Marcion of Sinope

Historical Figure, Theologian, and Canonical Provocateur
Based on Robert M. Grant, Augustus to Constantine (Harper & Row, 1970), with additional scholarly commentary

Part I: The Historical Figure

Origins and Arrival in Rome

Marcion came from Pontus, the region along the southern coast of the Black Sea in Asia Minor
— specifically from Sinope, its principal port city. Ancient sources suggest he was a wealthy
ship-owner, which would explain both his mobility across the Roman world and the financial
generosity he displayed upon his arrival in Rome. He made his way to the capital sometime in
the 130s CE, and Grant places his active membership in the Roman Christian community
between approximately 137 and 144.

The timing matters. Marcion arrived in Rome in the immediate aftermath of the Bar Kochba
revolt of 132-135, the catastrophic second Jewish uprising against Rome, which ended in the
devastation of Judea and the expulsion of Jews from Jerusalem. Grant suggests this context
likely intensified convictions Marcion may already have held: the failure of the revolt, and the
kind of militaristic messianism Bar Kochba embodied, seemed to Marcion to demonstrate
exactly what the creator God’s messiah would look like — a warrior who would capture
Damascus and Samaria. Christians, in his view, must have nothing to do with such hopes.

The Roman Community and Expulsion

Ancient sources, particularly Tertullian, record that Marcion made a substantial financial gift to
the Roman church upon his arrival — a sum that was returned to him when he was eventually
expelled. Grant treats the financial details with appropriate caution: Tertullian’s figure of ducenti
is a Latin word writers use simply to mean ““a large number,” not a precise sum. What is clear is
that Marcion was prosperous; the precise amount remains unknown.

The expulsion itself, Grant notes, was carried out not by a single monarchical bishop but
apparently by the collective body of presbyters and teachers — an important detail about the
state of Roman church governance in the mid-second century, before the monarchical episcopate
had consolidated its authority. The grounds for expulsion were theological: Marcion’s views on
the two Gods and his handling of scripture had become irreconcilable with the Roman
community’s emerging consensus.

The Marcionite Church and Its Longevity

After his expulsion, Marcion did not simply disappear. He founded his own church organization,
which proved remarkably durable and geographically widespread. Grant records that a
Marcionite bishop was among those executed during the Diocletianic persecution in Palestine
between 309 and 311 CE — more than a century and a half after Marcion’s own death.



Tertullian, writing his multi-volume Adversus Marcionem around 207-208 CE, devoted more
sustained attention to refuting Marcion than to almost any other opponent, itself a measure of
how seriously the mainstream church took the challenge he continued to pose long after his
death.

Grant is scrupulous about the limits of the evidence throughout. We do not know the precise
circumstances of Marcion’s birth, the details of his early formation, or what happened during all
his years in the Roman community. We know nothing of the circumstances of his death.
Everything we have comes filtered through opponents with polemical agendas. What Grant’s
account establishes is a historically credible outline: a prosperous man from Pontus, shaped by
the Jewish-Christian tensions of the early second century and the political catastrophe of the Bar
Kochba revolt, who developed a coherent and radical theological vision, built an institutional
church around it, and posed a challenge the emerging mainstream found impossible to ignore.

Part I1: His Teaching, His Bible, and the Problem of Sources

The Two Gods

Marcion’s central theological conviction — the one from which everything else followed — was
that the God described in the Jewish scriptures could not possibly be the same God that Jesus
called Father. The creator God of those scriptures commands wars, destroys cities, demands
sacrifice, hardens Pharaoh’s heart, and repents of his own decisions. He is real, but he is limited,
merely just, and bound to the material world he made.

The God revealed by Jesus was, for Marcion, an entirely different being: a higher, supremely
good God, previously unknown to humanity, whose defining characteristic was unconditional
love and mercy. He had no prior history with Israel, no covenants to honor, no law to enforce.
His revelation in Christ was therefore a pure gift — grace with no strings attached and no
preparation in any prior religious tradition.

His opponents called this “ditheism” — the worship of two Gods — though Marcion did not see
it that way. The creator was real but inferior; the Father of Christ was greater and entirely good.
Grant is careful to note Marcion’s relationship to Gnosticism here: the idea of a highest God
unknown apart from Christ, and of prophets inspired by a lesser being, was shared with Gnostic
movements, and Marcion drew on that intellectual environment. Yet he was not a mythologizer
in the elaborate Gnostic sense — he constructed no systems of aeons and emanations. Grant
treats him as occupying adjacent but distinct theological territory.

Marcion’s Bible: The First Christian Canon

Central to Marcion’s program was his handling of Christian scripture. He believed the original
gospel of Jesus had not been written down immediately, and when it finally was, it had been
corrupted by false apostles still too steeped in Jewish expectations to understand what Jesus was



actually doing. Only Paul had genuinely grasped the true message — that Christ came to liberate
humanity from the creator’s Law, not to fulfill it. But Paul’s letters too had been tampered with.

Working from a version of the Gospel of Luke — which he regarded as the work of a Pauline
associate — Marcion undertook to remove what he considered later interpolations and restore the
authentic, non-Jewish text. The result was what many scholars regard as the first deliberately
assembled Christian scriptural canon: a defined, bounded collection of authoritative texts.

That canon had two parts. The first was his edited Gospel. The second was the Apostolikon, a
collection of ten Pauline letters: Galatians, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Romans, 1 and 2 Thessalonians,
a letter he called the Laodiceans (which corresponds to our Ephesians), Colossians, Philippians,
and Philemon. Notably absent were the Pastoral Epistles — 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus — which
Marcion apparently did not recognize as authentically Pauline. He also wrote a work called the
Antitheses, which set out in systematic form the contradictions between the two Gods — the
harsh deeds of the creator paired against the gracious acts of Christ — as a hermeneutical key for
reading his Bible. The Antitheses survives only in fragments embedded in his opponents’
refutations.

The Problem of Sources

Here lies the fundamental difficulty for any student of Marcion: almost everything we know
about him comes from people who despised him. Our main sources are Tertullian (writing
around 207 CE, some fifty or more years after Marcion’s death), Epiphanius (writing in the late
fourth century), Irenaeus, and other heresiologists — writers whose entire purpose was to
demonstrate that Marcion was a dangerous heretic. They quote him selectively, argue against
him polemically, and regularly attribute motives that may reflect their own assumptions more
than his actual views.

This creates a genuine historical problem. The Marcion we can reconstruct is always Marcion as
his enemies saw him. His own writings — the Antitheses and his editorial work on the Gospel
and the Apostolikon — survive only as fragments refracted through hostile quotation. We read
him, so to speak, in a broken mirror held by someone who wanted him to look monstrous.

This question remains genuinely unresolved. What is not in dispute is the scale of Marcion’s
impact. The mainstream church’s response to him — insisting on the unity of Old and New
Testaments, affirming the God of Israel as the Father of Christ, developing creeds and a broader
scriptural canon — was in significant part a reaction to the challenge he posed. The Christianity
that emerged from the second century was defined, at least partly, against him. In that sense,
even those who consider him entirely wrong must acknowledge that the faith we know was
shaped in the crucible of the argument he started.

Primary source: Robert M. Grant, Augustus to Constantine (Harper & Row, 1970).



