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where issues remained unresolved until later rounds of trial and error, dogma-
tism and heresy hunting, led to yet further debate and partial resolution. We
will not be plumbing the depths of those later debates from the fourth century
and later. Their nuances are difficult for many modern readers to appreciate or
even fathom. Instead, we will focus our attention on the earlier centuries, when
some of the most fundamental issues of early Christian doctrine were debated:
How many gods are there? Was the material world created by the true God?
Was Jesus human, divine, or both? These issues, at least, were resolved, lead-
ing to the creeds still recited today and the standardized New Testaments now
read by millions of people throughout the world.

In this second part of our study, we will consider various groups that held

wide-ranging opinions on such matters, groups attested in numerous ancient -

souzces, including the writings of their Christian opponents who found their
views offensive at best and damnable at worst. Four groups will occupy our
attention in the chapters that follow: the Jewish Christian Ebionites, the anti-
Jewish Marcionites, some early Christian Gnostics, and the group we have
already labeled the proto-orthodox. Once we have described the various be-
liefs and, to a lesser extent, the known practices of these groups, we will be
able to proceed in part 3 to consider how they engaged in their battles for
dominance, leading to the virtual elimination of all groups from the Christian
world through the victory of the one group that then successfully declared
itself orthodox.

Chapter Five

At Polar Ends of the
Spectrum: Early Christian
Ebionites and Marcionites

To say that one of the ensured results of historical scholarship is that Jesus was
a Jew may sound a bit trite, like saying that one of the assured results of mod-
ern science is that paper is combustible. Still, not even a century ago, the
Jewishness of Jesus was a matter of real dispute among serious scholars of
ancient Christianity. Moreover, throughout the history of the Christian church,
even when Jesus’ Jewish identity has not been denied it has been compro-
mised, overlooked, or ignored. No one who working in the field of New Testa-
ment scholarship today, however, sees Jesus’ J ewishness as contentious on the
one hand or insignificant on the other. Jesus was Jewish, and any evaluation of
his words, deeds, and fate needs to keep that constantly in mind.

Of course, determining what kind of Jew he was is another matter, and here
the scholarly debates can be prolonged and harsh for insiders and a bit perplex-
ing for outsiders. Is the historical Jesus best understood as a J ewish rabbi, who,
like other rabbis, taught his followers the true meaning of the Law of Moses?
Or as a Jewish holy man, who, like other holy men, could claim a special
relationship with God that gave him extraordinary powers? Or as a Jewish
revolutionary, who, like other revolutionaries, urged an armed rebellion against
the Roman imperialists? Or as a Jewish social radical, who, like other social
radicals, promoted a countercultural lifestyle in opposition to the norms and
values of the society of his day? Or as a Jewish magician, who, like other
magicians, could manipulate the forces of nature in awe-inspiring ways? Or as
a Jewish feminist, who, like other feminists, undertook the cause of women
and urged egalitarian structures in his world? Or as a Jewish prophet, who, like
other prophets, warned of God’s imminent interaction in the world to over-
throw the forces of evil and bring in a new Kingdom in which there would be
no more suffering, sin, and death?'
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All of these options have their proponents among competent scholars who
have devoted years of their lives to the matter yet cannot agree about some of
the most basic facts about Jesus, except that he was Jewish. That at least is a
start, however, and for our purposes here it is probably enough. Moreover,
most scholars today acknowledge not only that Jesus was a Jew but that he was
raised in a Jewish household in the Jewish hamlet of Nazareth in Jewish Pales-
tine. He was brought up in a Jewish culture, accepted Jewish ways, learned the
Jewish tradition, and kept the Jewish Law. He was circumcised, he kept Sab-
bath and the periodic feasts, and he probably ate kosher. As an adult he began
an itinerant preaching ministry in rural Galilee, gathering around himself a
number of disciples, all of whom were Jewish. He taught them his understand-
ing of the Jewish Law and of the God who called the Jews to be his people.
Most scholars would agree that some of these disciples, probably while Jesus
was still living, considered him to be the Jewish Messiah, come to deliver
God’s people from the oppressive power of Rome to which they were subject.
For one reason or another, the leaders of his people, the power players in Jerusa-
lem, considered him a troublemaker, and when he appeared in the capital city
for a Passover feast around 30 ck, they arranged to have him arrested and handed
over to the Roman governor, who put him on trial for sedition against the state
and executed him on charges of claiming to be king of the Jews.

And so Jesus was Jewish from start to last. His disciples were as well: born
and bred Jews. Not long after his death, some or all of them came to understand
Jesus as something more than a Jewish teacher (or holy man or revolutionary or
social reformer or feminist or magician or prophet or whatever else he may have
been). For them, Jesus was the one who had brought about a right standing be-
fore God for others. Some of his followers thought this salvation came through
Jesus’ death and resurrection; others said it came through his divine teachings. In
any event, his followers soon came to proclaim that the salvation brought by
Jesus was not for Jews alone, but was for all people, both Jew and Gentile.

Paul and His Judaizing Opponents

No one was more central to this proclamation to the non-Jew, the Gentile, than
the apostle Paul. Paul was originally a Jewish Pharisee from outside Palestine,
who had heard the Christian proclamation of Jesus, found it blasphemous, and
worked to oppose it with all his heart and strength, one of the first and most
forceful persecutors of the new faith (Gal. 1:13; cf. Acts 8:3). But Paul himself
then had some kind of visionary experience of Jesus (Gal. 1:15-16; 1 Cor.
15:8-11) and changed from being the Christian movement’s chief adversary to
being its chief advocate, transformed from persecutor to proclaimer. Specifi-
cally, Paul saw himself as the apostle of Christ to the Gentiles.

