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Proponents of the Griesbach hypothesis have often appealed to a tradition

handed down by Clement of Alexandria in support of their position that Mark

used Matthew and Luke. Written early in his career in the now lost Hypotyposeis,

Clement’s information has been preserved for us by Eusebius of Caesarea as fol-

lows:

But again in those very books Clement presented a tradition of the original
elders (paravdwsin tw`n ajnevkaqen presbutevrwn) about the ‘order’ of the
gospels (peri; th`~ tavxew~ tw`n eujaggelivwn) in this manner: He said that
those of the gospels comprising the genealogies were ‘written before’
(progegravfqai e[legen tẁn eujaggelivwn ta; perievconta ta;~ genealogiva~),
that Mark had this ‘disposition’ (tauvthn ejschkevnai th;n oijkonomivan): that
when Peter was in Rome preaching the word openly (dhmosiva/) and
proclaiming (ejxeipovnto~) the gospel by the spirit, those present, who were
many, entreated Mark, as one who followed him for a long time and
remembered what was said, to record what was spoken; but that after he
composed the gospel, he shared it (metadou`nai) with those who wanted it;
that, when Peter found out about it, he did not actively discourage or
encourage it; but that John, last, aware that the physical facts were disclosed
(sunidovnta o{ti ta; swmatika; ejn toi`~ eujaggelivoi~ dedhvlwtai) in the
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gospels, urged by friends, and inspired by the spirit, composed a spiritual
gospel. So much for Clement. (Eusebius, H.E. ..–)

Although leading source critics have disputed the value of this information,

Clement’s statement, progegravfqai e[legen tw`n eujaggelivwn ta; perievconta ta;~
genealogiva~, is widely understood to mean that Matthew and Luke, which

include genealogies, were written first, i.e. before Mark and John. Under this

interpretation, Clement’s statement raises perplexing questions that have not

been satisfactorily resolved.

For example, Clement’s order stands isolated in apparent contradiction with

the chronological order Matthew–Mark–Luke–John given by virtually every other

patristic witness. In fact, Clement’s order was unsupported until the ninth cen-
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udicing the interpretative issues. Other translations, however, are more specific. For example,

J. E. L. Oulton translated Clement’s statement for the Loeb Classical Library as follows: ‘He

said that those Gospels were first written which include the genealogies’: Eusebius, The

Ecclesiastical History (ed. G. P. Goold; trans. Oulton; LCL ; Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard

University, ) ., .

 For example, Christopher M. Tuckett, The Revival of the Griesbach Hypothesis: An Analysis

and Appraisal (SNTSMS ; Cambridge: Cambridge University, )  (‘Clement’s state-

ment is very much out on a limb as far as patristic evidence is concerned’).

 Denis Farkasfalvy, ‘The Presbyter’s Witness on the Order of the Gospels as Reported by

Clement of Alexandria’, CBQ  ()  (‘Current scholarship routinely uses this text for

claiming that Clement of Alexandria . . . held that Matthew and Luke were composed before

Mark and John’). Some of these modern scholars include Martin Hengel, Studies in the Gospel

of Mark (Philadelphia: Fortress, ) ; Bruce M. Metzger, The Canon of the New Testament:

Its Origin, Development, and Significance (Oxford: Clarendon, ) ; W. D. Davies and Dale

C. Allison, Jr, The Gospel According to St Matthew (ICC; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, ) 
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History and Theology of the New Testament Writings (Minneapolis: Fortress, ) .
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Luke should predate the close of Acts: Zahn, Introduction to the New Testament (; repr.

Minneapolis: Klock & Klock, ) .. B. H. Streeter suggested that Clement was influenced

by the Western order of the gospels: Streeter, The Four Gospels: A Study of Origins (London:
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 For example, Irenaeus, A.H. .., in Greek at Eusebius, H.E. ..; Origen at Eusebius, H.E.

..–; and Augustine, De cons. evang. ... Efforts to demonstrate that Irenaeus and

Origen did not intend to present a chronological order but a ‘theological’ order (e.g. Farmer,

‘Patristic Evidence’, –) are undermined by the explicit chronological indicators in the texts

and uncorroborated by contemporary evidence of that theological order and its dominance.

