians might enter a Marcionite church by mistake, advises them, when they come
into a new town, always to ask for the catholic church, as the mere term ‘church’ might
also misleadingly refer to an ecclesia of the Marcionites.560
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1.) The Structure of Marcion’s Church

1.1 Sacraments
“But he [Marcion’s good God] has certainly not yet rejected the Creator’s water in
which he washes his own, nor the oil with which he anoints his own, nor the mixture of
milk and honey with which he nourishes his own, nor the bread by which he presents his
own body; even in his own sacraments he is begging for alms from the Creator.”561 In
this passage Tertullian is pointing out Marcion’s inconsistency in his rejection of the
creation, but he is also (unintentionally) delivering us a portrayal of the Marcionite
sacraments, which seem to have been administrated very similarly to the practices of the
orthodox church. We find here three classical elements of the baptismal ritual of the
Early Church: the immersion in water, the anointing with oil, and the subsequent
Eucharist at which the newly baptised received a cup of milk mixed with honey (in
addition to the bread and the wine)562. According to Augustine563, Marcion baptised his
members “In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit”, thus
affirming even the exact same baptismal formula as in the orthodox church. Although
Augustine’s statement must be taken with a grain of salt due to its late date, there is no
strong evidence to assume a different formula in Marcion’s church564, much less one
which would have distinctively differed from the orthodox one, given that Marcionite
Baptism was accepted as valid by other churches, as can be seen from certain voices
during the third-century Baptismal controversy565. We may thus conclude that “the
baptismal liturgy of the Marcionites was little different from that known in the catholic
churches, and that any variation between the rites of Marcion and, say, Hippolytus is no
561
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greater than the variety which might be found between the rites of non-schismatic
communities”566. The same is apparently true for the Marcionite Eucharist. Some
scholars have suggested, based on a statement by Epiphanius567 and on the silence on the
part of Tertullian in his above mentioned description, that Marcion avoided the use of
wine in the Eucharist.568 However, Alistair Stewart-Sykes has correctly pointed out that
Epiphanius’ remark that Marcion used water in the Eucharist does not necessarily
exclude the use of wine, “for the use of water, instead or as well as wine, is widespread
in early Christian sacral meals”569. While Tertullian’s silence in the above mentioned
passage might be considered an argumentum ex silentio, there is another passage in his
work which seems to imply Marcionite use of wine570, and there is also the testimony of
Ephraim Syrus and Eznik of Kolb, who both clearly indicate that Marcion used wine in
the Eucharist.571
All in all we may conclude that there is no sufficient evidence that the administration of
the sacraments of both Baptism and Eucharist in Marcion’s church was performed in any
way which an orthodox Christian would have considered as heretical per se.

1.2 Offices
Before we consider the order of office of Marcion’s church, we have to be aware of the
difficulty concerning constitutional issues in the Early Church in general. First of all
there is the dictum by Leopold Zscharnack, which is still true more than a hundred years
after its publication: “Wer über praktische Fragen der Kirchenverfassung schreibt, der
sollte stets im Auge behalten, was Firmilian in einem Briefe an Cyprian von Carthago
566
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sagt, dass nämlich in Rom nicht alles galt, was in Jerusalem Regel war, wie denn auch in
den meisten anderen Provinzen vieles je nach der Verschiedenheit der Gegenden und
Menschen voneinander abwich […] Man muß sich vor der Versuchung hüten, aus der
besonderen Sitte einer Einzelgemeinde eine allgemeine kirchliche Einrichtung zu
machen.”572 To make things even more complicated, not only does a testimony about
church politics from the church of Carthage tell us nothing about church politics in
Alexandria for instance, a single testimony from Carthage does not tell us anything
about the general situation in the church of Carthage, either. In other words, from the
fact that Tertullian thinks that women should not be allowed in church offices573, we
should not conclude that women actually were prohibited from offices in the church of
Carthage. On the contrary, does the fact that Tertullian expresses his point of view so
openly (and often aggressively) not rather suggest that not everybody in his community
was of the same mind? While we are thus not able to make any safe general statement
about either the order of offices within the Church or within Marcion’s community, we
may still ask: can we detect (that is, prove) any distinctive general difference between
the organisation of offices within these two groups?
The first testimonies for Marcionite offices appear rather late. It is one of the ironies of
history that one of the oldest church inscriptions we possess is from a Marcionite
church574. It dates from 318/319 and names a Marcionite presbyter called “Paulos” as
being in charge of the building. Harnack drew a variety of interesting conclusions from
the inscription575; however, the only thing important to us in this context is that the
Marcionite church knew the office of presbyters. In the Martyrium Pionii we also find a
Marcionite presbyter named Metrodorus mentioned576, Eusebius refers to a Marcionite
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bishop called Asclepius577, and the Adamantius Dialogue even refers to a succession of
bishops within the Marcionite church, naturally beginning with Marcion himself578.
Harnack affirms that these testimonies are as early as one could possibly expect, thus
concluding that Marcion himself already introduced the offices of bishops, presbyters
and deacons.579 While calling fourth-century testimonies for second-century phenomena
as early as possible is certainly bold, we can still agree with Harnack that Marcion in all
probability introduced these offices in his church himself, or, to be more precise, that he
retained these offices when he broke with the Church. For it is far more likely that these
offices were retained from the beginning than that the Marcionite church adopted any
kind of ecclesial practice during the period of schism in which the churches openly
fought each other.
Something similar may in fact be true for the role women played in Marcion’s
community. The fact that Marcion gave women permission to hold office in his
church580 is considered by Blackman to be a real innovation581, but based on what we
have observed so far about the similarities between the Church and Marcion’s
community, would it not be more reasonable to assume that Marcion was in this matter
rather copying the Church, too? Harnack already maintained that it was perfectly
common for women to hold offices in the Church up until the second century, and that
the Church in fact only banned women from office in a deliberate opposition to the
Marcionites, Gnostics and Montanists.582 While this particular reason for the abolition of
female office holders may certainly be questioned, recent research has further
strengthened the position that “with the increasing development of the monarchical
episcopate and a Christian priesthood since the third century, there has been a strong
resistance to women, particularly in priestly functions”, but that “the frequently
577
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expressed opinion that there have never been women priests and bishops is not
historically tenable”583. We should, however, not imagine the Church in the first two
centuries to be some sort of utopian society. Female office holders were in all
probability the exception rather than the rule, both within the orthodox communities and
in Marcion’s church. Still, it seems likely that concerning the question of female office
holders Marcion was, just as with the other issues regarding church constitution, rather
conservative than innovative.

1.3. Conclusion
These results now lead us to the really intriguing question: how come Marcion’s church,
which differed from its orthodox counterpart in almost every dogmatic way possible,
resembled it so much structurally? As we have established in Chapter II, the complete
break between Marcion and the Church was an unusual incident in the ecclesial world of
the second century. The reason Marcion did not fit within the usual tolerance scheme of
the Church towards dissenters was that he did not simply differ from the orthodox group
in some way, but that he attacked what he believed to be a perverted church and thus
started an anti-movement. Given this origin of the Marcionite movement it must surprise
all the more that its founder would not attempt to distinguish its outer appearance more
from the opponent. After all, Marcion believed that the entire teaching of the Church had
been falsified due to a huge conspiracy (see Chapter IV), but apparently he did not feel
that something similar was true concerning the outward structure of the Church. While it
may be argued that the sacraments of Baptism and Eucharist go back to the Gospel
which Marcion was using also and thus simply derive from his Biblicist approach, this is
certainly not true for the order of offices Marcion established in his church, as it does not
immediately derive from the Pauline letters584 or the Gospel. But even concerning the
583
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administration of the sacraments Marcion was not completely true to his biblical
sources. The use of milk and honey as well as the anointing with oil do not go back to
the texts Marcion used. On the contrary, they clearly bear indications of the Old
Testament. The giving of milk and honey is obviously related to God’s promise of a land
flowing with milk and honey585, and the act of anointing originated in Jewish
practices586, too. Moreover, it must surprise that Marcion would use a baptismal formula
which derives from a Gospel that he rejected, that is, the Gospel of Matthew.
It goes without saying that Marcion would never have consciously adapted any Old
Testament practices into his church. Therefore, the best explanation for this phenomenon
seems to be that by the time Marcion broke with orthodoxy the sacraments had already
been established within the Church for more than one generation, so that their origin had
apparently already become hazy. Thus, once again we find our theory confirmed that
Marcion had been a member of the orthodox church for a considerable period of time
before he broke with it. It was apparently this deep rootedness in the Church’s traditions
that made him take over the above mentioned elements rather unreflectively. As for the
offices, they still seem to be a rather recent development in Marcion’s time, but perhaps
he simply saw no need to change anything here, as the particular offices originated less
from theological reflection than from actual organisational needs of the communities. It
is probably due to Marcion’s “intensely practical nature”587 that he was wise enough not
to change a system which was working just for the sake of change.
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2.) Marcion’s Position within his Church
“Marcion was my bishop.”588 These are the proud words of the Marcionite Megethius in
the Adamantius Dialogue, replying to the provocative question whether he would
renounce Marcion. There seems to be no particular reason to doubt that Marcion held the
title of bishop in his lifetime, but even though we cannot be entirely certain that he did,
the enormous reverence that he enjoyed in his church is beyond doubt. This reverence
can already be seen by the simple fact that they named themselves after their founder589,
or by the fact that they held the day he came to Rome in a special place (see Chapter II).
The truly messianic status, however, which Marcion had in his community can best be
seen by his followers’ belief that after his death he ascended into heaven at the left hand
of Christ (with Paul on the right)590. Although it is not uncommon that such forms of
glorification only appear after someone’s death, we also have Justin’s contemporary
report according to which Marcion was admired as the “only one who knows the
truth”591. Bishop or no bishop, Marcion most certainly held absolute authority in his
church, an authority which among other things must have been due to an “inspiring and
energetic personality”592, but probably also to the utter sincerity in what he was doing
which earned him credibility. Together with what we have established in Chapter II, we
are now approaching the secret of Marcion’s success as church founder and leader, a
secret which is mainly due to three elements. Marcion was an organisational talent, he
was wealthy, and he had great authority. In other words: Marcion knew what to do, he
could finance it, and nobody was objecting – a truly powerful combination of qualities.
No single man in the orthodox church of Marcion’s time even came close to the status
he had in his church. In a manner of speaking, one might even refer to Marcion as the
first Christian pope.
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Marcion’s powerful position is certainly one of the main reasons for the quick success of
his movement. Already at the time of Justin’s Apology (ca. 153-154), that is, not even
ten years after Marcion’s church came into being) we hear that it has spread all over the
Empire593. However, success is always a combination of two elements: an individual’s
personal effort and the external circumstances. Marcion’s success is without a doubt
based on his qualities as a leader. Still, even the most talented man cannot rally people
around him if he has no cause, something that stirs people, something people long for.
Marcion had found his cause. It was probably a combination of three elements which
attracted Christians to his movement: a widespread negative estimation of the world594,
the unsolved issue of the place of the Old Testament within Christian faith (see Chapter
VII), and, although this was not true for Marcion himself (see Chapter III), certain antiJewish resentments. Bauer described this phenomenon as follows: “Was bis dahin mehr
oder weniger unbestimmt in ihrem [the Christians’] Inneren gelebt hatte, gewann durch
Marcion die feste Form, die Kopf und Herz befriedigte.”595 But not only had Marcion
found an idea that would bring him a large following, he had also found the perfect
timing to strike. For the Church, which had so far existed as a rather loose federation
without united leadership, was simply unprepared for this kind of energetic attack.596
The position Marcion had in his church also accounts for the split that affected his
movement soon after his death (see the several deformations of Marcion’s doctrine
described in Chapter III). If an entire institution completely rests upon one single man, it
is almost bound to break apart once it loses its head.597 That does not necessarily mean
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This estimation was, among other things, undoubtedly conditioned by the persecutions the Christians
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of the Gnostic groups (see Chapter III).
595
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Es ist dies ein bleibendes Merkmal zu allen Zeiten”. It is interesting to observe that Harnack changed this
original and certainly correct view in his later work, in which he praises the inner unity of the Marcionite
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that there could not have been a succession of bishops in Marcion’s church, as reported
in the Adamantius-Dialogue (see above). However, personal succession is no guarantee
for the conservation of original doctrine.

