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‘We cannot approach Marcion as a friend. He is not familiar to us in the way that Athanasius and Augustine are familiar’

After all these centuries, the spirit of Marcion is still alive. The question of the meaning of the Old Testament crops up continually and becomes a heavy load for many. Accordingly, the Old Testament does not have much to say and sermons from this book are mostly either a spiritualisation or an allegory. And when this happens, the Old Testament fades away, and Marcion’s reasoning becomes paramount after two thousand years. Indeed, during the second century the church opposed Marcion and chose for the Old Testament, but did the church really understand the consequences of this decision? 

Von Harnack’s important work on Marcion – see below – studies these problems.
 Von Harnack had a remarkable admiration for Marcion. Marcion was von Harnack’s first love in church history, and not even Augustine could captivate him that much. Von Harnack regarded Marcion as the greatest theologian between Paul and Augustine, and even today his work is the very best introduction to Marcion's theology.
 Before we focus on Marcion’s reasoning, first something on von Harnack’s exposition of the problem of the Old Testament in the church.
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The Old Testament as problem

At the end of his great work on Marcion, von Harnack remarks that the Old Testament is actually no longer relevant to the church. For the greater part of the past two thousand years, this has been a problem, but the church keeps pushing it aside. 
 Already in the second century Marcion grappled with this problem, and then asked a brilliant question: Perhaps the Old Testament had served its purpose, and was it not time now to remove it from the Christian canon?


Marcion was certainly not the only one to reflect on this issue. Already towards the second century, the Old Testament had become a problem for many. The novelty of Christ was so overpowering that the value of the Old Testament started to wane. But the questions and the problems of the second century seem to have accumulated in Marcion.


Nevertheless, despite all the critical questions, the church chose in favour of the Old Testament and against Marcion. According to von Harnack, the church really had no other choice. In the second century the Old Testament was simply too indispensable for the church, and she was not ready yet to reject the Old Testament. However, this choice demanded a price: the church needed to coin new words and concepts to justify her decision. Furthermore, the Old Testament needed to become spiritualised even more in order to remain of relevance to the church-goers. This was impossible for many people, because law and gospel - Old and New Testament - seemed incompatible.
 

During the Reformation a hash was made of the opportunity to remove the Old Testament from the canon. The gospel played a decisive role in Luther’s struggle and his eventual conversion. Luther yearned for a God of mercy, but this was not easy. The late middle ages pictured God as unapproachable and hard, and mercy was out of the question. Artists depicted Him, sitting on a cloud with a sword in the one hand and a flower in the other. He was a God of righteousness who raged over people and sin and who excused nobody. Those who stood beneath the hand with the sword were condemned and doomed to perdition.
 What God demanded (in the view of the middle ages), was justice according to the law: piety that consisted of a strict compliance to certain demands. Due to this view of a hard and merciless God, the people of the middle ages feared Him.  This fear was also part of Luther’s life.

But Luther experienced that the gospel liberated him: he was liberated from a religion of duty, of laws and of demands. And yet Luther was not able to liberate the gospel from the Old Testament. Although he turned the whole world of his time upside down, he could not remove the Old Testament from the canon. He was simply not able to remark on the Old Testament that it was ‘fine and useful to read’, but that it had no place in the Christian canon. Once again the consequences were far-reaching, because once again the church needed to devise all sorts of theological emercency measures in order to retain the Old Testament.
 

Von Harnack could not understand that the Old Testament remained part of the canon after historical criticism. After the historical criticism of the nineteenth century, it became impossible to retain the Old Testament any longer. During the past century or so, many people became totally disillusioned with the Old Testament, but the church remained oblivious to this. She carried on as though nothing happened in Old Testament scholarship. And of course, to justify the preservation of the Old Testament, a new language had to be devised.
 Von Harnack considerd this to be a sign of spiritual poverty. Wherever the Old Testament is part of the canon of the church today, a sign of total spirtual bankruptcy manifests.
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Who was this Marcion?