Early on in Paul’s efforts to take the gospel to the Gentile mission field, a
major problem emerged. Gentiles, of course, were “pagans,” that is, polythe-
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ists who worshiped numerous gods. To accept the salvation of Jesus, they had
to renounce their former gods and accept only the God of Israel and Jesus his
son, whose death and resurrection, Paul proclaimed, put them in a right stand- '
ing with God. But in order to worship the God of the Jews, did they not have to
become Jewish? The Jewish God, after all, had given the Jewish Law to the
Jewish people. And the way his people knew they were his people was by
keeping his Law, a Law that gave specific guidelines, say, about how they were
to worship and live together in community. This Law stipulated that God’s
people should avoid worshiping pagan idols and should obey certain broadly
acceptable ethical regulations, such as not murdering or committing adultery.
But it also indicated that his people should be set apart from all other peoples
in distinctive ways, for example, by keeping the seventh day holy, free from
work, so as to worship him; by following certain dietary laws and avoiding
such foods as pork and shellfish; and, if they were male, by receiving the sign
of the covenant God had made with his people, the sign of circumcision.

And so the problem Paul faced in converting Gentiles to faith in Jesus, the
son of the Jewish God. Did Gentiles who came to believe in Jesus need to
become Jewish in order to be Christian? Did they need to adopt the Jewish
Law for themselves? One can imagine that it was a rather pressing issue, espe-
cially for Gentile men, the vast majority of whom were uncircumcised.

Some of Jesus’ Jewish followers insisted that converts were to adopt the
ways of Judaism. Paul, however, appears to have been the leading advocate of
a moderating line on the issue. Paul did insist that Gentiles who became fol-
lowers of Jesus had to accept the God of the Jews and worship him only. But he
was equally emphatic that they did not need to adopt “Jewish ways” or, as we
might call them, “Jewish boundary markers” as spelled out in the Jewish Law.
They did not need to observe the Sabbath or Jewish festivals, keep kosher, or
be circumcised. In fact, in Paul’s view, for Gentiles to adopt the ways of Juda-
ism meant to call into question the salvation God had provided by the death of
Jesus; it was Jesus alone, not the Jewish Law, that brought a person into a right

‘ standing before God (Rom. 3:10, 8:3; Gal. 2:15-16).

Looking back on these debates, as recorded even in the pages of the New
Testament, we tend to think that the matter was easily, quickly, and effectively
resolved. In point of fact, even the New Testament texts that discuss the issue
show that it was not such a simple affair and that Paul’s view was not univer-
sally accepted or, one might argue, even widely accepted. The account of the
conference that met to decide this issue in Jerusalem, part way through Paul’s
missionary activities among the Gentiles (Acts 15), indicates that unnamed
groups of Christians argued the alternative line, that Gentile converts wanting
to become Christians first had to become Jews. Even more striking, Paul’s own
letters indicate that there were outspoken, sincere, and active Christian leaders
who vehemently disagreed with him on this score and considered Paul’s views
to be a corruption of the true message of Christ. Some such leaders appeared
among Paul’s churches in Galatia and convinced the Christian men there that
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they had to be circumcised if they wanted to be full members of God’s people.
And they could quote Scripture to support their views, since God had given the
sign of circumncision to the father of the Jews, Abraham, and told him both that it
was an efernal covenant (not just a part-time agreement, to be annulled later) and
that it applied not just to those born Jewish but also to anyone from outside the
ranks of Israel who wanted to belong to the people of God (cf. Gen. 17:9-14).

Paul fired off a white-hot anger letter in response to his “Judaizing” oppo-
nents in Galatia, in which he went on the attack against these “false teachers”
who, in his judgment, had corrupted the true gospel of Christ and stood ac-
cursed before God. This letter, of course, made it into the New Testament, and
so most people simply take it at face value: Paul’s opponents were corrupters
of the Gospel and accursed by God. But surely they themselves did not see it
thisiway. They were, after all, Christian missionaries, intent on spreading the
gospel of Jesus throughout the world. One of our greatest losses is a written
response from one of them. But if any such reply was made, it has disappeared
forever. That does not necessarily mean, however, that, at the time, they took
the minority position. One should always bear in mind that in this very letter of
Galatians Paul indicates that he confronted Peter over just such issues (Gal.
2:11-14). He disagreed, that is, even with Jesus’ closest disciple on the matter.
What would Peter have said in response? Regrettably, once again, we can never
know, since all we have is Paul’s version.? ;

According to Paul, a person is made right with God only by faith in Jesus’
death and resurrection, not by following any of the deeds prescribed by the
Jewish Law. And this applies to both Jews and Gentiles. Since Jesus alone is
the way of salvation, then anyone who tries to follow the Law in order to be
right with God has misunderstood the gospel and probably lost his or her sal-
vation (Gal. 1:6-9, 5:4). Here is a stark alternative: No one in early Christian-
ity could surpass Paul in making an issue both clear and compelling.

At the same time, whereas only Paul’s account of his confrontation with
Peter and the Judaizing missionaries of Galatia survives, at one time numerous
positions were represented. Even though most of the others have been lost, it is
possible that not all of them have been. A close reading of our surviving sources
shows that one of our Gospels, at least, appears to represent an alternative
point of view.

With good reason, Matthew’s Gospel is frequently thought of as the most
“Jewish” of the Gospels of the New Testament. This account of Jesus’ life and
death goes-to extraordinary lengths to highlight the Jewishness of Jesus. It
begins by giving a genealogy of Jesus that extends through David, the greatest
king of the Jews, to Abraham, the father of the Jews. Time and again it quotes
the Jewish Scriptures to show that Jesus was the Jewish Messiah sent from the
Jewish God in fulfillment of the Jewish Scriptures (cf. Matt. 1:23; 2:6, 18). Not
only does Jesus fulfill the Scriptures here (a point Paul himself would have
conceded); Matthew also insists, contrary to Paul, that Jesus’ followers must

AT POLAR ENDS OF THE SPECTRUM 99

do so as well. In one of the most trenchant statements of the Gospel, found
only in this Gospel in the New Testament, Jesus is recorded as saying:

Do not think that I have come to destroy the Law and the prophets; I did not
come to destroy but to fulfill. For truly I say to you, until heaven and earth pass
away, not the smallest letter or the smallest stroke of a letter will pass away
from the Law until all has taken place. Whoever lets loose one of the least of
these commandments and teaches others to do likewise will be called least in
the kingdom of heaven; but whoever does them and teaches them will be called
great in the kingdom of heaven. For I say to you that if your righteousness does
not exceed that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will not enter the Kingdom of

Heaven (Matt. 5:17-20).