church (Marcion, p. 161). This change is apparently due to Harnack’s growing idealisation of Marcion’s
movement in his later life.
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3.) The Members of Marcion’s Church

3.1 Membership Profile
Non ethnicos convertendi, sed nostros evertendi – not to convert the pagans, but to
pervert our members, that is the motto of the heretics according to Tertullian598, and it is
beyond doubt that in this passage he has above all the Marcionites in mind599. Justin had
already referred to Marcion as a wolf by whom his fellow Christians are snatched
away600, and even the obviously invented story about Marcion’s repentance later in life
proves this point, for it is clearly stated that as a sign of his repentance Marcion was
supposed to bring back everybody whom he had corrupted601. That Marcion’s
movement appealed above all to pagans, as Wilson claims602, is most unlikely. When we
remember some of the key elements of Marcion’s movement (the antithesis between the
God of the Old and the New Testament, the conspiracy theory, the ‘purification’ of the
‘perverted’ tradition and so on), it becomes clear very quickly that we are dealing with
inner-church problems here, which would have been completely incomprehensible to
outsiders. In other words: why would a pagan care about oppositions between texts he
never even heard about? It is the explicit Biblicist approach of Marcion’s theology
which makes it only appealing to people who are already familiar with the biblical texts,
that is, to Christians.603 However, while many heretical groups tried to win members
from the Church, Marcion’s movement – due to its lack of natural progeny (see below) –
solely depended on the ‘poaching’ of orthodox Christians604. This certainly unique
concept entailed two crucial consequences. Firstly, it put Marcion’s movement at a
598

De praescr. 42,1.
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colossal disadvantage in its competition with the Church, thus being doubtlessly one of
the main reasons for its decline. Ironically, at the same time it made Marcion’s
movement more dangerous to the Church than any other heretical group, for these other
groups, after at first probably recruiting mostly former members of the Church too,
developed an independent existence at some point, whereas Marcion’s movement
remained something of an irritating parasite for the Church until its very end. The
enormous threat that Marcion’s movement posed to the orthodox church, as can be seen
by the huge number of anti-Marcionite writings which the Fathers produced, is thus
probably due to this particular characteristic, rather than to the high number of converts.
Marcion was a most successful missionary (see above), but even though his group was
certainly not the smallest, there is no need to assume, as Blackman implies605, that his
movement ever actually rivalled the orthodox church in numbers. This impression
probably occurred due to the Church’s enormous engagement with the Marcionite threat,
an engagement which is, however, best explained by the fact that the Marcionite church
won their members exclusively from orthodoxy, thus being a greater rival to it than any
other movement.

3.2 Ethics
Venio nunc ad ordinarias sententias eius, per quas proprietatem doctrinae suae inducit,
ad edictum, ut ita dixerim, Christi. (Adv. Marc. IV.14,1)
I now come to his orderly arranged series of statements, by which he introduces the
characteristic essence of his doctrine, I come to the edict, so to speak, of Christ.
What Tertullian refers to here as the edict of Christ is the beatitudes and woes from the
sermon on the plain (Lk. 6:17-26), which featured in Marcion’s gospel and, according to
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Blackman, Marcion, p. 3.
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many scholars606, were of great significance to the heresiarch and his ethics. This
judgement is in all probability due to a misreading of the passage cited above. For what
is said here about the sermon on the plain is not Marcion’s wording but Tertullian’s.607 It
is the Carthaginian who considers the beatitudes and woes to be the proprietas of
Christ’s doctrine and thus his edict608. There is absolutely no reason to assume that this
phrase refers to Marcion. He is not named in it or in the immediate context. That the eius
refers to Christ is obvious, since the beatitudes are Christ’s ordinariae sententiae, not
Marcion’s. Thus, it would be difficult to imagine Marcion being the subject to inducit
and suae. A more elucidating, while less elegant, translation would therefore be: “I now
come to Christ’s orderly arranged series of statements, by which Christ introduces the
characteristic essence of his doctrine, I come to the edict, so to speak, of Christ.”
Marcion may certainly have used the beatitudes and the woes to support his claim
against the Creator, since Christ (antithetically) blesses those who are miserable in this
world and threatens those who are doing well609; but Tertullian’s entire discussion of
these passages does not reveal any extraordinary interest in them on the part of the archheretic, especially not as far as ethics are concerned. Still, the words and particularly the
actions of Christ do form, in accordance with his Biblicist approach, the basis for
Marcion’s ethics. As we have seen in Chapter III, to Marcion Christ’s actions were first
of all expressions of Trotz against the Creator, and it is exactly this attitude which
Marcion demands of his followers. The Fathers provide us with several examples of this:
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They [the Marcionites] become abstinent not from moral conviction, but out of hatred
for the Creator, thus refusing to use the things he made. (Strom. III.3,12)610
He [Marcion] believes that he spites the Demiurge if he abstains from things which are
created or designated for use by him. (Ref. X.19,4)611
He [Marcion] says to fast on the Sabbath for this reason: since it is the day of rest for
the God of the Jews who made the world and rested on the seventh day, we should fast
on that day so that we do not do that which befits the God of the Jews. (Pan. 42.3,4)612

Thus, Marcionite lifestyle means above all abstinence from worldly things, however, not
out of asceticism. Although Marcionite ethics and asceticism may lead to similar actions
on the outside, the motivation is crucially different. Asceticism is usually motivated by
an idea of bettering or purifying oneself. As we have already seen in Chapter III,
feelings of such a kind are completely alien to Marcion. His motivation for abstaining
from worldly things is simply Trotz against the one who created them.613 How different
this motivation is from real asceticism becomes most obvious in the passage cited above
from Epiphanius. Marcion not only demands abstaining from certain things, he even
demands doing things which are forbidden, and for no other reason than that they are
forbidden.614 In an almost childish feeling of revenge, Marcion actually believes that he
would irritate the Creator by not using his creation or by deliberately disobeying his
commands. As mentioned above, Marcion found the role model for his ethics in Christ,
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u``pV auctou/ ktisqei/sin.
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Such actions are not as unusual as they may seem. Ulrich Zwingli, for instance, seems to have had a
similar motivation when he ostentatiously held a big sausage-eating on the first day of Lent.
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and when we remember Marcion’s interpretation of Christ’s actions as established in
Chapter III, it is obvious how. In the pericope of the woman with a discharge of blood
who touched Jesus (Lk 8:43-48), for instance, Marcion concluded that Christ did not
heal this woman (at least not primarily) out of benevolence, rather “the Law commanded
to stay away from contact with a woman who has a discharge of blood; because of this
he felt the urge not only to allow her to touch him, but also to give her health”615.
Speaking concretely, we only know of two things which were definitely forbidden to
Marcionites: meat and sexual intercourse.616 The first restriction is certainly of minor
importance, with hardly any substantial influence on the Marcionite church, and is
obviously again meant ad destruenda et despicienda opera creatoris617, while in the
particular case of meat it may also be seen as “opposition to the cuisine of sacrifice”618.
The second restriction is one of the most radical demands ever to be found in a Christian
community and had far-reaching effects on it (see above). “Be fruitful and multiply”,
those are the words of the Creator, and of course Marcion, as always, refuses to follow
his instructions619, acting in destructione creatoris620. However, the refusal of
procreation goes far beyond Marcion’s usual Trotz behaviour. In fact, this time
Marcion’s aversion definitely shows pathological traits621. Whether Marcion realised it
or not, this principle ultimately aims at the complete extinction of mankind. Tertullian
naturally detected this absurdity and legitimately comments: “Besides, I am not really
sure whether completely suppressing the increase of the human race goes together with
the idea of a supremely good God. How can he want the salvation of a man whom he
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forbids to be born by taking away the very act from which he is born?”622 In addition to
his usual feeling of Trotz, Marcion also seems to have had an enormous, and again
slightly pathological, disgust for sexuality as such, when he calls the womb a sewer in
which to find a filthy concretion of fluid and blood623.
Marcion’s ethics are thus purely negative ethics. Christ is Marcion’s role model, but
only as far as his negative attitude to the Creator is concerned. Nowhere in the sources
do we find any mention of Marcion proclaiming the positive commandment of love.
Harnack perfectly realised this situation, but still came to the conclusion: “mit welcher
Stärke er das positive Gebot der Liebe verkündet hat, sagen sie [his opponents] uns
nicht; aber gewiß hat er es in seinen Gemeinden in Kraft gesetzt, wenn doch die
Gottesliebe der Mittelpunkt seiner Frömmigkeit war.”624 Once again, we experience how
Harnack’s personal concept of Marcion outweighs the actual evidence of the sources,
which made Bauer ask correctly: “Sollte das [the lack of evidence] nicht gegen die
Richtigkeit der Voraussetzung bedenklich stimmen?”625
The Marcionites’ despite for the world and life itself is doubtlessly also the reason why
we find a substantial number of martyrs within their church626. A striking exception
from these reports, however, is Justin, who, in his Apology to the Emperor, maintains
that the Marcionites are in fact not persecuted by the State627. The reason for this
divergence may simply be Justin’s wish to underline the tragic fate of his own group in
distinct dissociation from the heretics. Whether it is this reason or another, Justin’s
single statement cannot withstand the unanimous testimonies of the other sources that
622
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Marcion’s church definitely produced martyrs, and certainly more “als der Orthodoxie
lieb war, der es große Mühe macht, diese Tatsache ihres Schwergewichtes und ihres
bestechenden Glanzes zu berauben”628.
The last remaining question concerning Marcionite ethics is whether it can be said to
have some sort of soteriological significance in Marcion’s system of thought, in other
words, the question is: did Marcion believe that his actions on Earth had any effect on
his salvation? Tertullian, implying that he received this information from an actual
discussion with Marcionites, states that they believe that on the final day every sinner
will be cast away out of the sight of the good God629, and will consequently be seized by
the fire of the Creator630. The uncertain element in this context is the term ‘sinner’. What
do the Marcionites, if it is not actually Tertullian’s term, understand by this? The
Adamantius Dialogue may offer an answer to that question when we hear the Marcionite
Marcus say: “The good God saves those who believe in him, without, however,
condemning the unbelievers.”631 In this case the term sinner is replaced by unbeliever,
which may in fact be the Marcionite understanding. As we have established before, any
kind of moral understanding of sin is alien to Marcion, so if he ever actually used the
term in connection with his good God, then he did so only in the meaning of not
believing in him632. This element of Marcion’s theology is in fact the only case where
we can actually detect a certain resemblance to Luther. Sola fide – the salvation lies in
faith alone, for Marcion as well as for the German Reformer. Only those who believe in
Marcion’s good God are saved by him. Tertullian satirises this situation by pointing out
that the good God once again is in need of the Creator’s element, his fire in this case, to
punish sinners, but this time Tertullian’s criticism is beside the point. For Marcion’s
good God does indeed, as expressed in the Adamantius Dialogue, not actively punish
628
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anyone. Marcion’s depiction of Christ’s descent to Hades (see Chapter III) may help to
understand this idea. Christ came to save everyone, but he could only save those who
would let themselves be saved. Therefore, the Patriarchs had a chance to be saved, but
they did not believe in Christ’s words, and thus decided to stay behind. Viewed in this
light, Marcion’s good God does indeed not condemn the unbelievers, he only leaves
them, based on their own decision, within the realm of the Creator, where nothing else
awaits them than the Creator’s fire on the final day. Coming back to our original
question about a soteriological factor in Marcionite ethics, the answer is a clear ‘no’ –
sola fide. Marcion probably believed, just as Luther did, that good deeds are the fruits of
faith: everyone who believes in Christ and thus despises the Creator will do their best to
defy him without any ulterior motive.
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4.) Conclusion