Marcion recognised the problem of the Old Testament with regards to the church quite early and verbalised this explicitly. Who was he?
 His father was a bishop in Synope and perhaps Marcion was also involved in congregational services. In the course of time, tension developed between him and the congregation, and he departed in 138 to Rome.  On his way he called at Smyrna and visited the well-known bishop Polycarpus. Evidently the encouter was somewhat less than adoring, because Polycarpus called him the firstborn of Satan. 
 Once in Rome, Marcion donated a large sum of money to the congregation, but in 144 problems cropped up once again. The congregation gave him back his money and asked him to leave. Ater this he founded his own church and was remarkably successful. Also during this time his reasoning refined in shape and he wrote a new Bible for his community of believers. He passed away in 160.


Marcion’s whole life is marked by strife. He resisted especially the ‘false apostles and the Jewish evangelicals’. He actually directed this statement at Christianity as a whole. According to Marcion the church strayed because she poured new wine in old bags. He wished to indicate that, in a manner of speaking, the new gospel was poured into the old bags of the Old Testament. Indeed, the early church rejected many Jewish elements, but for Marcion this was insufficient. Circumcision, the feasts and the cult were abandoned, but for Macion this was not enough. The church still took the Old Testament seriously and lived accordingly. Doing so, the true value of the gospel was undermined and the new in Christ was obscured.
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An imaginative encounter

Marcion opposed the Old Testament and was of the opinion that Paul thought likewise. Marcion only wished to be a follower of Paul his whole life long: ‘He knew himself simply as a pupil of Paul; he intended only to walk in Paul’s tracks’.
 In search of the ‘true’ Paul, Marcion took much trouble to purge all his letters from Jewish influences and to describe the genuine and authentic Paul. To illuminate this narrow relationship between Paul and Marcion, let us imagine the following scenario:


Imagine Paul returned to earth for a day, during the second century. Many things in the church would have upset him deeply. Matters had taken a turn for the worse. To top it all, the letter of Hermas irritated him unbearably.
 His selfrighteousness, his conceit, his visions and parables went against Paul’s grain. Not to mention Justine the Martyr who actually sought religious gratification in  philosophy.
 Philosophy was one’s guide towards God, ultimately the means to unite one with Him. In Plato’s philosophy Justine discovered profound happiness, as this was his bridge between faith and philosophy. And yet Paul warned precisely against philosophy. 


Perhaps the sharpest thorn in Paul’s side was the existence and the use of the Old Testament in the church. He was also (in the manner of Marcion) very critical towards the Old Testament. According to him, Jesus should not have been wrapped in an Old Testament garment and connected to the Old Testament. Only when Jesus is understood as unrelated to a Jewish or an Old Testament context, it becomes possible to understand the newness of his coming. The logical consequence of this reasoning is the rejection of the Old Testament.
  


Towards the evening of Paul’s day-long visit, he started looking for a place to sleep, tired and discouraged. Everything had degenerated, and this exhausted him. Eventually he decided to stay overnight at the place of an old friend. Someone who understood him and who grasped his reasoning on the radical newness in Christ. As Paul arrived at his friend’s place, they embraced joyfully and conversed until the wee hours of the night. This old friend was none other than Marcion. 
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'A child of his time’

Marcion was a child of his time. He and many others were critical towards the Old Testament and wished to remove it from the canon. In order to express his understanding, he used the language and the concepts of the gnostics. According to the gnostics, all matter was evil, therefore also the body was foul and repulsive. The soul or the spirit was the most important part of a person, therefore Jesus was only soul, not body. The soul was trapped within the evil dungeon of the body, and the main task of Jesus was to liberate the soul from its captivity. The work of Jesus was thus primarily spiritual and bore consequences only for the soul, not for the body.
 


The gnostic regarded the Old Testament as a book to be rejected. Kerdo, the great teacher of Marcion, was a gnostic, and he distinguished clearly between the Old Testament and the New. The God of the Old Testament was inferior and not at all the father of Jesus.  The God of the Old Testament was hard and unapproachable and demanded rock-like obidience to the law. For Kerdo, the church could do without the Old Testament and the God of Israel.
 