For Matthew, the entire Jewish Law needs to be kept, down to the smallest
letter. The Pharisees, in fact, are blamed not for keeping the law but for not
keeping it well enough. It is worth noting that in this Gospel, when a rich man
comes up to Jesus and asks him how to have eternal life, Jesus tells him that if
he wants to live eternally he must keep the commandments of the Law (19:17).
One might wonder: If the same person approached Paul with the same question
twenty years later, what would he have said? Would he have told him to keep
the Law? His own writings give a clear answer: decidedly not (cf. Rom 3:10;
Gal. 2:15-16). .

It is hard to imagine Paul and Matthew ever seeing eye to eye on this issue.
In any event, from a historian’s perspective it is interesting to note that after
they both died, advocates of their respective positions on the Law developed
these views at some considerable length. By the mid-second century, we know
of Christian groups taking stands on Judaism that were at polar ends of the
spectrum, some groups insisting that the Jewish Law was to be followed for
salvation and others insisting that the Jewish Law could not be followed if one
wanted salvation. All of these groups claimed to be representing the views of

Jesus himself.

Christians Who Would Be Jews:
The Early Christian Ebionites

Through sources dating from the second to the fourth centuries, we know of
Christians called the Ebionites.> We do not know for certain where the name
came from. The proto-orthodox heresiologist (opponent of heresy) Tertullian
claimed that the group was named after its founder, Ebion. That seems like a
poor guess, however, probably based on Tertullian’s assumption that every
heresy begins with a heretic who can be named. Other heresiologists, such as
Origen of Alexandria, were probably closer to the mark when they derived the
name from the Hebrew term ebyon, which means “poor.” Origen and other
proto-orthodox writers had a field day with the name, indicating that the
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Ebionites were “poor in understanding.”™ That is almost certainly not what
they thought about themselves. Possibly the name goes back to the earliest
days of the community. It may be that members of this group gave away their
possessions and committed themselves to lives of voluntary poverty for the
sake of others, like the earliest communities mentioned in Acts 2:44—45, 4:32—
37. Jesus himself, of course, was poor, Maybe these were people who took him
seriously when he said they were to love their neighbors as themselves, realiz-
ing they could scarcely do so while living in relative luxury while people around
them were starving.

In any event, they were called the Ebionites, and by the second century
none of their opponents appears to have understood why. And since we do not
seem to have any writings from anyone who belonged to the group, we cannot
be.certain either. This lack of primary source material is much to be regretted.
Surely some of these people wrote treatises that advanced their views and de-
fended them as necessary. But as no such writing survives, we must base our
understanding on the words of their opponents, sometimes taking their claims
with a pound of salt. Since some of these reports are inconsistent with others, it
may be that there were a variety of Ebionite groups, each with its own distinc-
tive understanding of some aspects of their faith.

Proto-orthodox authors clearly agree that the Ebionites were and under-
stood themselves to be Jewish followers of Jesus. They were not the only group
of Jewish-Christians known to have existed at the time, but they were the group
that generated some of the greatest opposition. The Ebionite Christians that we
are best informed about believed that Jesus was the Jewish Messiah sent from
the Jewish God to the Jewish people in fulfillment of the Jewish Scriptures.
They also believed that to belong to the people of God, one needed to be Jew-
ish. As a result, they insisted on observing the Sabbath, keeping kosher, and
circumcising all males. That sounds very much like the position taken by the
opponents of Paul in Galatia. It may be that the Ebionite Christians were their
descendants, physical or spiritual. An early source, Irenaeus, also reports that
the Ebionites continued to reverence Jerusalem, evidently by praying in its
direction during their daily acts of worship.’

Their insistence on staying (or becoming) Jewish should not seem espe-
cially peculiar from a historical perspective, since Jesus and his disciples were
Jewish. But the Ebionites’ Jewishness did not endear them to most other Chris-
tians, who believed that Jesus allowed them to bypass the requirements of the
Law for salvation. The Ebionites, however, maintained that their views were
authorized by the original disciples, especially by Peter and Jesus’ own brother,
James, head of the Jerusalem church after the resurrection.

One other aspect of the Ebionites’ Christianity that set it apart from that of
most other Christian groups was their understanding of who Jesus was. The
Ebionites did not subscribe to the notion of Jesus’ preexistence or his virgin
birth. These ideas were originally distinct from each other. The two New Tes-
tament Gospels that speak of Jesus being conceived of a virgin (Matthew and
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Luke) do not indicate that he existed prior to his birth, just as the New Testa-
ment books that appear to presuppose his preexistence (cf. John 1:1-3, 18;
Phil. 2:5-11) never mention his virgin birth. But when all these books came to
be included in the New Testament, both notions came to be affirmed simulta-
neously, so that Jesus was widely thought of as having been with God in eter-
nity past (John, Paul) who became flesh (John) by being born of the Virgin
Mary (Matthew and Luke).

Ebionite Christians, however, did not have our New Testament and under-
stood Jesus differently. For them, Jesus was the Son of God not because of his
divine nature or virgin birth but because of his “adoption” by God to be his
son. This kind of Christology is, accordingly, sometimes called “adoptionist.”
To express the matter more fully, the Ebionites believed that Jesus was a real
flesh-and-blood human like the rest of us, born as the eldest son of the sexual
union of his parents, Joseph and Mary. What set Jesus apart from all other
people was that he kept God’s law perfectly and so was the most righteous man
on earth. As such, God chose him to be his son and assigned to him a special
mission, to sacrifice himself for the sake of others. Jesus then went to the cross,
not as a punishment for his own sins but for the sins of the world, a perfect
sacrifice in fulfillment of all God’s promises to his people, the Jews, in the holy
Scriptures. As a sign of his acceptance of Jesus’ sacrifice, God then raised
Jesus from the dead and exalted him to heaven.