As far as the organisation of Marcion’s church is concerned we have seen that it shows
remarkable parallels to the orthodox church, both in terms of liturgy and offices. These
circumstances confirm what we have discovered in Chapter II, namely that Marcion was
socialised within Christian circles, and at a time at which certain rituals and office
structures had already been established in the Church, apparently even to the point
where their origin was no longer known. Otherwise it would be inexplicable that
Marcion preserved rituals which show an obvious relation to the Old Testament.
Another important result of this chapter is that the enormous danger which sprang from
the Marcionite church for its orthodox counterpart was probably not so much due to
their large number of members, but to the fact that they won their members exclusively
from converts, without any natural progeny of their own. The reason for this situation
was the Marcionites’ general refusal of procreation, which was motivated by a feeling of
Trotz against the Creator, a feeling which constitutes the very basis of Marcion’s ethics.
With this insight we have exposed yet another common misconception about Marcion’s
theology, the misconception – initiated by Harnack – that his ethics are above all
motivated by love and forgiveness, when in actual fact he preaches a strictly negative
code of conduct.
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VII. Marcion’s Time
Qu'est-ce que ça veut dire être un homme de son temps?
Yasmina Reza, « Art »

The second century in many ways shaped the future of the Christian Church. It is the
time in which the Church definitively breaks with the Synagogue, the time in which
Christians reach out to the pagan world surrounding them, and the time in which the
New Testament canon is essentially formed. Another crucial development in this
century, to which less attention is usually devoted, is what Campenhausen called “die
Krise des alttestamentlichen Kanons”633. The underestimation of this factor is all the
more surprising as it is immediately linked to the previously mentioned developments:
the Old Testament was the decisive factor in the Christians’ conflict with the Jews, it
was one of the main obstacles for making Christianity accessible to an educated pagan
audience, and its status and interpretation had immediate influence on the formation of
its counterpart.
As we have seen in Chapters III and IV, the Old Testament was also the decisive factor
in Marcion’s system of thought as its literal and purely negative understanding forms the
basis for his entire theology. Due to this crucial importance the present chapter shall be
dedicated to the status of the Old Testament among Marcion’s contemporaries, both
those who were active before him and whose attitude toward the Old Testament may
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have influenced him, as well as his successors, who had to react to the heresiarch’s
radical approach to the problem.
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1.) The Old Testament before Marcion
1.1. The Letters of Ignatius of Antioch (ca. 120-140)634
“For I heard some say: ‘If I do not find it in the archives, I do not believe it in the
Gospel’; and when I said to them: ‘It is written’, they answered me: ‘That is the
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Ignatius’ Letters are most difficult to date. Their traditional dating of around 110 has recently been
called into question with the proposal that they were written much later, even as late as the latter half of
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Lindemann, “Antwort auf die ‘Thesen zur Echtheit und Datierung der sieben Briefe des Ignatius von
Antiochien’”, ZAC 1 (1997), p. 189-190). In the end, one may certainly date Ignatius’ Letters much later
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terminus ante not post quem.
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question.’ My archives, however, are Jesus Christ, the holy archives are his cross, his
death, his resurrection and the faith which comes through him.” (Philad. 8,2)635
While Ignatius never systematically addresses the question of the Old Testament in his
Letters, this passage from his Letter to the Philadelphians offers at least some insight
into the bishop’s position on the subject. First of all, however, there are several terms
which call for clarification. Fortunately, a scholarly consensus has been reached for all
the ambiguous expressions to be found here.636 The archives (avrcei,a) which Ignatius
opponents mention can refer to nothing else but the writings of the Old Testament, just
as his own response ‘It is written’ (ge,graptai) does. Ignatius then takes up the term
‘archives’ of his opponents, but gives it a new meaning by relating it to the Gospel,
which for him is not a book or a document, “sondern die in der Kirche gegenwärtige
Botschaft des Heils”637. Thus, the reported discussion presents itself as follows: a certain
group of people within the Christian community of Philadelphia refuse to believe any
element of the Gospel message unless it can be confirmed by the Old Testament.
Ignatius’ rather concise and almost clumsy response, which sounds a little as if he was
saying ‘It is written, what do you want?’, can of course hardly be satisfying to his
dialogue partners, and so they retort to him ‘That is exactly what we would like to see
demonstrated’. Ignatius, apparently unwilling to engage in any kind of exegetical dispute
here, then answers his opponents’ question for authentication of the Gospel from the Old
Testament by asserting that the Gospel does not require any such thing as it is “selfauthenticating”638.
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evpei. h;kousa, tinwn lego,ntwn, o[ti, evan mh. evn toi/j avrcei,oij eu]rw, evn tw|/ euvaggeli,w| ouv pisteu,w\ kai.
le,gonto,j mou auvtoij, o[ti ge,graptai, avpekri,qhsa,n moi, o[ti pro,keitai. evmoi. de. avrcei/a, evstin VIhsou/j
Cristo,j, ta. a;qikta avrcei/a o` stauro.j auvtou/ kai. o`` qa,natoj kai. h`` avna,stasij auvtou/ kai. h`` pi,stij h`` diV
auvtou/.
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For the following, see William R. Schoedel, “Ignatius and the Archives”, HTR 71 (1978), p. 97.
637
Verweijs, Evangelium, p. 171. Cf. also Charles Thomas Brown, The Gospel and Ignatius of Antioch,
New York: Peter Lang, 2000, p. 205.
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C.K. Barrett, “Jews and Judaizers in the Epistles of Ignatius”, in: Robert Hamerton-Kelly, Jews, Greeks
and Christians. Religious Cultures in Late Antiquity: Essays in Honor of William David Davies, Leiden:
Brill, 1976, p. 233.

196
Is Ignatius trying to play off the Gospel against the Old Testament here? He is convinced
that the Old Testament Prophets were “disciples in spirit”639 and that their testimony as
well as the Law of Moses can be used to refute the heretics640. Still, in his Letter to the
Smyrneans he states: “It is proper […] to listen to the Prophets, but especially to the
Gospel”641, and in a more extensive passage in Philadelphians we hear: “The Gospel has
something special, the coming of the Saviour, our Lord Jesus Christ, his passion and
resurrection. For the beloved Prophets directed their announcement toward him, but the
Gospel is the completion of incorruption. Everything together is good, if you believe
with love”642. These lines by Ignatius can be seen as a “summary statement of his view
of the relation between the prophets (Scripture) and the gospel”643. The crucial point is
that for Ignatius there is absolutely no conflict between the Old Testament and the
Gospel, since “everything (Scripture and Gospel) together is good”. The Gospel may
have something “special”, as it represents the “completion” of what the Prophets could
only anticipate, but it is still seen as in line with the Old Testament, not in distinction
from it. Certainly, the Old Testament is temporally distinguished from the Gospel, “aber
eine

durch

die

Dialektik

von

Gesetz

und

Evangelium

gekennzeichnete

Offenbarungsgeschichte ist Ign unbekannt”644.
This brings us back to our original passage and to the question who the people are with
whom Ignatius is debating and who have such a different approach to the Scriptures
from the bishop of Antioch. Any attempt to categorise them into a particular religious
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Magn. 9,2: maqhtai. tw/| pneu,mati.
Cf. Smyrn. 5,1.
641
Smyrn. 7,2 (my emphasis): pre,pon ou=n evstin […] prose,cein de. toi/j profh,taij, evxaire,twj de. tw|/
euvaggeli,w|.
642
Philad. 9,2 (my emphasis): e,xai,reton de, ti e;cei to. euvagge,liou, th.n parousi,an tou/ swth/roj, kuri,ou
h`mw/n VIhsou/ Cristou/, to. pa,qoj auvtou/ kai. th.n avna,stasin. oi` ga.r avgaphtoi. profh/tai kath,ggeilan eivj
auvto,n\ to. de. euvagge,lion avpa,rtisma, evstin avfqarsi,aj. pa,nta o`mou/ kala, evstin, eva.n evn avga,ph| pisteu,hte.
The term evxai,reton (special) in relation to the Gospel is the exact same as in Smyrn. 7,2 (see above).
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William R. Schoedel, Ignatius of Antioch. A Commentary on the Letters of Ignatius of Antioch,
Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985, p. 210.
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Johannes Klevinghaus, Die theologische Stellung der Apostolischen Väter zur alttestamentlichen
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group is foiled by the scarcity of evidence645. Still, William Schoedel may in fact be
right when he suggests that the ‘troublemakers’ in Philadelphia are little more than welleducated Christians who were fascinated with the Scriptures and who “asked their
leaders questions hard to answer”646, and that Ignatius, “who seems to have known
precious little about the Scriptures”647, simply lacked the skills to answer them
satisfactorily. This would mean that the conflict between the two parties was not so
much between the Old Testament and the Gospel as two different forms of divine
revelation, but rather between Scripture and oral tradition.

1.2 The Letter of Barnabas (ca. 130-138)648
“Moreover I ask this of you […] that you take care of yourselves and not become like
certain people who are piling up their sins by saying: ‘our covenant remains’. For this
is how they [the Jews] lost it forever, although Moses had already received it, as
Scripture says: ‘And Moses fasted forty days and forty nights on the mountain, and he
received the covenant from the Lord, stone tablets written with the finger of the hand of
the Lord. But they lost it by turning to the idols. For thus says the Lord: Moses, Moses,
come down quickly, for your people whom you brought out of Egypt have acted
unlawfully. And Moses understood and threw the two tablets out of his hands.’ 649 And
their covenant was smashed to pieces, so that the covenant of the beloved Jesus might be
sealed on our hearts in the hope that comes through faith in him.” (Barn. 4,6-8)650
645

Klaus Wengst’s identification of the attitude of Ignatius’ opponents with the position expressed in the
Letter of Barnabas (see below) is not convincing (cf. Klaus Wengst, Didache (Apostellehre).
Barnabasbrief. Zweiter Klemensbrief. Schrift an Diognet, Schriften des Urchristentums 2, Darmstadt:
Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1984, p. 117).
646
Schoedel, Archives, p. 105.
647
Ibid.
648
“The developing consensus would seem to be for a Hadrianic date sometime in the 130s.” (James
Carleton Paget, “The Epistle of Barnabas”, in: Foster (ed.), Apostolic Fathers, p. 75).
649
The reference to Scripture forms a free quotation of Dtn 9:12,16-17. An almost identical rendering of
the story can be found in Barn. 14,2-3, thus demonstrating the enormous importance this narrative had to
the author.
650
e;ti kai. tou/to evrwtw/ u``ma/j […] prose,cein e``autoi/j kai. mh. o``moiou/sqai, tisin evpiswreu,ontaj tai/j
a`m` arti,aij auvtw/n le,gontaj, o[ti h`` diaqh,kh h`mw/n me,nei\ avllV evkei/noi ou[twj eivj te,loj avpw,lesan auvth.n
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The text of Barn. 4:6b is without a doubt the most disputed single half-verse within the
letter, a fact which is due to the interaction of two factors. On the one hand, the
transmission of the text is badly corrupted, offering three different readings for the
passage, while on the other hand most scholars attribute crucial importance to this
passage for the understanding of the purpose of the entire letter. It is mainly due to the
recent exemplary work of James Rhodes651 that the conundrum which this verse
proposed for so long has finally received some clarification. Before Rhodes, the vast
majority of scholars preferred the Latin translation of the verse652, thus reading: “[…]
certain people who are piling up their sins by saying: ‘The covenant is theirs and ours’.
Ours it is indeed, but they have lost it forever […]”. Rhodes, however, has conclusively
questioned the almost undisputed status of this variant for the following reasons653: 1. it
violates two basic text-critical rules (the preference for the lectio brevior and the lectio
difficilior); 2. the Latin reading cannot explain the origin of the two Greek variants; 3.
the Latin version of the letter as a whole shows many idiosyncrasies which make its
fidelity to the Greek Vorlage questionable.
Due to the untrustworthiness of the Latin reading, Rhodes votes for an emendation of the
Greek variant found in the Codex Sinaiticus (h`mw/n me,n) into h`mw/n me,nei, which would
be very close to the variant of the Codex Hierosolymitanus u`mw/n u`mi/n me,nei. Both
variants (‘our covenant remains’; ‘your covenant remains yours’) would then offer a
statement of the opponent’s claim completely different from that of the Latin version,

