
that were considered to be most representative of what became mainstream 
and orthodox.

The process through which such selections were made was complex, and
there is controversy among modern scholars as to how the judgments were
made. By the second century, however, two developments made the question
of canon a pressing one for Christians.

First, there were now Christians who wanted to exclude writings with ties to
the apostolic tradition that were not to their liking. The most prominent figure 
in this regard was the Christian scholar and evangelist Marcion (ca. 110–60), 
who came to prominence in the first half of the second century. Marcion appears 
to have been influenced by a movement called “gnosticism,” which valued what
was spiritual but despised anything material or physical (see “On the Horizon: 
Gnosticism” in chap. 1). He also wanted to purge Christianity of Jewish influ-
ences and make it into a more purely gentile religion. Marcion urged his follow-
ers to reject writings that taught a version of the faith different from what he 
was promoting. Eventually he came up with an approved list of writings that 

Box 3.2

From Jesus to Us: Six Stages in the Transmission  
of the Gospel Tradition

Stage One: Historical Jesus

Jesus says and does things that are considered remarkable.

Stage Two: Early Tradition

Oral

and/or

Written
People remember what 

Jesus said and did and share 

these memories with others.

People write down brief ac-

counts of things that Jesus 

said and did.

Stage Three: Composition of the Gospels

The Gospel writers compile their books, drawing on both oral tradition and early written sources 

to form narratives of Jesus’s life and work.

Stage Four: Preservation of Manuscripts

People make copies of the Gospel narratives and distribute them.

Stage Five: Translation

Scholars translate copies of the Gospel narratives into other languages, including, eventually, 

our own.

Stage Six: Reception

In modern editions of the Gospels we hear or read about what Jesus said and did.
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