It appears that Ebionite Christians also believed that since Jesus was the
perfect, ultimate, final sacrifice for sins, there was no longer any need for the
ritual sacrifice of animals. Jewish sacrifices, therefore, were understood to be a
temporary and imperfect measure provided by God to atone for sins until the
perfect atoning sacrifice should be made. As a result, if these (Christian) Jews
were in existence before the destruction of the Jewish Temple in 70 c, they
would not have participated in its cultic practices; later they, or at least some of
them, evidently remained vegetarian, since in the ancient world the slaughter
of animals for meat was almost always done in the context of a cultic act of
worship.

To what Scriptures did these Ebionites appeal in support of their views?
What books did they revere and study and read as part of their services of
worship? Obviously they retained the Hebrew Bible (the Old Testament) as the
Scripture par excellence. These people were Jews, or converts to Judaism, who
understood that the ancient Jewish traditions revealed God’s ongoing interac-
tions with his people and his Law for their lives. Almost as obviously, they did
not accept any of the writings of Paul. Indeed, for them, Paul was not just
wrong about a few minor points. He was the archenemy, the heretic who had.
Jed so many astray by insisting that a person is made right with God apart from
keeping the Law and who forbade circumcision, the “sign of the covenant,” for
his followers. _

The Ebionites did have other “Christian” texts as part of their canon, how-
ever. Not surprisingly, they appear to have accepted the Gospel of Matthew as
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their principal scriptural authority.® Their own version of Matthew, however,
may have been a translation of the text into Aramaic. Jesus himself spoke Ara-
maic in Palestine, as did his earliest followers. It would make sense that a
group of Jewish followers of Jesus that originated in Palestine would continue
to cite his words, and stories about him, in his native tongue. It appears likely
that this Aramaic Matthew was somewhat ditferent from the Matthew now in
the canon. In particular, the Matthew used by Ebionite Christians would have
lacked the first two chapters, which narrate Jesus’ birth to a virgin—a notion
that the Ebionite Christians rejected. There were doubtless other differences
from our own version of Matthew’s Gospel as well. 7.

We do not know what the Ebionites called their version of Matthew’s Gos-
pel. It may have been identical with a book known to some early church writ-
ers as the Gospel of the Nazareans. Nazarean was a name sometimes used for
groups of Jewish Christians, of which there were others besides the Ebionites.”

We have evidence of yet another Gospel authority used by some or all groups
of Ebionite Christians. The evidence comes to us from the fourth-century writ-
ings of a vitriolic opponent of all things heretical, Epiphanius, orthodox bishop
on the island of Cyprus. In a lengthy book that details and then fervently at-
tacks eighty different heretical groups, Epiphanius devotes a chapter to the
Ebionites and quotes a Gospel that they are said to have used.® He gives seven
brief quotations—not nearly as many as we would like, but enough to get a
general sense of this now lost Gospel.? For one thing, this particular Gospel of
the Ebionites appears to have been a “harmonization” of the New Testament
Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke. Evidence that it harmonized the earlier
sources comes in the account that it gave of Jesus’ baptism. As careful readers
have long noticed, the three Synoptic Gospels all record the words spoken by a
voice from heaven as Jesus emerges from the water; but the voice says some-
thing different in all three accounts: “This is my Son in whom I am well pleased”

-(Matt. 3:17); ““You are my Son, in whom I am well pleased” (Mark 1:11); and,
in the oldest witnesses to Luke’s Gospel, “You are my Son, today I have begot-
ten you” (Luke 3:23). What did the voice actually say? In the Gospel of the
Ebionites, the matter is resolved easily enough. For here the voice speaks three
times, saying something different on each occasion.

The antisacrificial views of the Ebionites also come through in some of the
fragments that Epiphanius quotes. In one of them, the disciples ask Jesus where
he wants to eat the Passover lamb with them (cf. Mark 14:12), and he replies,
“I have no desire to eat the flesh of this Passover Lamb with you.” In another
place, he says somewhat more forthrightly, “I have come to abolish the sacri-
fices; if you do not cease from sacrificing, the wrath of God will not cease from
weighing upon you.”

Where there is no sacrifice, there is also no meat. Probably the most inter-
esting of the changes from the familiar New Testament accounts of Jesus comes
in the Gospel of the Ebionites description of John the Baptist, who, evidently,
like his successor Jesus, maintained a strictly vegetarian cuisine. In this Gos-

AT POLAR ENDS OF THE SPECTRUM 103

pel, with the change of just one letter of the relevant Greek word, the diet of
John the Baptist was said to have consisted not of locusts [meat!] and wild
honey (cf. Mark 1:6) but of pancakes and wild honey. It was a switch that may
have been preferable on other grounds as well.

This Gospel of the Ebionites was evidently written in Greek (hence the
ability to change the locusts into pancakes), based to some extent on Matthew,

‘Mark, and Luke (hence the harmonizing tendency). It would have been used

by Ebionite Christians who no longer knew Aramaic, who were, therefore,
living outside of Palestine. And it would have included the Ebionites’ own
perspectives on the nature of true religion (hence the condemnation of animal
sacrifice)—all the more reason to regret that we have such scant access to it,
one more Gospel lost to posterity, destroyed or forgotten by the proto-orthodox
victors in the struggle to decide what Christians would believe and read.

Christians Who Spurn All Things Jewish:
The Marcionites

Living at the same time and also enjoying the unwanted attention of proto-
orthodox opponents, though standing at just the opposite end of the theological
spectrum, were a group of Christians known as the, Marcionites.'® In this in-
stance, there is no question concerning the origin of the name. These were
followers of the second-century evangelist/theologian Marcion, known to later
Christianity as one of the arch heretics of his day, but by all counts one of the
most significant Christian thinkers and writers of the early centuries. We are
better informed about the Marcionites than about the Ebionites, because their
opponents took them more seriously as a threat to the well-being of the church
at large. As I have intimated, potential converts from among the pagans were
not flocking to the Ebionite form of religion, which involved restricting activi-
ties on Saturday, giving up pork and other popular foods, and, for the men,
undergoing surgery to remove the foreskin of their penises.

The Marcionites, on the other hand, had a highly attractive religion to many
pagan converts, as it was avowedly Christian with nothing Jewish about it. In
fact, everything Jewish was taken out of it. Jews, recognized around the world
for customs that struck many pagans as bizarre at best, would have difficulty
recognizing in the Marcionite religion an offshoot of their own. Not only were
Jewish customs rejected, so, too, were the Jewish Scriptures and the Jewish
God. From a historical perspective, it is intriguing that any such religion could
claim direct historical continuity with Jesus.