labo,ntoj h;dh tou/ Mwu?se,wj\ le,gei ga.r h`` grafh,\ kai. h=n Mwu?sh/j evn tw/| o;;rei nhsteu,wn h``me,raj
tessera,konta kai. nu,ktaj tessera,konta kai. e;laben th.n diaqh,khn avto. tou/ kuri,ou pla,kaj liqi,naj
gegramme,naj tw,| daktu,lw| th/j ceiro.j tou/ kuri,ou. avlla. evpistrafe,ntej evpi. ta. ei;dwla avpw,lesan auvth,n\
le,gei ga.r ou[twj ku,rioj\ Mwu?sh,/ Mwu?sh/, kata,bhqi to. ta,coj o[ti hvno,mhsen o`` lao,j sou, ou]j evxh,gagej evk
gh/j Aivgu,ptou. kai. sunh/ken Mwu?sh/j kai. e;rriyen ta.j du,o pla,kaj evk tw/n ceirw/n auvtou/\ kai. sunetri,bh
auvtw/n h`` diaqh,kh, i[na h`` tou/ hvgaphme,nou VIhsou/ evgkatasfragisqh/| eivj th.n kardi,an h``mw/n evn evlpi,di th/j
pi,stewj auvtou/ (altered from the edition by Wengt according to the suggested emendation by Rhodes, see
below).
651
James N. Rhodes, “Barnabas 4.6B: The Exegetical Implications of a Textual Problem”, VigChr 58
(2004), p. 365-392. Cf. also idem, The Epistle of Barnabas and the Deuteronomic Tradition: Polemics,
Paraenesis, and the Legacy of the Golden-Calf Incident, WUNT 2/188, Tübingen: Mohr, 2004, p. 24-30.
652
Cf. Rhodes, Barnabas 4.6B, p. 368. The reading of L for our suggested h`mw/n me,nei is: illorum et
nostrum est. nostrum est autem.
653
Cf. ibid., p. 369.
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but very similar to each other. In both cases Barnabas would “not want his audience to
have a false sense of security because, in his view, the fate of Israel demonstrates clearly
that the covenant can be lost if one does not live up to it.”654 Within the context of the
chapter this meaning of the passage is much more likely than the one conveyed by the
Latin version, given its striking similarity to Barnabas’ warning shortly after in 4:13:
“That we may never fall asleep in our sins, believing we may rest just because we are
called”655. Since the exegetical implications of the two Greek versions are almost
identical, Rhodes bases his decision on the fact that his proposed emendation can more
easily explain both the other Greek and the Latin variant656, and he is probably right in
doing so. The only thing which seems not as certain as Rhodes believes is his conviction
that the ‘certain people’ Barnabas speaks of would refer to the Jews657. While this is
certainly possible, it seems more likely that Barnabas is concerned with a certain group
of people within the Christian community. His concern with a false sense of security is
simply more understandable when we assume that he was aware of people with such a
sense in his own community, who might have a bad influence on others, whereas it is
hard to imagine that Barnabas would be afraid of his fellow Christians imitating the
Jews.
The clarification of this passage was necessary for our own investigation, since it forbids
us to make extensive use of verse 4:6b, as is commonly done658, for the establishment of
Barnabas’ attitude toward the Old Testament. Ironically enough, even though the Latin
translator of the letter was probably not true to the original, he managed to point out
something important, for the key to Barnabas’ understanding of the Old Testament is in
fact the idea that there is no such thing as an ‘old’ or a ‘new’ covenant but only one, the
one covenant which the Jews rejected and which was therefore given to the Christians.
654

Ibid., p. 386.
i[na mh,pote evpanapauo,menoi w``j klhtoi. evpikaqupnw,swmen tai/j a``marti,aij h`m` w/n.
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Rhodes, Barnabas 4.6B, p. 386.
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Ibid., p. 382-383.
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Cf. Klaus Wengst, Tradition und Theologie des Barnabasbriefes, Berlin: De Gruyter, 1971, p. 81-82;
cf. also Reidar Hvalvik, The Struggle for Scripture and Covenant: The Purpose of the Epistle of Barnabas
and Jewish-Christian Competition in the Second Century, Tübingen: Mohr, 1996, p. 90-98.
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We are, however, not dealing with a form of ‘replacement theology’ here, according to
which the old covenant with Israel would have been superseded by the new covenant
with the Church, as Israel never actually entered into a covenant with God. The Church
thus did not take over the place of the Jews, “but they got the place meant for the Jewish
people”659. Accordingly, to Barnabas the “history of Israel is not salvation history, but
rather ‘damnation history’: it shows how the Jews are increasing their sins, until sin
reaches its peak in their rejection of Christ”660. However, between the time of the ‘Sinai
incident’, at which the Jews refused the covenant, and the Advent of Christ, through
which the Christians entered into the covenant, there have been single individuals within
the Jewish people, such as Moses, David and the Prophets, who understood the will of
God and laid it down in the texts of the Old Testament. The meaning of these texts, the
Law as well as the Prophets, is “obvious to us, but dark to them”661. It may seem like the
common statement by Christians that the Jews do not correctly understand the
Scriptures, but that statement is usually made only as far as their reference to Christ is
concerned. For Barnabas, however, the situation is completely different: “nicht ein
christologisches Heilsdatum relativiert eschatologisch die Geschichte Israels und den mit
ihr verbundenen Ritus und Kult, sondern die Schrift selber sagt, daß dieses Volk sich
schon immer falsch verhalten hat und daß die Aussagen der Schrift nie anders gemeint
waren, als sie jetzt christlich verstanden werden.”662 The reason that the Christians,
unlike the Jews, have rightly understood the commandments is that God circumcised
their hearts and ears663. In fact, it seems that the grace of correctly understanding the
Scriptures is, according to Barnabas, what makes a Christian a Christian. This grace has
come upon them through Christ, who made them his “new people”664, and through
whom the covenant became sealed on their hearts (see above). Thus, the Advent of
Christ has changed the way Scripture is perceived, but it has not changed the actual
meaning of Scripture. While most Christians would certainly agree with Barnabas that
659
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the Old Testament Prophecies have always pointed to Christ, Barnabas is particularly
concerned with understanding the Law in its ‘original’ form. This can best be
demonstrated in regard to the laws of Jewish cult. For example, according to Barnabas,
God never wanted any kind of sacrifice, which he attempts to prove from such passages
as Isaiah 1:11: “‘What to me is the multitude of your sacrifices?’ says the Lord. ‘I have
had enough of burnt offerings, and I do not desire the fat of the lambs or the blood of
bulls and goats.’”665 As pointed out above by Klaus Wengst, with this argument
Barnabas does not attempt to annul the Old Testament practice of sacrifice by a
christological interpretation, but by the Old Testament itself. Therefore, according to
Barnabas, one does not need the New Testament in order to understand that the real
meaning of the sacrifices does not lie with the slaughtering of animals, since it is already
said in the Psalms: “a sacrifice to the Lord is a contrite heart”666. Likewise for Barnabas,
the other Old Testament rites such as circumcision, fasting or the food laws were never
meant in their literal way, but they all implied ethical commandments.
The important thing to realise in this matter is that this ‘reinterpretation’ of the ritual
ordinances within the Old Testament into ethical commandments is far more than just a
‘workaround’

for

unwelcome

passages.

Barnabas

deeply

believes

in

these

commandments and is convinced that their observance is necessary for salvation667,
which is why he is so concerned with warning his fellow Christians about negligence in
the observation of the covenant (see above). Any kind of abolition of the Old Testament
Law would be unthinkable for Barnabas.
It is widely assumed that Barnabas’ one-covenant theology would have been “rather
unusual in early Christianity”668. Reidar Hvalvik, while admitting that “the theological
terminology with regard to the covenant was not yet fixed in Barnabas’ times”, argues
665

Barn. 2,5: ti, moi plh/qoj tw/n tusiw/n u``mw/n; le,gei ku,rioj\ plh,rhj eivmi. o``lokautwma,twn, kai. ste,ar
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that “the idea of an ‘old’ and a ‘new’ covenant is clearly presupposed by the early
Christian writers dealing with the subject”669. The sources which Hvalvik names to
support this claim are, however, rather questionable. The first two (2 Cor. 3:6, 14; Heb
8:6-10) were written long before Barnabas’ time, and the other two (Dial. 24,1; 34,1;
Adv. haer. 4.9,1; 4.33,14; 4.34,4) long after him. It is in fact rather telling that Hvalvik
was unable to name any witness for his claim from the immediate context of Barnabas.
As we have seen, Ignatius shows no particular distinction of two covenants, and neither
does the First Letter of Clement for instance. As a matter of fact, Clement shows
remarkable similarities to Ignatius in his view of the Old Testament.670 Johannes
Klevinghaus summarises correctly: “Die atl Offenbarung ist für Kl ihrem Wesen nach
mit der Offenbarung Gottes in Christus identisch.”671 Similarly to Ignatius, Clement
views the revelation in Christ as a completion of the Old Testament revelation672, and
believes the Church to be blessed with “greater knowledge”673, but nowhere in his letter
do we find a reflective distinction between two different covenants/testaments. On the
contrary, both Clement and Ignatius demonstrate a rather unreflective view of this matter
and take the Old Testament for granted as a Christian book674. It is thus a mistake to
presuppose that a two-covenant theology would have been common either in the time
immediately before Barnabas, or in those works written shortly after him such as the
Shepherd of Hermas for example675, which expresses a one-covenant theology very
similar to that of Barnabas by completely identifying the Law and Christ676. Therefore,
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Barnabas is by no means the isolated instance we occasionally see him as, but may on
the contrary with good reason be called a man of his time.

2.) The Old Testament after Marcion

We have seen that in the Christian writings of the early second century until the time of
Marcion there is no clear distinction to be found between the Old Testament and the
Gospel/New Testament.677 It is taken for granted that the Old Testament is a Christian
book, either unreflectively as in Ignatius, or in deliberate dissociation from the Jewish
traditions as in Barnabas. Sooner or later this uncritical use of the Old Testament had to
come to an end678, and it found its most radical end possible in Marcion. The heresiarch
pointed out the contrast between the Old and the New Testament so fundamentally that
there was simply no turning back after him. Even though his radical approach did not
stand the test of time, the discrepancy between the two Testaments had once and for all
been identified as an issue, and no Christian theologian after Marcion could any longer
simply proclaim their harmony without offering some sort of explanation for this
contrast.
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Cf. Verweijs, Evangelium, p. 241-242. Verweijs, in his otherwise excellent study, for some reason
counted Justin among the pre-Marcionite Christians and thus erroneously applied the same attitude
regarding the Old Testament to him.
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Cf. Campenhausen, Entstehung, p. 86: “Auf die Dauer kann es bei dieser unreflektierten christlichen
Übernahme und Anerkenntnis der Schrift jedoch nicht bleiben.”
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2.1 Ptolemy’s Letter to Flora (ca. 150)679
“Some say it [the Law] has been laid down by God the Father, while others take the
opposite direction and strenuously insist that it was given by the Adversary, the
pernicious devil, just as they attribute the creation of the world to him, saying that he is
the father and maker of this universe.” (Pan. 33.3,2)680
At the beginning of his letter, Ptolemy opposes two different opinions held about the
Law: the orthodox one, which identifies (the supreme) God and the Lawgiver, and
Marcion’s, who distinguishes between the two, and considers the Lawgiver (and
Creator) to be evil (see Chapter I). Ptolemy considers both positions to be erroneous and
is about to offer his own solution to the problem, a sort of middle way. First of all, he
distinguishes different parts of the Law: 1. the part which belongs to God himself; 2. the
part which belongs to Moses (that is, the part which originates from Moses’ own ideas,
in distinction from the Law that God gave through him and which belongs to the first
group); 3. the part which belongs to the elders.681
In order to distinguish the first part of the Law from the second part, Ptolemy uses the
example of divorce. Jesus said: “It was because of your hard-heartedness that Moses
permitted one to divorce his wife. But it was not this way from the beginning. For God
has joined this couple together, and what the Lord has joined together, let man not
separate.”682 This, for Ptolemy, serves as clear proof that the Law of God is different
from the Law of Moses. However, Ptolemy has, unlike Marcion, no interest in
discrediting Moses. On the contrary, he is very much concerned with saving Moses’
679