Marcion was not a gnostic because he differed too much from them, but he could not negate their ideas totally. Particularly Kerdo’s views influenced him significantly. According to Eusebius, Marcion succeeded Kerdo (in Rome?) and further developed his reasoning.
 Marcion’s main task was to remove the Old Testament from the church, and to accomplish this, he used the current ideas and thoughts from his time.
 Put another way: to give content to the unbearable tension between the Old Testament and the New, he used the terms, concepts and words from his time. And in his case, these were by their very nature gnostic.
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The grounds for Marcion’s views: the overpowering love of God 

Marcion was not as wicked as the early church portrayed him. He was a sincere believer for whom belief in Christ had a special significance. God’s love and mercy overpowered him. He loved the gospel with all his heart and its message left him speechless. Every day Marcion was amazed at the different, the wonderful and the unparalled nature of the gospel. For Marcion, salvation by means of mercy was so radical, so overwhelming that words failed to express the implications fully. Redemption of people was all-important to Marcion.
 In short: Marcion chose the gospel (over against the law) because he was overpowered by the love of God, and because he experienced the mercy of God intensely. 

Marcion had a faith of amazement. He was amazed at the good God’s love for ordinary people, amazed at the God of the New Testament whose mercy took shape in the the lives of people.
 And someone who, like Marcion, had experienced the overwhelming difference of Christ in his life, did not need the Old Testament any longer. Someone who is overpowered by the love of the God of the New Testament cannot live by the Old Testament any longer. 
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Beware the God of the Old Testament 

When the God of the Old Testament is compared to the good God of the New Testament, his radical difference becomes evident. He was a God of righteousness according to the law. Everything was to happen according to his will. Like a typical despot of ancient times, his laws had to be kept strictly.
 

This God also had certain flaws.
 Jealousy was one. He would tolerate no other gods or religions, and his followers were to worship Him alone. He was also not omniscient: He did not know where Adam and Eve were after the Fall. Furthermore people experienced the malice and the inconsistency of the Creator-God in their daily lives.
 He bullied them whilst they were defenceless against Him. He intimidated and terrorised his own people. In short: the God of the Old Testament was One who oppressed, intimidated and tortured. In this process his creatures became pathetic figures.
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Why then still the Old Testament? 

Because this was the book of the church since her very beginning. Long before Marcion, the church chose for the Old Testament. The narrative of the disciples of Emmaus recounts the importance of the Old Testament strikingly (Luk 24:13-35 ). This is the story of a certain Cleopas and his friend. That Sunday after the crucifixion, they were on their way to Emmaus. Since the Friday nothing had happened; everything seemed futile. 


And while they were talking, Jesus walked along with them, but they did not recognise Him. Then He started to explain the events in Jerusalem, but in the way of Moses (as the Pentateuch was then known), and the prophets. (At that stage the third part of the canon had not yet been canonised.) During supper that evening He took the bread, and after breaking it, the disciples of Emmaus recognised Him and said to each other: ‘Did not our heart burn within us while He talked with us on the road, and while He opened the Scriptures (the Old Testament) to us?’ (Luk 24:32).


For the early church this event emphasised the indispensable nature of the Old Testament. The congregation of Luke was very poor, and the Roman authorities did not make it easy for them. Worst of all, the second coming did not happen... Jesus did not come, and they had to live without his physical presence. One way of coping, was to appropriate the Old Testament. Jesus was experienced by means of a deep spiritualisation of the Old Testament. Living by the Old Testament was to experience his imminence.
 A spiritualisation of the Old Testament was an experience of God. Of course, this was not an insight from the New Testament. The Old Testament conveyed this idea long ago. Psalms 1, 19 and 119 claim that whoever contemplates the words of the Torah (the Pentateuch), experiences God.  
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A book in its own right 

The Old Testament is part of the Christian canon and should retain its status. Without the Old Testament the community of believers cannot exist. Without continuous scholarly inquiry into the message of the Old Testament, the church becomes poor. But as a book of the church, the Old Testament needs to be understood in its own right. Nothing is inexplicable or enigmatic to such an extent that it needs the New Testament for clarification. Neither is its ending so depressing that it begs the New Testament for a re-interpretation. And neither is its ending so superficial that the New Testament has to ‘save’ it. On the contrary!  