Since Marcionite Christianity was seen as a significant threat to the bur-
geoning proto-orthodox movement, the heresiologists wrote a good deal about
it. Tertullian, for example, devoted five volumes to attacking Marcion and his
views. These volumes are primary sources for the conflict, to be supplemented
by attacks mounted by Tertullian’s successors, including Epiphanius of Salamis.
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One still needs to sift through what is said; you can never rely on an enemy’s
reports for a fair and disinterested presentation. And once again, Marcion’s
own writings and those of his survivors were long ago relegated to the trash
heap or bonfire. Still, we appear to get a fairly good sense of Marcion’s life and
teachings from the polemical sources that survive.!

The Life and Teachings of Marcion

Marcion was born around 100 ck, in the city of Sinope, on the southern shore
of the Black Sea, in the region of Pontus. His father was said to have been the
bishop of the church there——an altogether plausible claim, as it can make sense
of Marcion’s intimate familiarity with the Jewish Bible, which he later came to
reject, and his full understanding of certain aspects of the Christian faith from
an early period in his life. As an adult, he evidently was wealthy, having made
his money as a shipping merchant or possibly a shipbuilder.

Later reports indicate that he had a falling out with his father, who pro-
ceeded to remove him from the church. The rumor mill indicated that it was
because he had “seduced a virgin.” Most scholars take that as a metaphorical
seduction—that Marcion had corrupted members of the congregation (the church
as the virgin of Christ) by his false teachings.

In any event, in 139 cg Marcion appears to have traveled from his native Asia
Minor to the city of Rome, which, as the capital and largest city of the empire,
appears to have attracted all sorts, including all sorts of Christians, in this period.
He made a good impression on the church there—already one of the largest
churches in the world (if not the largest)—by donating 200,000 sesterces for the
church’s mission.!? Although recognized for his munificence, Marcion appears
to have had bigger designs. But he lay low and worked out his plan over the
course of five years, bringing it forth in two literary productions.

Before discussing these books, I should say a word about the theology
Marcion developed, which was seen as distinctive, revolutionary, compelling,
and therefore dangerous. Among all the Christian texts and authors at his dis-
posal, Marcion was especially struck by the writings of the apostle Paul, and in
particular the distinction that Paul drew in Galatians and elsewhere between
the Law of the Jews and the géspel of Christ. As we have seen, Paul claimed
that a person is made right with God by faith in Christ, not by doing the works
of the Law. This distinction became fundamental to Marcion, and he made it
absolute. The gospel is the good news of deliverance; it involves love, mercy,
grace, forgiveness, reconciliation, redemption, and life. The Law, however, is
the bad news that makes the gospel necessary in the first place; it involves
harsh commandments, guilt, judgment, enmity, punishment, and death. The
Law is given to the Jews. The gospel is given by Christ.

How could the same God be responsible for both? Or put in other terms:
How could the wrathful, vengeful God of the Jews be the loving, merciful God
of Jesus? Marcion maintained that these attributes could not belong to one
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God, as they stand at odds with one another: hatred and love, vengeance and
mercy, judgment and grace. He concluded that there must in fact be two Gods:
the God of the Jews, as found in the Old Testament, and the God of Jesus, as
found in the writings of Paul. :

Once Marcion arrived at this understanding, everything else naturally fell
into place. The God of the Old Testament was the God who created this world
and everything in it, as described in Genesis. The God of Jesus, therefore, had
never been involved with this world but came into it only when Jesus himself
appeared from heaven. The God of the Old Testament was the God who called
the Jews to be his people and gave them his Law. The God of Jesus did not
consider the Jews to be his people (for him; they were the chosen of the other
God), and he was not a God who gave laws.

The God of the Old Testament insisted that people keep his Law and penal-
ized them when they failed. He was not evil, but he was rigorously just. He had
laws and inflicted penalties on those who did not keep them. But this necessar-
ily made him a wrathful God, since no one kept all of his laws perfectly. Every-
one had to pay the price for their transgressions, and the penalty for transgression
was death. The God of the Old Testament was therefore completely justified in
exacting his punishments and sentencing all people to death.

The God of Jesus came into this world in order to save people from the
vengeful God of the Jews. He was previously unknown to this world and had
never had any previous dealings with it. Hence Marcion sometimes referred to
him as God the Stranger. Not even the prophecies of the future Messiah come
from this God, for these refer not to Jesus but to a coming Messiah of Israel, to
be sent by the God of the Jews, the creator of this world and the God of the Old
Testament. Jesus came completely unexpectedly and did what no one could
possibly have hoped for: He paid the penalty for other people’s sins, to save
them from the just wrath of the Old Testament God.

But how could Jesus himself, who represented the nonmaterial God, come
into this material world—created by the other God—without becoming part of
it? How could the nonmaterial become material, even for such a good and noble
cause as salvation? Marcion taught that Jesus was not truly a part of this material
world. He did not have a flesh-and-blood body. He was not actually born. He
was not really human. He only appeared to be a human with a material existence
like everyone else. In other words, Marcion, like some Gnostic Christians, was a
docetist who taught that Jesus only “seemed” to have a fleshly body.

Coming “in the likeness of sinful flesh,” as Marcion’s favorite author Paul
put it (Rom. 8:3), Jesus paid the penalty for other people’s sins by dying on the
cross. By having faith in his death, one could escape the throes of the wrathful
God of the Jews and have eternal life with the God of love and mercy, the God
of Jesus. But how could Jesus die for the sins of the world if he did not have a
real body? How could his shed blood bring atonement if he did not have real

blood?
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Unfortunately, we do not know exactly how Marcion developed the details
of his theory of atonement. Possibly he, like some Christians after him, thought
that Jesus’ death was a kind of trap that fooled the divine being who had con-
trol of human souls lost to sin, that the God of the Jews was forced to relin-
quish the souls of those who believed in Jesus’ death, not realizing that in fact
the death was only an appearance. But we do not actually know how Marcion
worked out the theological niceties.