For the dating of the letter, see Chapter I.
Oi`` me.n ga.r u``po. tou/ qeou/ patro.j nenomoqeth/sqai tou/ton le,gousin, e[teroi de. tou,toij th.n evnanti,an
o``do.n trape,ntej u``to. tou/ avvntikeime,nou fqoropoiou/ diabo,lou teqei/sqai tou/ton ivscuri,zontai, w``j kai. th.n
tou/ ko,smou prosa,ptousin auvtw/| dhmiourgi,an, pate,ra kai. poihth.n tou/ton le,gontej ei=nai tou/de tou/
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reputation by stressing that he did not teach contradictory to God’s Law because of
personal ambition or vanity, but simply because of the circumstances, that is, because of
the hard-hearted people, and thus merely chose the lesser of two evils.683
The third part of the Law, which belongs to the elders, is also identified by a saying of
Christ: “For God said ‘Honour your father and your mother’ so that it may be well with
you’. But you [the elders] have said ‘Whatever help you might have received from me is
an offering to God’, and you have made void the Law of God for the sake of your
tradition’. This is what Isaiah declared: ‘These people honour me with their lips, but
their hearts are far from me. In vain do they worship me, teaching as doctrine the
precepts of men.’”684
Having thus determined the second and third parts of the Law, Ptolemy now engages
with the first part, the Law of God himself, which he again divides into three parts: 1.
the pure legislation; 2. the law mixed with the inferior and with injustice; 3. the law
which is typical and symbolic.685 The pure law is the Decalogue, a law which is,
although pure, still not perfect, as is had to be completed by the Saviour. The second
kind of law is identified as the lex talionis, a law which is mixed with injustice since two
wrongs do not make a right. However, this law is still just, as it was necessarily given
because of the weakness of those who could not keep the pure law, and thus merely
forms, very similarly to the law of Moses (see above), the lesser of two evils. It is
obviously not compatible with the nature and goodness of the Supreme God, which is
why it had to be abolished by the Saviour. Finally, there is the figurative part of it, which
includes the laws of Jewish cult, such as circumcision or the Sabbath. These laws also
683

Pan. 33.4,6-9.
Pan. 33.4,11-13 (Matt. 15:4-9/Isa. 29:13): ~O ga.r qeo,j […] ei=pen\ ti,ma to.n pate,ra sou kai. th.n
mhte,ra sou, i[na eu= soi ge,nhtai\ ~Umei/j de, […] eivrh,kate […] dw/ron tw/| qew/| o] eva.n wvfelhqh/|j evx evmou/,
kai. hvkurw,sate to.n no,mon tou/ qeou/ dia. th.n para,dosin u`m` w/n […] Tou/to de. VHsai<aj evxefw,nhsen eivpw,n\
o`` lao.j ou-toj toi/j cei,lesi, me tima/|, h`` de. kardi,a auvtw/n po,rrw avpe,cei avpV evmou/, ma,thn de. se,bontai, me,
dida,skontej didaskali,aj evnta,lmata avnqrw,pwn. The canonical text reads lo,goj instead of no,moj. Although
Ptolemy is not the only source which uses no,moj in this passage, it is possible that he deliberately changed
the word to emphasise his point.
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Pan. 33.5,1-2. For the following cf. Pan. 33.5,3-15.
684

206
have been abolished, but only as far as their physical carrying out is concerned. They
are, however, still to be observed spiritually, so that circumcision for instance is no
longer to be performed on the bodily foreskin, but on the spiritual heart. For the
existence of this third kind of law Ptolemy finds proof in Paul, who identified both the
Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread as images when he said “Our Passover
lamb, Christ, has been sacrificed”686 and “so that you may be unleavened, having no part
of yeast (and by yeast he means evil), but may be a new dough”687.
Although Ptolemy up until this point has always referred to the Law as being (or not
being) of God, this God for him cannot be the Supreme Father, since the Law of God “is
not perfect and needs to be completed by someone else”688. Since it is further obvious
that a Law which does away with injustice cannot be attributed to the devil either689, this
God must be an intermediate God, who is between the good and the evil one: he is the
just Demiurge.690
Ptolemy’s approach to the Old Testament is a truly pioneering act for several reasons.
First of all, Ptolemy does not treat the Old Testament as a whole, but he particularly
addresses the problem of the Old Testament Law, which was obviously the really
‘burning issue’ at the time. That the Prophecies referred to Christ was common belief
among Christians (except Marcion, of course) and did not need to be justified; the Law,
however, was a real challenge, a challenge that Ptolemy accepted. By further
distinguishing different parts within it, Ptolemy broke the so far undisputed unity of
Scripture. Perhaps his most important innovation, however, was that he relied on the
words of Christ and Paul in order to distinguish these parts, in other words, he uses the
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Pan. 33.5,15 (1Cor. 5:7): to. de pa,sca h`m` w/n evtu,qh Cristo,j.
Ibid.: i[na h=te a;zumoi mh. mete,contej zu,mhj – zu,mhn de. nu/n th.n kaki,an le,gei – avllV h=te ne,on fu,rama.
688
Pan. 33.3,4: avtelh/ te o;nta kai. tou/ u``fV e``te,rou plhrwqh/nai evndeh/|.
689
Pan. 33.3,5.
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Pan. 33.7,2-4.
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New Testament as the hermeneutical key to understand the Old.691 This concept is
crucially new in Ptolemy’s time. Marcion antithetically opposed the Old Testament and
the Gospel, but only in order to show that they are radically different. He did not need
the Gospel in order to discredit the Old Testament and its God, as the Old Testament
itself was quite sufficient to that end for the arch-heretic (see Chapters III/IV). Barnabas,
like Ptolemy, interpreted the Jewish Laws to be symbolic, but he never referred to the
Gospel or Paul to prove this point and instead also attempted to demonstrate this from
the Old Testament itself (see above). Ptolemy seems to be well aware of the concepts of
his predecessors, and he combines them with his own. For example, he relates to one of
Marcion’s antitheses (see Chapter V) when he states that the commandment ‘an eye for
an eye’ was abolished by Christ’s command to turn the other cheek to anyone who hits
the right cheek, since “opposites destroy each other”692. Like Marcion, Ptolemy
acknowledges the incompatibility of these two statements, but in distinction from the
Pontic he does not use it to demonstrate the complete incompatibility of the Old and the
New Testament, he only uses it to show the abolition of one part of the Law, the very lex
talionis (see above). Also, Ptolemy interprets the Old Testament commandment of
circumcision as a spiritual circumcision of the heart, just as Barnabas did; but again
Ptolemy does not go so far as to use one example as a general rule. To him only one part
of the Law is to be interpreted this way, which is the Jewish laws of cult. Moreover,
Barnabas believed that the Law was always meant to be understood figuratively,
whereas for Ptolemy only the Advent of Christ has changed the meaning of these
commandments.
Ptolemy is, as he states himself in the beginning of his letter, concerned with an
evaluation and a rectification of previous concepts regarding the Law. In a way, it is
already this endeavour which greatly distinguishes him from his predecessors. Ptolemy’s
approach of saying ‘there is concept a, there is concept b, both are insufficient, which is
691

Cf. Campenhausen, Entstehung, p. 102: “Die bisherige ununterschiedene Einheit der Schrift ist
zerbrochen; aber das Urteil über sie soll darum nicht einfach menschlichem Belieben überlassen bleiben,
sondern wird allein an Christus und sein Wort gebunden.”
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Pan. 33.6,2: Ta. de. evnanti,a avllh,lwn evsti.n avnairetika,.
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why I propose concept c’ shows that we are about to encounter an almost scholastic
analysis of the problem. Both Barnabas and Marcion were very radical thinkers, Ptolemy
is far more differentiated and almost passionless. His letter reveals nothing of Barnabas’
zealous concern with the right way of salvation or of Marcion’s ardent hatred for the
Creator. Ptolemy’s style rather reveals the philosopher, the intellectual, the academic: all
traits which Marcion in particular did not show.

2.2 Justin Martyr’s Dialogue with Trypho (ca. 160)
“There will never be another God, Trypho, nor was there from eternity any other than
He who made and ordered this universe. Nor do we believe that our God is another than
yours, but that He is the one who led your Fathers out of Egypt ‘with a mighty hand and
an outstretched arm’693. Nor have we placed our hopes in some other God – for there is
no other –, but in the same as you, the God of Abraham, of Isaac, and of Jacob.
However, our hopes are not built up by Moses or by the Law, for then we would do the
same as you. But now I have read, Trypho, that there shall be a final law as well as
covenant superior to all others, which has to be kept by all people who seek for the
inheritance of God. For the law given on Horeb is already old and is yours alone, but
this one is for everybody without exception. But a law placed against another law
abrogates the earlier one, and a covenant which originated later likewise replaces the
previous one. As an eternal and final law Christ was given to us, and in the covenant we
can trust, after which there shall be no more law, no more ordinance and no more
commandment.” (Dial. 11,1-2)694
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Deut. 5:15.
Ou;te e;stai pote. a;lloj qeo,j, w= Tru,fwn, ou;te h=n avpV aivw/noj […] plh.n tou/ poih,santoj kai.
diata,xantoj to,de to. pa/n. Ouvde. a;llon me.n h`m` w/n, a;llon de. u``mw/n h``gou,meqa qeo,n, avllV auvto.n evkei/von to.n
evxagago,nta tou.j pate,raj u``mw/n evk gh/j Aivgu,ptou evn ceiri. krataia/| kai. braci,oni u`y
` hlw/\| ouvdV eivj a;llon
tina. hvlpi,kamen, ouv ga.r e;stin, avllV eivj tou/ton eivj o]n kai. u`m` ei/j, to.n qeo.n tou/ VAbraa.m kai. VIsaa.k kai.
VIakw,b. VHlpi,kamen de. ouv dia. Mwse,wj ouvde. dia. tou/ no,mou h= ga.r a'n to. auvto. u``mi/n evpoiou/men. Nuni. de.
avne,gnwn ga,r, w= Tru,fwn, o]ti e;soito kai. teleutai/oj no,moj kai. diaqh,kh kuriwta,th pasw/n, h]n nu/n de,on
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In a way, the Rome of the 140s belonged to the heretics. Marcion, Valentinus, Ptolemy:
those are the names which shape the history of the Church in the imperial capital at that
time, especially as far as the exegesis of the Old Testament is concerned695. It was thus
overdue for orthodoxy to strike back, and it did in the form of Justin Martyr. Although
his Dialogue with Trypho is designed as a dispute with the Jews, many topics addressed
in it are in fact conditioned by an anti-heretical purpose696. In the above quoted passage,
Justin first of all points out that there is only one God, who is both the Creator of the
world and the God of the Jews, that is, who is the God of the Old Testament. This
statement may be considered the anti-heretical truth per se697, as it was exactly these
facts which both Marcion and Ptolemy denied and which more than anything else
labelled them as heretics698. For with all the dissimilarity between the two, Marcion and
Ptolemy have a common denominator: they both pointed out the differences between the
Old and the New Testament, thus concluding that the two both documents did not attest
the same God. It is here that Justin has to take up the fight with the heretics if he wants
to defend the above stated truth.
In Dial. 94,1-2 Justin addresses a concrete problem which Marcion had raised, the
problem of God’s inconsistency in on the one hand forbidding the making of any images
fula,ssein pa,ntaj avnqrw,pouj o]soi th/j tou/ qeou/ klhronomi,aj avntipoiou/ntai. ~O ga.r evn Cwrh.b palaio.j
h;dh no,moj kai. u``mw/n mo,nwn, o`` de. pa,ntwn a`p` lw/j\ no,moj de. kata. no,mou teqei.j to.n pro. auvtou/ e;pause, kai.
diaqh,kh mete,peita genome,nh th.n prote,ran o``moi,wj e;sthsen. Aivw,nio,j te h``mi/n no,moj kai. teleutai/oj o``
Cristo.j evdo,qh kai. h`` diaqh,kh pisth,, meqV h]n ouv no,moj, ouv pro,stagma ouvk evntolh,.
695
Valentinus remains too elusive a figure to say anything substantial about his attitude toward the Old
Testament, which is why he does not feature in this chapter. For a good overview on his life and theology
see Thomassen, Seed, p. 417-490.
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Cf. Campenhausen, Entstehung, p. 106; cf. also Pierre Prigent, Justin et l’Ancien Testament, Paris:
Librairie Lecoffre, 1964. Prigent’s study is based on the idea that Justin’s lost Treatise against all
Heresies forms the main source for the Dialogue and the Apology, a theory which probably goes slightly
too far (especially as far as the Apology is concerned), but which correctly points out the anti-heretical
purpose of Justin’s writings, the Dialogue in particular (cf. Robert M. Grant, Review “Justin et l’Ancien
Testament”, JBL 84 (1965), p. 440-443).
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“In this passage the emphatic rejection of ‘another God’ is strikingly out of context […] Not Trypho,
therefore, but Marcion is here in view” (Theodore Stylianopoulos, Justin Martyr and the Mosaic Law,
Missoula: Scholars Press, 1975, p. 25).
698
In his report on Marcion in his Apology, Marcion’s ditheism is in fact the only real theological feature
Justin mentions about the arch-heretic, cf. Moll, Justin, p. 145-151. Likewise, Origen identifies heretics
mainly by their distinction between the God of the Old and the God of the New Testament (cf. Le
Boulluec, Notion, p. 509-510).
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while on the other hand commanding Moses to create the brazen serpent (see Chapter
III), an inconsistency which Marcion used in order to demonstrate that the Old
Testament God, due to such unworthy characteristics, was not the Perfect God to be
found in the Gospel. Justin counters the claim of inconsistency by pointing out that
through the ‘mysterion’ of the serpent God proclaimed that he would “destroy the power
of the serpent, which has also caused Adam’s transgression, and he proclaimed the
salvation of those who believe in the one who through this sign, that is, the cross, was
destined to be put to death by the snakebites, which are the evil deeds, idolatries and
other injustices”699. Thus, the allegorical interpretation, which Justin knows to be the
best way of countering Marcion’s strict literal approach to the texts, and which had so
far often served as a means in conflict with the Jews, is now for the first time used
against a heretic.
In other passages, we can clearly hear Justin’s awareness of Ptolemy’s critique of
Scripture, for example when he says to his Jewish dialogue partner: “But blame it on
your own wickedness that God can be calumniated by foolish people who claim that He
did not always teach everyone the same justice. For to many people these instructions
seemed absurd and unworthy of God, since they had not received the grace to
understand that He called your people, who did evil and suffered from illness of the soul,
to conversion of the spirit [by these instructions].”700 Ptolemy is not mentioned by name,
and he is certainly not the only ‘foolish’ one envisaged, but we can easily detect his
critique of Scripture is these words. Justin is arguing against people who dissect the Law
into different parts and/or who believe that the instructions are unworthy of (the
Supreme) God, ideas which are both to be found in Ptolemy’s Letter to Flora (see
699