Against this background, the Old Testament does not deserve an inferior status. This book is not merely a prelude to the New Testament. Time and again the voice of the Old Testament needs to speak in its own life context. Terms like promise-fulfilment, law-gospel, preliminary-complete, temporary-permanent and so forth are not suitable. These terms impoverish the reality of the Old Testament. Through the ages these terms marginalised the Old Testament as an ancient book.  

A historical reading of the Old Testament 

According to Marcion the Old Testament had to be read historically, or literally. He understood this negatively: such a reading would expose its peculiarity, its foreignness, thereby providing enough grounds for its rejection.  


But a historical understanding can also be positive. The meaning of the Old Testament may be disclosed in this way. However, the Old Testament was read and understood historically only during the nineteenth century. This was the time when historical criticism served to understand the origin, growth and message of the Old Testament within a specific life context. Therefore we differ from von Harnack when we maintain that historical criticism actually reveals the beauty and the depth of the Old Testament more clearly. Then Yahweh is no longer the despot, and Israel no longer the victim of a malicious Creator-God.

Conclusion 

To this day, every generation needs to grapple with Marcion, because the Old Testament is a problem for many. As a Christian, Marcion sensed a particular tension with the Old Testament and reacted with the intellectual recourses of his time. His answer was tough: reject the Old Testament. This view did not disappear with Marcion. Time and again it crops up in a new guise. The problem is often side-stepped by the easy means of spiritualisation. When this happens (as Marcion stated correctly) the Old Testament becomes a book sealed for the church.

otnet

On 8 August the Department of the Old Testament of the University of Pretoria launched a website called otnet. 

· This website devotes itself to Old Testament scholarship. Everybody similarly devoted to the subject is invited to take part. This website will be updated weekly (at times daily) by means of contributions that are apt and to the point. 

· Rudi Schlieben of Equadoor designs and maintains this website (www.equadoor.com) 

· Several issues feature: a thought for the week, short articles, book reviews, moments from the history of Old Testament scholarship, letters, and even a guide for sermons. All contributions are also placed in an archive for the purpose of reference. 

· Everyone is very welcome to make contributions in either Afrikaans or English. If you wish to write in Afrikaans, please submit a short summary in English. And if you wish to write in English, please submit a short summary in Afrikaans. However, if you are not acquainted with Afrikaans, the editors will provide the summary. 

· Contributions should not exceed 1200 words. Rather split up a long article into shorter contributions that can be published daily or weekly.  

· Remember, every contribution is directed to an archive and the author is free to re-claim this for his or her article or book. Therefore, visit us at www.otnet.net, and use this space to promote Old Testament scholarship and the values of scholarship which are indispensable to our subject. 
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Pro Psalms & Liturgy

For the first time this year a seminar on the psalms and liturgy will take place. For more information contact Prof Dirk Human: djhuman@ccnet.up.ac.za
· Date: 20-22 August 2003.

· Theme: The psalms and liturgy.

· Venue: Faculty of Theology, University van Pretoria

· Speakers: Speakers from abroad are: Eckart Otto, Georg Braulik, Hans Ulrich Steymans, Brian Doyle en Jorg Jeremias.
· Website: Particulars are available on the otnet-website.
Pro Pent

Below follows information on the Pro Pent seminar for this year. If you wish to attend, please contact Gerda de Villiers at gerdadev@mweb.co.za.  

· Date: 23 tot 25 August 2003.

· Theme: The ethics of Deuteronomy and Africa.

· Venue: Hammanskraal. 

· Speakers: From abroad we welcome: Eckart Otto, Georg Braulik, Hans Ulrich Steymans en Brian Doyle. 

· Workshop: The theme conveys three important words: Deuteronomy, ethics and Africa. These words should illuminate the comprehesiveness of the theme. In order to achieve this, we wish to create the atmosphere of a workshop in which everyone can participate.  

· Website:  www.otnet.net provides more information. We would also like to keep visitors to the website informed on Pro Pent before and after the seminar.
Next time we shall discuss some books. Our website will also regularly provide book reviews. 

Keep well.

Regards 

Jurie le Roux

jleroux1@mweb.co.za 
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