What we do know is that he based this entire system on sacred texts that he
had in his church. These included, but were not limited to, the writings of Paul.
Tertullian indicates, for example, that Marcion was particularly attracted to the
saying of Jesus that a tree is known by its fruit (see Luke 6:43—44): Good trees
do not produce rotten fruit, and rotten trees do not produce good fruit. What
happens when the principle is applied to the divine realm? What kind of God
creates a world wracked with pain, misery, disaster, disease, sin, and death?
What kind of God says that he is the one who “creates evil” (Amos 3.6)7 Surely
a God who is himself evil. But what kind of God brings love, mercy, grace,
salvation, and life? A God who does what is kind and generous and good? A
God who is good.

There are two Gods, then, and according to Marcion, Jesus himself says so.
Moreover, Jesus explains that nio one puts new wine into old wineskins; other-
wise, the old wineskins burst and both they and the wine are destroyed (Mark
2:22). The gospel is a new thing that has come into the world. It cannot be put
into the old wineskins of the Jewish religion.

Marcion’s Literary Productions

Once Marcion had worked out his theological system, he incorporated it into
his two literary works. The first was his own composition, a book that no longer
survives, except in the quotations of his opponents. Marcion called the book
the Antitheses (Conirary statements). It was evidently a kind of commentary
on the Bible, in which Marcion demonstrated his doctrinal views that the God
of the Old Testament could not be the God of Jesus. Some of the book may
well have consisted of direct and pointed antithetical statements contrasting
the two Gods. For example, the God of the Old Testament tells the people of
Israel to enter into the city of Jericho and murder every man, woman, child,
and animal in the city (Joshua 6); but the God of Jesus tells his followers to
love their enemies, to pray for those who persecute them, to turn the other
cheek (Luke 6:27-29). Is this the same God? When Elisha, the prophet of the
Old Testament God, was being mocked by a group of young boys, God al-
lowed him to call out two she-bears to attack and maul them (2 Kings 2:23-
24). The God of Jesus says, “Let the little children come to me” (Luke 18:15-17).
Is this the same God? The God of the Old Testament said, “Cursed is anyone
who hangs on a tree” (Deut. 27:26; 28:58). But the God of Jesus ordered him,
the one who was blessed, to be hanged on a tree. Is this the same God?
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Many Christians today might be sympathetic with Marcion’s view, as one
often hears even still about the wrathful God of the Old Testament and the
loving God of the New. Marcion, however, drove the idea to its limit, in a way
many moderns could not accept. For him, there really were two Gods, and he
set out to demonstrate it by appealing to the Old Testament. In this book of
Antitheses, Marcion showed that he was not willing to explain away these pas-
sages by providing them with a figurative or symbolic interpretation; for him,
they were to be taken literally. And when so read, they stood in stark contrast
with the clear teachings of Jesus and his gospel of love and mercy.

Marcion’s second literary creation was not an original composition but a
new edition of other texts. Marcion put together a canon of Scripture, that is, a
collection of books that he considered to be sacred authorities. Marcion, in
fact, is widely thought to have been the first Christian to have done so, to
construct a closed, that is, a finalized, canon of Scripture, long before the New
Testament that we know was established. Some scholars think that Marcion’s
decision to create a canon may have spurred on efforts of proto-orthodox Chris-
tians to follow suit.

Of what did Marcion’s canon consist? First and most obviously, it did not
include any of the Jewish Scriptures (the “Old” Testament). These were books
written by and about the Old Testament God, the creator of the world and the
God of the Jews. They are not sacred texts for those who have been saved from
his vengeful grasp by the death of Jesus. The New Testament is completely
new and unanticipated.

Marcion’s New Testament consisted of eleven books. Most of these were
the letters of his beloved Paul, the one predecessor whom Marcion could trust
to understand the radical claims of the gospel. Why, Marcion asked, did Jesus
return to earth to convert Paul by means of a vision? Why did he not simply
allow his own disciples to proclaim his message faithfully throughout the world?
According to Marcion, it was because Jesus” disciples—themselves Jews, fol-
lowers of the Jewish God, readers of the Jewish Scriptures—never did cor-
rectly understand their master. Confused by what Jesus taught them, wrongly
thinking that he was the Jewish Messiah, even after his death and resurrection
they continued not to understand, interpreting Jesus’ words, deeds, and death
in light of their understanding of Judaism. Jesus then had to start afresh, and he
called Paul to reveal to him “the truth of the gospel.” That is why Paul had to
confront Jesus’ disciple Peter and his earthly brother James, as seen in the letter
to the Galatians. Jesus had revealed the truth to Paul, and these others simply
never understood.

Paul understood, however, and he alone. Marcion therefore included ten of
his letters in his canon of Scripture, all, in fact, of those that eventually came to
be found in the New Testament with the exception of the Pastoral epistles: 1
and 2 Timothy and Titus. We may never know why these three were not in-
cluded as well. It may be that they were not as widely circulated by Marcion’s
time and that he himself did not know of them.??
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Paul, of course, speaks of his “gospel,” by which he means his gospel ﬁl@s—

sage. Marcion, however, believed that Paul actually had a Gospel book avail-

able to him. As a consequence, Marcion included a Gospel in his canon, a form
of the Gospel of Luke. It is not clear why Marcion chose Luke as his Gospel,
whether it was because its author was allegedly a companion of the apostle
Paul,™ or because it showed the greatest concern for Gentiles in the ministry of
Jesus, or, perhaps more plausibly, because it was the Gospel he was raised on
in his home church of Sinope. )

In any event, this Gospel along with the ten Pauline letters formed Marcion’s
sacred canon of Scripture. Even such a short canon—no Old Testament and
only eleven other books—created a problem for Marcion, for these eleven books
do appear to affirm the material world as the creation of the true God, they

quote passages from the Old Testament, and they show ties with historical .

Judaism. Marcion was fully aware of this problem and worked hard to resolve
it. In his view, the reason these books had such passages is not because their
authors were deceived into thinking that Judaism was important to the mes-
sage of Jesus. No, it was only after the authors had produced these works that
the offensive passages had been inserted into copies of their books, inserted by
scribes who still did not understand Jesus’ true message.