katalu,ein me.n th.n du,namin tou/ o;fewj, tou/ kai. th.n para,basin u`p` o. tou/ VAda.m gene,sqai evrgasame,nou,
ekh,russe, swthri,an de. toi/j pisteu,ousin evpi. tou/ton, to.n dia. tou/ shmei,ou tou,tou toute,sti tou/ staurou/
sw/sai auvtou.j me,llonta avpo. tw/n dhgma,twn tou/ o;fewj, a[per eivsi.n ai`` kakai. pra,xeij, eivdwlolatrei/ai kai.
a;llai avdiki,ai.
700
Dial. 30,1: VAlla. th|. au``tw/n kaki,a| evgkalei/te o[ti kai. sukofantei/sqai dunato,j evstin o`` qeo.j u``po. tw/n
nou/n mh. evco,ntwn, w``j ta. auvta. di,kaia mh. pa,ntaj avei. dida,xaj. Polloi/j ga.r avnqrw,poij a;loga kai. ouvk
a;xia qeou/ ta. toiau/ta dida,gmata e;doxen ei=nai, mh. labou/si ca,rin tou/ gnw/nai o[ti to.n lao.n u``mw/n
ponhreuo,menon kai. evn no,sw| yucikh/| u`p` a,rconta eivj evpistrofh.n kai. meta,noian tou/ pneu,matoj ke,klhke.
Cf. also Dial. 23,1-2.

211
above), the second point being a critique lodged also by Marcion. Justin thus has to
prove that God always taught the same justice, and that his instructions are in fact
worthy of him, or, in other words, he has to prove that the Old Testament Law is
compatible with the Gospel of Christ.
Justin’s solution to the problem is the distinction between the Law of Moses and the
eternal law represented by Christ701. The eternal law is contained in the two precepts
stated by Christ: ‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your
strength’ and ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself’702. Christ has come to
“actualiser et incarner ces préceptes éternels”703; however, they were already identifiable
before his coming704, and they have indeed already been kept by people such as Noah,
Enoch and Jacob705, which was sufficient for their salvation since “those who did what is
universally, naturally and eternally good are pleasing to God”706. The fact that only these
two precepts of Christ are necessary for salvation, as well as the deliberate mention of
Old Testament figures who lived before the time of Moses, already adumbrate that the
Mosaic Law can only have a subordinate function for Justin; and indeed it has.
According to him, the Law of Moses was only given due to the hard-heartedness of the
Jews: “As circumcision began with Abraham and as the Sabbath, sacrifices, offerings
and feasts began with Moses – and it has been demonstrated that these things were
enjoined because of the hard-heartedness of your people707 – so it was necessary that
they, according to the will of the Father, found their end in Him who was of the family
of Abraham and the tribe of Judah and David, born of a virgin, Christ the Son of God,
who was proclaimed to come to all the world both as the eternal law and as the new
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Cf. Philippe Bobichon, “Préceptes Éternels et Loi Mosaique dans le Dialogue avec Tryphon de Justin
Martyr”, RB 111 (2004), p. 238-254.
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Dial. 93,1-3 (Matt. 22,37-39 et parr.)
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Bobichon, Préceptes Éternels, p. 241.
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This idea is particularly developed in the Apology, cf. 1Apol. 46.
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Dial. 45,3.
706
Dial. 45,4: VEpei. oi] ta. kaqo,lou kai. fu,sei kai. aivw,nia kala. evpoi,oun euva,restoi, eivsi tw/| qew/|.
707
Cf. Dial. 12-23.
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covenant, as the aforementioned prophecies signify.”708 In this passage we can perceive
Justin’s concept of a certain temporal development within the Heilsgeschichte, a concept
which is also used in immediate opposition to the heretics709: there is the era until
Abraham/Moses710, the era of the Mosaic Law, and the era beginning with Christ. Christ
as the new and eternal law for everybody abrogates the old and only temporary law for
the Jews since “a law placed against another law abrogates the earlier one” (see above).
While this antithetical view of things may remind us of Marcion at first, it is actually
formulated in immediate opposition to the arch-heretic, for Marcion does not think in
categories of old and new nor is any kind of replacement concept to be found in his
system. This is in fact the crucial difference between Justin and Marcion. Both men see
Christ in opposition to the Old Testament Law (or the entire Old Testament in Marcion’s
case), but for Marcion this antithesis consists in a permanent fight between two Gods
(see Chapter III), whereas Justin believes that the antithetical new law has simply
replaced the old one. Justin is, however, very close to Ptolemy in some of his thoughts.
Both realise a contrast between the Law of Christ and the Law of Moses, both attribute
the Law of Moses to the wickedness of the Jewish people, and both understand the Law
of Moses allegorically. Nevertheless, the differences outweigh the similarities711, the
main difference of course being Justin’s belief in one God in contrast to Ptolemy’s
708

Dial. 43,1: ~Wj ou=n avpo. VAbraa.m h;rxato peritomh. kai avpo. Mwse,wj sa,bbaton kai. qusi,ai kai.
prosfwrai. kai. e``ortai,, kai. avpedei,cqh dia. to. sklhroka,rdion tou/ laou/ u``mw/n tau/ta diateta,cqai, ou[twj
pau,sasqai e;dei kata. th.n tou/ patro.j boulh.n eivj to.n dia. th.j apo. tou. ge,nouj VAbraa.m kai. fulh/j VIou,da
kai. Daui>d parqe,nou gennhqe,nta ui``on. tou/ qeou/ Cristo.n, o[stij kai. aivw,nioj no,moj, kai kainh. diaqh,kh
tw/| panti. ko,smw| evkhru,sseto proeleuso,menoj, w``j ai`` prolelegme,nai profhtei/ai shmai,nousi. In a very
similar way already to be found in Dial. 23,3.
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Cf. Quispel, Lettre à Flora, p. 10: “Les attaques des hérétiques ont poussé les auteurs catholiques à
développer, à leur manière, l’idée d’un développement dans la révélation divine.” (author’s emphasis). Cf.
also Stylianopoulos, Law, p. 167: “Justin’s historical interpretation of the Law, and his tripartite division
of the Law, were a result of his debate with the great second-century heresiarchs. It was the challenge of
gnostic and marcionite hermeneutic that led Justin, the first Christian author explicitly to do so, to
recognize the variety of divine dispensations, while maintaining and defending against the heretical
teachers the unity of God and the authority of Scripture.”
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Bobichon further distinguished this first era into two (Préceptes Éternels, p. 246), which is technically
correct, however, Abraham only marks a minor change in history compared to the other crucial changes,
so that Justin’s view of history may in fact be called tripartite.
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Even within the similarities described we find differences between the two men. Justin, for example,
attributes above all the laws of cult to the hard-heartedness of the Jews, whereas Ptolemy classes these
laws among the law of God (see above).
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polytheism. In order to safeguard his belief, Justin has to deviate from Ptolemy’s system
in several ways. First of all, if there is only one God, the Law of Moses cannot actually
be opposed to the Law of Christ, for such an idea would play into the hands of those
who claim that God did not at all times teach the same justice (see above). Thus, in
Justin’s thought, the Law of Moses and the natural Law are not mutually exclusive,
rather the natural law, which is on its own sufficient for salvation, is contained in the
Law of Moses712, which, on its part, additionally contains many laws only given because
of hard-heartedness. Furthermore, Justin’s historical approach to the divine revelation,
which is completely lacking from Ptolemy’s letter, implies that the second era, the era of
the Mosaic Law, was merely an intermediate phase. As stated above, Christ incarnated
the eternal law, but since this law is in fact eternal and naturally perceivable, it already
existed and was kept before Christ and before Moses, so that the relation of the Advent
of Christ to the time of the Mosaic Law is, in manner of speaking, as the Renaissance to
the Middle Ages. For Ptolemy, however, at least as far as it can be retrieved from his
letter, the Advent of Christ revealed something entirely new and never seen before.713
Perhaps the most important difference between Justin and the Gnostic regarding their
exegesis of the Old Testament is their use of the New Testament. Ptolemy embraces the
words of Christ (and Paul) as his authority and checks the words of the Old Testament
against them, something which we have found to be a real novelty in his time (see
above). Justin’s approach, however, is different: “Der hermeneutische Grundsatz, dem er
folgt, ist nicht die Autorität des Worts oder der Lehre Christi, sondern die
vorausgesetzte, lückenlose Einheit und Widerspruchslosigkeit der göttlich inspirierten
heiligen Schrift.”714 This conviction is explicitly articulated by Justin in Dial. 65,2: “But
if such a passage of Scripture was held against me under the pretext that it was contrary
to another, I would still be absolutely convinced that no passage of Scripture is in
contrast to another, and I would rather admit that I myself do not understand what it
712

Cf. Dial. 45,3.
Ptolemy’s statement that Christ has revealed the Father (Pan. 33.7,5) seems to imply that (as with
Marcion) this God was never heard of before.
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Campenhausen, Entstehung, p. 120.
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means”715. Accordingly, Justin’s evaluation of the Old Testament derives from the Old
Testament itself, not from the New as in Ptolemy. A good example of this difference is
the use of a passage from the Prophet Isaiah which both Ptolemy and Justin refer to:
‘These people come near to me with their mouth and honour me with their lips, but their
hearts are far from me. Their worship of me is made up only of rules taught by men.’716
As stated, both men make use of this quote, Ptolemy for his categorization of the Law,
Justin for his general critique of the Jewish people. The more interesting difference,
however, is the fact that whereas Justin quotes the Prophet himself, Ptolemy only uses
his words indirectly through the mouth of Jesus, thus indicating that for him the actual
authority lies not with the Prophet, but with Christ.
All in all, Justin’s concept certainly is in many ways related to the Gnostic’s, but is also
a counter-concept, and as such it has to be seen in distinct dissociation from it.
Especially Justin’s method of interpreting the Old Testament out of itself actually brings
him closer to Barnabas than to Ptolemy, especially since both Justin and Barnabas, while
not explicitly using the words of Christ as their hermeneutical key to understand the Old
Testament, believe that Christ gave them the gift of understanding the Scriptures
correctly717.
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avllV eva.n toiau,th tij dokou/sa ei=nai grafh. problhqh/| kai. pro,fasin e;ch| w``j evnanti,a ou=sa, evk panto.j
pepeisme,noj o[ti ouvdemi,a grafh. th/| e``te,ra| evnanti,a evsti,n, auvto.j mh. noei/n ma/llon o``mologh,sw ta. eivrhme,na.
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Isa. 29:13, cf. Pan. 33.4,13; Dial. 27,4.
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Cf. Stylianopoulos, Law, p. 73: “Christ is the hermeneutical principle. But this does not mean that
Justin appeals to the teaching of Jesus. Justin does not quote sayings of Jesus in his evaluation of the Law.
Rather he appeals to the Christ who grants the spiritual gift of interpretation.”
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2.3 Apelles’ Syllogisms (ca. 160-170)718
After having heard several different solutions to the problem which the Old Testament
poses to Christians, with Apelles, Marcion’s most prominent disciple, we now encounter
what may be called the last possible option of dealing with the Old Testament, the
option of considering it to be simply untrue. This is what Apelles tries to demonstrate in
his Syllogisms, a work of which we fortunately have several fragments preserved.
An analysis of three of those fragments may suffice to illustrate Apelles’ approach.
Fragment 8 (Ambrosius, De Paradiso 8,38)719:
Did God know that Adam would transgress his commandments or did he not? If he did
not know, this is no proclamation of divine power; but if he did know, and still
knowingly commanded things which would be neglected – it is not for God to command
something superfluous. But he did command that first-formed Adam something
superfluous, which he knew he would not actually observe. But God does nothing
superfluous; therefore the scripture does not come from God.720
This syllogism is ideal for a demonstration of Apelles’ method. Not only is it concerned
with one of the most disputed passages from the Old Testament, particularly discussed
718

It is impossible to give an exact date for the origin of the Syllogisms. As terminus post quem we have
Apelles’ break with Marcion’s doctrine, which we may assume did not happen before Marcion’s church
had been fully established, that is, not before ca. 150. Moreover, Justin never mentions Apelles in his
works, so we may take 160 as a vague mark. As terminus ante quem the debate with Rhodon may serve, at
which Apelles was already an old man (Hist. Eccl. V.13,5). The exact time of this debate cannot be
determined, but it seems likely that it took place not later than ca. 180 (cf. Markschies, “Apelles”, LACL
(3rd ed., 2002), p. 44). Assuming that Apelles changed his attitude toward the Old Testament later in life
(see below), we also have to allow for some time between the writing of the Syllogisms and the debate
with Rhodon, which brings to us to about 170.
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The numbering of the fragments is according to Greschat, Apelles, p. 50-68, where one can also find
the complete text and an analysis of all the fragments.
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Sciebat praevaricaturum deus Adam mandata sua an nesciebat? Si nesciebat, non est ista divinae
potestatis adsertio, si autem sciebat et nihilominus sciens neglegenda mandavit, non est dei aliquid
superfluum praecipere. Superfluo autem praecepit primoplasto illi Adae quod eum noverat minime
servaturum. Nihil autem deus superfluo facit; ergo non est scriptura ex deo.
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by the Gnostics721 and Marcion himself (see Chapter III), it is also one of the few
Apellean syllogisms which seems to have been preserved completely, as it shows the
classical form of a syllogism, or, to be precise, two in one.
Premise A:

The scripture either says that God did not know Adam would transgress
his commandment, or that he superfluously commanded something which
he knew Adam would not observe.

Premise B:

God is omniscient and never does anything superfluous.

Conclusion:

The scripture does not come from God

This way of thinking reveals one, if not the crucial difference between Apelles and his
‘master’ Marcion. The latter had a Biblicist approach (see Chapter IV), he accepted the
Old Testament ‘as it is’, and came to the conclusion that it is the testimony of a God who
in fact is not omniscient and does superfluous things. That is why May, for instance, is
incorrect when he characterises Marcion’s view of the Old Testament God as follows:
“Markion hebt eben einfach jene anthropomorphen Züge des alttestamentlichen Gottes
hervor, die jedem philosophisch gebildeten Zeitgenossen Schwierigkeiten bereiteten.”722
The fact of the matter is that Marcion, contrary to frequent claims723, has absolutely no
concept of qeoprepe,j, he established his view of the Creator simply based on the
testimony of the Old Testament. Apelles, on the other hand, has a philosophical
approach, he has an a priori concept of God, a God who has all the features which
classical philosophy attributes to him, and he checks this a priori concept against the
evidence of Scripture, bringing him to the conclusion that this Scripture can not come
from God. What Marcion and Apelles have in common, however, is that they both share
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Cf. Peter Nagel, “Die Auslegung der Paradieserzählung in der Gnosis”, in: Karl-Wolfgang Tröger (ed.),
Altes Testament – Frühjudentum – Gnosis: Neue Studien zu „Gnosis und Bibel“, Gütersloh: Gütersloher
Verlaghaus Mohn, 1980, p. 49-70.
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May, Schiffsreeder, p. 152 n. 42 (= Gesammelte Aufsätze, p. 61 n. 46).
723
Cf. for example Lukas, Rhetorik, p. 515-516.
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the same rejection of allegorical interpretation and insist on a literal understanding of the
texts. Moreover, both interpret the Old Testament as one unit (unlike Ptolemy and
Justin), and for both their interpretation of the Old Testament is completely detached
from the New724 (unlike Ptolemy’s). Thus, one might say that mentor and student had
more in common than is usually assumed725, at least as far as their approach to the Old
Testament is concerned.

Fragment 13 (Origen, In Genesim Homilia II,2):
Under no circumstances would it have been possible to bring aboard [the Ark] so many
species of animals and their food, which was to last for a whole year, in such a short
time. For if the impure animals are said to be led in two by two, that is two male and two
female of each […], and the pure animals seven by seven, that is seven pairs, how
should it have been possible that the space which is written about could even have held
four elephants alone? Thus it is certain that the story is fabricated; and since this is the
case, it is certain that this scripture is not of God.726
Apart from the fact that this fragment from Apelles’ work is not technically a syllogism,
it differs from the preceding one in another important way. This time Apelles is not
concerned with a contradiction between his view of God and the portray of him painted
in Scripture, but simply with a factual inconsistency within the text. In a way, this
724

Eric Junod correctly observed this point for Apelles, but is mistaken when he claims: “Pour Marcion, il
faut l’Évangile pour disqualifier l’Ancien Testament.” (Eric Junod, “Les attitudes d’Apelles, disciple de
Marcion, à l’égard de l’Ancien Testament”, Augustinianum 1982 (22), p. 122) ; cf. Chapter IV.
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Cf. for example Meike Willing, “Die neue Frage des Marcionschülers Apelles – zur Rezeption
marcionitischen Gedankenguts”, in: May (ed.), Marcion, p. 231: “Wäre die Schülerschaft des Apelles bei
Marcion nicht derart gut bezeugt, würde man aufgrund der überlieferten Lehre zunächst kaum auf den
Gedanken kommen, in Apelles einen Marcionschüler zu sehen.”
726
Dicit nullo genere fieri potuisse, ut tam breve spatium tot animalium genera eorumque cibos, qui per
totum annum sufficerent, capere potuisset. Cum enim bina bina ex immundis animalibus, hoc est bini
masculi et feminae binae […], ex mundis vero septena septena, quod est paria septena, in arcam dicantur
inducta, quomodo […] fieri potuit istud spatium, quod scriptum est, ut quattuor saltem solos elephantes
capere potuerit? […] constat ergo fictam esse fabulam; quod si est, constat non esse hanc a Deo
scripturam.
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argument then still turns out to be a syllogism after all, which could be phrased as
follows: the story is untrue; God does not speak anything untrue; thus this story is not of
God.

Fragment 1 (Ambrosius, De Paradiso 5,28)
How is it that the tree of life seems to contribute more to life than the breath of God?727
What Apelles is referring to here is a certain inconsistency within the biblical story of
Genesis: “während in Gen. 2,7 davon die Rede war, daß der Mensch sein Leben durch
die Einhauchung Gottes mitgeteilt bekommt, erweckt die Erwähnung des Lebensbaumes
im Paradies den Eindruck, als sei dieser Baum noch wichtiger zum Leben als die
unmittelbar von Gott stammende göttliche Gabe.”728 We thus have in front of us a third
kind of Apellean criticism of Scripture. This time he is not concerned with the
Scripture’s presentation of God or the factual impossibility of a certain story, but with
inconsistencies within the texts themselves. Once again, Apelles’ approach proves to be
different from that of his teacher. Marcion also realised such inconsistencies (although
this particular one is not attested for him), but he attributed them to an inconsistent God
(see Chapter III). Apelles, however, could not accept such an idea of a God, and thus,
although it is not explicitly mentioned by Ambrosius this time, it is obvious that the
inconsistency within the text led Apelles to the same conclusion as before: the scripture
is not of God.
While it is striking that all of Apelles’ preserved fragments are concerned with the book
of Genesis, it still seems unlikely that he limited his effort to this book alone. First of all
it would be rather strange if Apelles dedicated 38 volumes (or more)729 of Syllogisms to
the book of Genesis only. Moreover, Pseudo-Tertullian clearly states that in his
727

Quomodo lignum vitae plus operari videtur ad vitam quam insufflatio dei?
Greschat, Apelles, p. 52.
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Cf. De Paradiso 5,28.
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Syllogisms Apelles tried to prove that “whatever Moses has written about God is not true
but false”730 and Hippolytus concurs, reporting that Apelles “composed treatises
[apparently the Syllogisms] against the Law and the Prophets, attempting to destroy them
as if they spoke lies and had no knowledge of God”731, and that he “reviles the Law and
the Prophets, saying that the Scriptures are man-made and false”732. Hence, the aim of
the Syllogisms is clear: to demonstrate that the Old Testament contained nothing true
about God and was therefore – at least this seems to be the obvious conclusion – to be
abolished.
We could stop our analysis of Apelles’ Syllogisms at this point, if it was not for several
testimonies which conflict with our picture so far. First, there is a remark by Origen
according to which Apelles “did not in every way deny that the Law and the Prophets
are of God”733. Then, there is Epiphanius, who reports that Apelles relied on the (nonattested) saying by Jesus ‘Become experienced money-changers’ (that is, become
“capable of distinguishing between good and bad”734) and accordingly stated: “I make
use of the entire Scripture and I keep what is useful.”735 These two testimonies certainly
do not portray Apelles as the radical Old Testament critic we have encountered above,
and seem rather to bring him in a certain connection to Ptolemy, who also distinguished
between different parts of Scripture (see above). Eric Junod concluded that Apelles must
have changed his position on the Old Testament between the time of the writing of his
Syllogisms and his later work Phaneroseis.736 Subsequent scholars doubted Junod’s
theory, without, however, any conclusive reason or any alternative solution to the
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Junod, Attitudes, p. 131-133. His theory found support from Le Boulluec, Notion II, p. 526 n. 301.
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apparent discrepancy found in the sources.737 Junod’s theory must remain a theory, but it
still seems to be the most plausible solution available. Unfortunately, we are no longer
able to establish exactly what Apelles’ later position on the Old Testament consisted of.
Nonetheless, the simple fact that he changed his attitude toward the Old Testament
during his life remains noteworthy, since such an action is, at least to the extent of our
knowledge, singular among the men discussed in this chapter. Scholars have often
assumed that Apelles, as he was growing older, lost the interest in and the energy for
rational criticism and thus, under the influence of a certain prophetess named Philumene,
became fascinated with prophecy and mysticism and gave in to “la croyance
subjective”738. While the influence of the prophetess on Apelles is well attested in the
sources739, it is doubtful that she was responsible for the change in his view on the Old
Testament. There is a more plausible and more intriguing alternative. In this chapter we
have seen what a powerful status the Old Testament had among Christians of all shades
in the second century. It thus seems possible that Apelles’ strictly rationalist approach to
the texts was simply too radical for the Christians of his time, especially as it brought
him dangerously close to some of the pagan critics of Christianity740. And so he learned
his lesson: Christianity without the Old Testament does not work.