In order to present the Scriptures in their original pristine form, then, Marcion
was driven by the logic of his system to edit the passages that affirmed the
material world as the creation of the true God, that quoted the Old Testament,
that smacked of Judaism. In a manner reminiscent of the later Jefferson Bible,
Marcion removed all the passages offensive to his views. In the words of his
proto-orthodox opponent, Tertullian, Marcion interpreted his scripture “with a
pen knife” (Prescription, 38).

Marcion’s Fate

Once Marcion had completed his literary creations, he strove to have his views
accepted by the Christian world at large. Possibly that was part of the motiva-
tion for his relocation to Rome, the capital city, in the first place. It appears that
Marcion called a council of church leaders together in Rome to present his
views—the first such Roman church council of record. But after hearing what
he had to say, the Roman elders, rather than welcoming his views with open
arms, chose to excommunicate him from their community, refunding his large
donation and sending him on his way. Marcion left the church of Rome, mo-
mentarily defeated but none the worse for wear and none the less convinced of
the truth of his gospel.

Marcion returned to Asia Minor to propagate his version of the faith, and he
was fantastically successful in doing so. We cannot be sure exactly why, but
Marcion experienced an almost unparalleled success on the mission field, es-
tablishing churches wherever he went, so that within a few years, one of his

“proto-orthodox opponents, the apologist and theologian in Rome, Justin, could
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say that he was teaching his heretical views to “many people of every nation”
(Apology 1.26). For centuries Marcionite churches would thrive; in some parts
of Asia Minor they were the original form of Christianity and continued for
many years to comprise the greatest number of persons claiming to be Chris-
tian. As late as the fifth century we read of orthodox bishops warning members
of their congregations to be wary when traveling, lest they enter a strange town,
attend the local church on Sunday morning, and find to their dismay that they
are worshiping in the midst of Marcionite heretics.'?

Christianities in Contrast and Competition

We might do well in this, our opening move into some of the diverse forms of
Christianity of the second and third centuries, to consider a set of contrasts
between the two groups of Christians we have considered here. Both the
Ebionites and the Marcionites claimed to be followers of Jesus and through
him of the true God; both of them thought that Jesus’ death was the way of
salvation (on this they would disagree with other groups—cf. the Gospel of
Thomas); both of them claimed to trace their views back to Jesus through his
apostles. But in most other respects, they stood at opposite ends of the theo-

logical spectrum.

+ The Ebionites were Jews who insisted that being Jewish was fundamen-
tal to a right standing before God. The Marcionites were Gentiles who
insisted that Jewish practice was fundamentally detrimental for a right
standing before God.

« The Ebionites insisted there was only one God. The Marcionites main-
tained that there were two.

* The Ebionites held to the laws of the Old Testament and saw the Old
Testament as the revelation of the one true God. The Marcionites re-
jected the laws of the Old Testament and saw it as a book inspired by the
inferior God of the Jews.

e The Ebionites saw Jesus as completely human and not divine. The
Marcionites saw Jesus as completely divine and not human.

» The Ebionites saw Paul, with his teaching of justification by faith in
Christ apart from the works of the law, as the arch heretic of the church.
Marcion saw Paul as the one and only true apostle of Christ.

» The Ebionites accepted a version of Matthew as their Scripture (without
its first two chapters, which show that Jesus was born of a virgin), possi-
bly along with other books, such as their own Gospel of the Ebionites.
Marcion accepted a version of Luke as his Scripture (again, possibly
without its first two chapters, which show that Jesus was born), along
with ten letters of Paul.
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Here we have two groups with diametrically opposed views, both claiming not
just to be Christian but to be frue Christians. Both ultimately came to be con-
demned as heretical, not just by each other but also by the group that defeated
them both, the proto-orthodox Christians who established themselves as domi-
nant and determined what future Christians would think about God, Christ,
salvation, and the Bible.

What if it had turned out differently? What if the Ebionites had won these
battles, or the Marcionites?

From a historian’s perspective, with all the advantages and disadvantages of
hindsight, it has to be admitted that it is difficult to imagine either of these
groups establishing itself as one of the dominant religions, let alone the “offi-
cial” religion, of the Roman Empire in the way proto-orthodox Christianity
eventually did.

If the Ebionites had established themselves as dominant, then things would
be radically different for Christians today. Christianity would be not a religion
that was separate from Judaism but a sect of Judaism, a sect that accepted
Jewish laws, customs, and ways, a sect that practiced circumcision, observed
Jewish holy days such as Yom Kippur and Rosh Hashana and other festivals, a
sect that kept kosher food laws and probably maintained a vegetarian diet.

As a sect within Judaism, Christianity would have had its principal battles
internally with other Jews who did not accept Jesus as Messiah; anti-Semitism
as it developed, with Christians opposing Jews, members of a different reli-
gion, might well have never occurred. What we think of as historical develop-
ments from the fall of (“Christian”) Rome to the early and later Christian Middle
Ages would never have transpired as they did, nor would the Renaissance and
the Protestant Reformation, historical developments that arose out of a specific
set of circumstances of medieval Christianity. One could argue that the modern
world would have been totally unrecognizable.

All of this, of course, is rank speculation. We have no idea what exactly
might have happened, whether life in our world would have been better, worse,
or about the same. But it would have been wildly different. At the same time,
as I have pointed out, it is hard to imagine it happening at all. Ebionite Chris-
tianity was at a serious disadvéntage when it came to appealing to the masses.
It attracted some Jews and some non-Jews who found Judaism appealing. But
such people were never in the majority in the ancient world. The idea of large-
scale conversions to a religion that required kosher food laws and circumcision
seems a bit far-fetched. Had Ebionite Christianity “won” the internal battles
for dominance, Christianity itself would probably have ended up as a footnote
in the history of religion books used in university courses in the West.

In any event, Ebionite Christianity was “left behind” at a fairly early mo-
ment in the history of the church. Proto-orthodox fathers like Irenaeus and
Tertullian mention it and say a few things about it, but they do not see it as a
serious threat, already by the end of the second céntury.
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‘What about Marcionite Christianity? Here one can both imagine and argue
for real success within Christianity itself. Marcionite Christianity was a force-
ful movement in the early church, and one can readily see why. It took what
most people in the empire found most attractive about Christianity—love, mercy,
grace, wonder, opposition to this harsh, material world and salvation from it—
and pushed it to an extreme, while taking Christianity’s less attractive sides—
law, guilt, judgment, eternal punishment, and, above all, association and close
ties with Jews and Judaism—and getting rid of them. Had Marcionite Chiis-
tianity succeeded, the Old Testament would be seen by Christians today not as
the Old Testament but as the Jewish Scriptures, a set of writings for the Jews
and of no real relevance to Christianity. So, too, Christians would not see them-
selves as having Jewish roots. This may well have opened the doors to height-
ened hostilities, since Marcion seems to have hated Jews and everything Jewish;
or possibly even more likely, it may have led simply to benign neglect as Jews
and their religion would have been considered to be of no relevance and cer-
tainly no competition for Christians. The entire history of anti-Semitism might
have been avoided, ironically, by an anti-Jewish religion.

Once again, other aspects of the history of the West would have been quite
different, but it is not easy to see how. Certainly, the intellectual tradition of
Christianity would have been distinctly different, as the Old Testament would
not have been an issue of ongoing concern, and figurative, spiritual, allegorical
modes of interpretation might not have developed within Christian circles (as
Marcion was a literalist), leading to a history of literary analysis and a set of
reading practices entirely different from what we have inherited. Economic
and political history might have turned out to be quite different, since there
would have been nothing in the sacred Scriptures, for example, to oppose lend-
ing money at interest or to promote the system of an eye for an €ye and a tooth for
a tooth. Who knows what would have happened to the environment, given the
circumstance that so much of modern environmental concerns stem ultimately
from a conviction, filtered through many layers, but with Judeo-Christian roots,
that God is the creator of this world and that we are its caretakers. Different, too,
would have been so much of modern socialism, even (odd as it may seem) so
much of Marxist theory, as it is ultimately rooted in notions of economic jus-
tice, fairness, and opposition to oppression that trace their lineage back to the
Hebrew prophets. ‘

But once again, it is impossible to know where we would be if Marcionite
Christianity had won the internal debates among Christian groups. At the same
time, even if the Marcionites had established their supremacy within Chris-
tianity, it is extremely difficult to imagine them succeeding in becoming the
dominant religion of the Roman Empire, the way proto-orthodox Christianity
did. This is because of a unique feature that made Christianity initially palat-
able to Roman religious tastes (and to become ultimately successful, of course,
something first has to be palatable). Unlike today, in the ancient Roman world
there was wide-ranging suspicion of any philosophy or religion that smacked
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of novelty. In the fields of philosophy and religion, as opposed to the field of

military technology, it was the old that was appreciated and respected, not the
new. One of the most serious obstacles for Christians in the Roman mission
- field was the widespread perception—and it was entirely valid—that the reli-
gion was “recent.” Nothing new could be true. If it were true, why was it not
known long ago? How could it be that no one until now has understood the
truth? Not even Homer, Plato, or Aristotle?

The strategy that Christians devised to avoid this obstacle to conversion
was to say that even though Jesus did live just decades or a century or so ago,
the religion based on him is much, much older, for this religion is the fulfill-
ment of all that God had been predicting in the oldest surviving books of civi-
lization. Starting with Moses and the prophets, God had predicted the coming
of Jesus and the religion founded in his name. Moses lived four centuries be-
fore Homer, eight centuries before Plato. And Moses looked forward to Jesus
and the salvation to be brought in his name. Christianity is not a new thing, of
recent vintage, argued the (proto-orthodox) Christian thinkers. It is older than
anything that Greek myth and philosophy can offer; it is older than Rome it-
self. As an ancient religion, it demands attention.'®

By embracing “true” Judaism, that is, by taking over the Jewish Scriptures
and claiming them as their own, Christians overcame the single biggest objec-
tion that pagans had with regard to the appearance of this “new” religion. Had
Christians not been able to make a plausible case for the antiquity of their
religion, it never would have succeeded in the empire.

But what about Marcion and his followers? They claimed that Jesus and the
salvation that he brought were brand-new. God had never been in the world
before. He was a Stranger to this place. There were no ancient roots to this
religion, no forerunners, no antecedents, The salvation of Christ came unlooked
for and unexpected, unknown to all ancient philosophy and unlike anything
found in ancient religion. Given the reverence for antiquity in antiquity, in its
" quest for ultimate dominance, Marcionite Christianity probably never had a
chance.

Chapter Six

Christians “In the
IKnow”’: The Worlds of
Early Christian Gnosticism

No form of lost Christianity has so intrigued modern readers and befuddled
modern scholars as early Christian Gnosticism. The intrigue is easy to under-
stand, especially in view of the discovery of the Nag Hammadi library (see pp.
51-55). When that group of fieldhands headed by Mohammed Ali uncovered
this cache of books in Upper Egypt, the world was suddenly presented with
hard evidence of other Christian groups in the ancient world that stood in sharp
contrast with any kind of Christianity familiar to us today. There was no Jesus
of the stained glass window here, nor a Jesus of the creeds—not even a Jesus of
the New Testament. These books were fundamentally different from anything
in our experience, and almost nothing could have prepared us for them.

The Nag Hammadi Library

The library contained a wide array of books, many of them with understand-
ings of God, the world, Christ, and religion that differed not only from the
views of proto-orthodoxy but also from one another.! There were new Gospels
recording Jesus’ words, some of them containing his secret and “truer” teach-
ings, delivered after his resurrection from the dead, Gospels allegedly written by
his disciples Philip and John the son of Zebedee, by his brother James, by his
twin brother Thomas. Even though forged, these books were obviously written
seriously and meant to be taken seriously, as providing a guide to the truth. So,
too, the other books in the collection, including several different and internally
diverse mystical reflections on how the divine realm came into being. Most of
these documents assumed that there was not simply one God over all who had
created the world and made it good. Some of them were quite explicit: This
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