737
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3.) Conclusion

Summing up the observations made in this chapter, the chronological development
concerning the Christian attitude toward the Old Testament presents itself as follows.
The second century writers before Marcion (Ignatius and Barnabas) see the Old
Testament in harmony with the Gospel – if understood allegorically. Barnabas, of
course, is far more explicit in this matter than Ignatius. Perhaps Barnabas marks the
climax of a tendency increasingly common in his time, the tendency “die Bibel
schlechthin den Juden zu entreißen und sie von vornherein zu einem ausschließlich
christlichen Buch zu stempeln.”741 Unfortunately, Barnabas’ concept contained an
obvious flaw. According to his system, only the coming of Christ revealed the actual
meaning of the Covenant/Testament (see above). It does, however, hardly make any
sense to continue proclaiming ethical commandments over the centuries while their
understanding is ‘put on hold’.742
It is thus perhaps no coincidence that Marcion turned the whole affair upside down. In a
manner of speaking, he gave the Old Testament back to the Jews, by denying the God
attested in it to be the Father of Jesus Christ.743 Of course, we should refrain from
understanding Marcion’s doctrine to be merely a solution to an exegetical problem. His
conviction goes far deeper than that; however, the success of his movement may in part
be due to this unsolved issue of his time (see Chapter VI). Still, Marcion’s solution could
not be satisfying for long; too obvious was the forgery he had to perform on the New
Testament texts in order to make his concept work. Nonetheless, there was no turning
741
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back after Marcion. From now on, Christian theologians had to deal with the contrasts
between the two Testaments.
Ptolemy was the first to react to Marcion’s system by introducing the idea of different
parts within the Old Testament. His letter is not concerned with the Old Testament as a
whole, but solely with the Law. Ptolemy thus identifies and addresses the actual problem
the Old Testament posed to the Christians. Naturally, by attributing the Law to a God
other than the Father of Jesus Christ, Ptolemy remains fairly close to Marcion, and it was
in fact the Gnostic’s polytheistic approach which made his solution unacceptable to
orthodox Christians such as Justin744. The Apologist, on his part, in order to preserve the
idea of one single God being responsible for both the Old Testament (Law) and the
Gospel, introduces his own concept of a temporal development within the divine
revelation, a concept which was to have a remarkable success in the history of the
Church.
Finally, Apelles’ attempt to declare the Old Testament as completely unusable was
destined to be nothing more than an isolated ‘intermezzo’ without lasting significance on
the development of the Christian use of the Old Testament, a fact which perhaps even
Apelles himself realised later in life.
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To say nothing about the fact that Ptolemy’s system is far too intricate to ever have prevailed in the
Church.
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Conclusion
At the beginning of this study I declared that I would take up the challenge to establish a
new coherent portrait of Marcion. At its end, it is time for the reader to decide whether I
succeeded or not. Let me therefore now try to bring Marcion back to life by bundling the
results of the single chapters of my work into one complete picture (the Roman numerals
in brackets refer to the chapters in which the corresponding elements are discussed).

Marcion is born ca. 100-110 AD in Pontus (II). He grows up in a Christian environment
and receives an education at grammar school (II). The time Marcion grows up in is
(theologically) marked by a feeling of complete harmony and unity between the Old and
the New Testament (VII). As far as his personal development is concerned, Marcion’s
soul appears to be infested by a fanatical hatred of the world (III). Given this
psychological precondition of his, he is most concerned to find an explanation for the
‘terrible’ condition the world is in, in other words, he longs for an answer to the
question: unde malum? (III/V) It is probably this question which leads him to a literal
understanding of the Old Testament (III/IV), instead of applying an allegorical
interpretation like his contemporaries. For the Old Testament, understood literally, can
provide Marcion with the image of a God who is responsible for the status quo, a flawed
Creator, who even admits himself that he brings evil to the world (III). Thus, the Old
Testament and its God become the starting point and the very centre of Marcion’s
doctrine.
The testimony of the Gospel and of Paul is most important to the heresiarch, too,
probably even just as important as the testimony of the Old Testament; however, in the
genesis of Marcion’s system of thought it remains the secondary part, a fact which can
best be seen by the way he treats these two groups of texts (IV). As far as the Old
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Testament is concerned, Marcion completely adopts the collection of texts which is in
use in the orthodox church, that is, the collection he grew up with himself, without
changing anything within it. As for the New Testament, however, Marcion radically
altered it, not only by limiting it to a small number of texts (the Gospel of Luke and ten
Letters of Paul), but above all by cutting out all passages from those that remain which
show any positive reference to the Old Testament (IV). Thus, the New Testament has to
be adapted to the Old, not the other way around, which means that Marcion does not
understand the Old Testament in the light of the New, he interprets the New Testament
in the light of the Old. Marcion is convinced that Christ’s original Gospel has been
falsified by the Church, a theory which, as he believes, finds confirmation in the writings
of the Apostle Paul (IV). In the ‘original’ Gospel (that is, the Gospel of Luke changed
according to Marcion’s doctrine) the heresiarch finds the counterpart to the evil Creator,
the perfectly good God, the Father of Jesus Christ, who is completely unrelated to the
world and its people, but who still sent his Son to save mankind from the reign of the
evil God (III). This salvation, however, remains limited to the afterlife. In this world
Marcion and his followers are still ‘companions in misery’, as they designate themselves
(III/V).
In 144/145 Marcion settles in Rome (II). He joins the local church and donates 200,000
sesterces, part of his respectable fortune, which he gained as a ship-owner (II). By this
time, Marcion has already fully developed his doctrine, and he now begins to proclaim it
in Rome (II). Accordingly, it does not take long until he and the Roman ecclesia go their
separate ways, which causes Marcion to found his own church (II). This church shows
remarkable similarities to its orthodox counterpart as far as liturgy as well as offices are
concerned, a situation which shows that Marcion was deeply rooted in the ecclesial
system of his time and thus simply adopted many of its features without questioning
them (VI). The arch-heretic rules his community with absolute authority, a fact which,
together with his organisational talent and his financial means, accounts for the
enormous success of his movement throughout the Empire (VI). A particular danger to
the Church is the fact that Marcion’s movement recruits its members almost exclusively
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from former orthodox Christians (VI), for the complete ban on procreation among the
Marcionites rules out any chance of natural progeny, and the explicit biblical approach
of Marcionite doctrine (combined with an extremely negative view of the Jewish texts)
makes the movement unattractive to Jews and pagans alike (VI). The prohibition of
sexual intercourse just mentioned is part of the radical ethics practised in Marcion’s
church. These ethics are motivated by a feeling of Trotz against the Creator: a
Marcionite is supposed to deliberately disobey his commands, such as the command to
‘increase and multiply’ (VI).
In the years after the foundation of his church, Marcion conceives those works which
would form the doctrinal basis of his movement: the Antitheses, in which he tries to
demonstrate the opposition of the Old and the New Testament and thus the existence of
two different Gods (V); the letter, which serves as a concise introduction to Marcionite
doctrine (V); and his edition of the New Testament, an edition which consists of the
Gospel of Luke and ten letters of Paul, all texts being completely freed from any positive
reference to the Old Testament (IV).
Marcion’s ideas have an enormous influence on the development of the Church,
especially as far as the Old Testament is concerned (VII). With the contrast between the
Old and the New Testament having been pointed out so radically, there is no going back
to the feeling of perfect unity between them common among Marcion’s predecessors.
Accordingly, within only a few years after the start of Marcion’s movement, several
prominent Christian thinkers, both within the orthodox and the heretical camp, dedicate
their writings to this question, especially Justin Martyr, who introduces the temporal
concept of an Old and a New Testament in contrast to the heresiarch (VII).
Marcion dies about 165 AD, probably in Rome.
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Just as one cannot make an omelette without breaking eggs, one cannot establish a new
portrait of Marcion without questioning the predominant view of Harnack. Let us
therfore remember and evaluate the main components of this view.

1. Marcion distinguishes between a just God and a good God.
The distinction between a just God and a good God is attributed to Marcion by later
writers such as Tertullian or Origen (III). However, our analysis has shown that this
distinction represents a later stage in the development of Marcion’s doctrine, as the
earliest sources clearly describe his theology as a dualism between an evil God and a
good God (III).

2. Marcion bases his theology on the testimony of Paul.
In a way, the first component leads to the second one, as Harnack identified Marcion’s
(alleged) distinction of a just and good God with Paul’s distinction of Law and Grace,
and thus concluded that Paul’s theology formed the Ausgangspunkt for Marcion’s
doctrine (III/IV). However, since we have found this distinction to be absent from the
arch-heretic’s system of thought, the conclusion must be considered erroneous, too. Still,
the sources leave no doubt that Marcion attached high importance to the Apostle. But
rather than being the inspiration for Marcion’s doctrine, he was retroactively claimed by
the Pontic in order to legitimise his movement. Certainly, Marcion adopted Paul’s
soteriology and his critique of the Old Testament to a certain extent (III), but the Apostle
served above all as his guarantor for his theory of the falsification of the Gospel (IV).
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3. Marcion considers the Old Testament to be obsolete.
In contrast to the previous concepts, which can be attributed to a misinterpretation of the
evidence found in the sources, this time it was merely Harnack’s wish which was father
to the thought. He believed that he had found a role model for his own theological
agenda, which aimed at an exclusion of the Old Testament from the Christian Bible, and
thus projected this agenda onto the heresiarch (III). Not least because this idea represents
above all projection on Harnack’s part, it may be considered his biggest misconception
regarding Marcion’s theology. Our analysis has shown that the Old Testament was
anything but obsolete for him (III/IV). Marcion does not think in such categories as
‘replacement’ or ‘old’ and ‘new’, his system is truly dualistic, which is why it cannot
exist without the negative counterpart to the Gospel of Christ.

4. Marcion is a Protestant Reformer ahead of his time.
The three features above add up to Harnack’s comparison of Marcion and the modern
Protestant Reformers, Luther in particular. Indeed, Luther distinguished Law and Gospel
(that is, justice and goodness), Luther based his theology on the testimony of the Apostle
Paul, and Luther, while of course not entirely neglecting the Old Testament, attached
less importance to it compared to the New Testament. Thus, if the first three features
applied to Marcion, a comparison with Luther would be natural; however, they have all
proven to be erroneous. Apart from the theological dissimilarity between the two men,
however, there is another reason why Marcion does not qualify for a comparison with
the German Reformer, a feature we have deliberately avoided in our previous chapters:
the evaluation of Marcion’s historical achievement.
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Harnack saw Marcion as a man who correctly identified a wrong development within the
Church of his time, and as a man who bravely fought against this situation, but who
tragically failed because of the narrow-mindedness of his contemporaries; in short, he
saw him as a genius ahead of his time. Given all we have discovered about Marcion in
the course of this study, we can clearly identify this as a misleading characterisation. In
fact, Marcion was anything but ahead of his time. Being ahead of one’s time means that
one has certain ideas which are not appreciated by one’s contemporaries, but which will
be commonly accepted by future generations. This is certainly not true for the
heresiarch. He contributed to the development of the Church by initiating the crisis of
the Old Testament in the middle of the second century; however, his ‘solution’ to this
crisis consisted above all of text forgery. He thus may have initiated the situation, but his
complete inability to offer a real and lasting solution to it labels his contribution, while
crucial, as purely negative and indirect. Among other things, it is this failure on
Marcion’s part which makes him ineligible for a comparison with such great men as
Martin Luther. It is no accident that Marcion’s movement remained an episode in the
history of the Church, whereas Luther’s became an era.
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