For example, Bruce M. Metzger noted that the Matthew, Mark, Luke, John order was ‘made

popular by Eusebius and Jerome’, but that as many as eight other orders have been attested

among the manuscripts: Metzger, Canon, .



tury. While variations and inconsistencies in tradition are to be expected in the

diversity of early Christianity, Origen’s conflicting statement on the order of the

gospels is particularly troublesome due to Origen’s direct relationship to Clement:

As learned by tradition (wJ~ ejn paradovsei maqwvn) about the four gospels,
which alone are undisputed in the church of God under heaven, that first
written was (prw`ton me;n gevgraptai) Matthew, once publican but later
apostle of Jesus Christ, who published it for the believers from Judaism
(ejkdedwkovta aujto; toi`~ ajpo; ∆Ioudai>smou` pisteuvsasin), composed in
Hebrew letters; but second (deuvteron de;), Mark, who composed as Peter led
him, whom he avowed as a son in the catholic epistle, saying as follows: ‘She
who is in Babylon, chosen together, sends you greetings and so does my son
Mark’; and third (kai; trivton), Luke, who has composed for those from the
gentiles (toi`~ ajpo; tw`n ejqnw`n pepoihkovta) the gospel praised by Paul; after
all of them (ejpi; pa`sin), John. (Eusebius, H.E. ..–)

Though one of Clement’s pupils as well as his immediate successor at the cate-

chetical school of Alexandria, Origen explicitly ordered the gospels as Matthew

first, Mark second, Luke third, and John after all of them, an order that places Mark

before the genealogy-bearing Luke and contradicts Clement’s order in terms of

chronology. This contradiction is all the more striking because Origen claimed

that he learned this from tradition (wJ~ ejn paradovsei maqwvn), a tradition irrecon-

cilable with that of Clement and his sources.0

The difficulties posed by Clement’s statement have prompted commentators

to search for other interpretations, with increasing scepticism about the integrity

of its context. For example, Theodor Zahn conjectured that Clement’s comparison

  . 

 In the ninth century, the Irish monk Sedulius Scottus adopted the standard interpret-

ation of this passage: ‘Matthaeo et Luca, qui secundam quosdam, ut ecclesiastica dicit

historia, ante Marcum primo sua conscripsere Evangelia’, quoted by Giuseppe G. Gamba,

‘A Further Reexamination of Evidence from the Early Tradition’, New Synoptic Studies,  .

Although pseudo-Augustine (likely Ambrosiaster) gave the order Matthew, Luke, Mark,

John, the author ruled out a chronological understanding: ‘Evangelium ordinatione col-

legitur magis quam tempore’: Gamba, ‘Further Reexamination’, –. It is possible that

the Monarchian Prologue to Mark could support Mark’s posteriority to Matthew and

Luke, but that text is ‘notoriously obscure’ and requires resolution of a crucial textual

variant: Tuckett, ‘Response to the Two-Gospel Hypothesis’, Interrelations, –. Clement

failed to corroborate this order in the rest of his writings: Farkasfalvy, ‘Presbyter’s

Witness’,  n.  .

 See Eusebius, H.E. .. and ...

 Farmer characterized Origen’s statement as ‘remarkable’ in light of Clement’s statement but

supposed that ‘[t]here is no reason to think that Origen had evidence to support the order’

and that ‘it is possible that . . . he does himself think of this order as the historical order in

which these gospels were composed’: Farmer, ‘Patristic Evidence’, –. The very weakness of

Farmer’s rebuttals underscores the tension between Clement and Origen.

 On this point, I am indebted to Mark S. Goodacre, who spotted the importance of Origen’s

explicit reference to tradition in connection with my argument.



was meant to be pair-wise, Matthew before Mark and Luke before John. George

Kennedy offered the possibility that ‘Eusebius has muddied the text of Clement by

converting it into indirect discourse’, which may have originally compared

Matthew, Luke, and Mark with John. Helmut Merkel surmised that the ensuing

discussion of Mark was a secondary insertion by Clement; thus, the original com-

parison in Clement’s tradition was between John and the gospels with the

genealogies.

In the most recent treatment of this passage, Denis Farkasfalvy argued that

Clement’s statement fits neither its literary context as found in Eusebius nor a

second-century historical context. Observing that Clement’s discussion of Mark

lacked ‘any reference to the idea of sequential ordering’ and was only interested in

how the gospel came about and its connection with Peter, Farkasfalvy ventured

that Clement’s testimony did not originally form a continuous text. Farkasfalvy

further argued that Clement’s statement in its present context could not have

belonged to either Clement or his source, because the gospels that have the

genealogies are implicitly compared in chronological sequence to those others

that do not. According to Farkasfalvy, this comparison presupposes the closure of

the fourfold gospel canon, an anachronism for Clement’s ‘original elders’ and in

conflict with Clement’s openness to other gospels. Farkasfalvy concluded that

the present context of Clement’s statement was a creation of Eusebius and that the

original comparisons were with derivative, non-canonical editions of Matthew

and Luke that lacked genealogies, i.e. between Matthew and the Gospel of the

Ebionites and between Luke and Marcion’s gospel.

These proposals are theoretically possible, but only at the expense of taking

Clement’s statement out of its context and into the realm of speculation. What is
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 George Kennedy, ‘Classical and Christian Source Criticism’, The Relationships Among the

Gospels: An Interdisciplinary Dialogue (ed. William O. Walker, Jr; San Antonio: Trinity

University, ) . Kennedy argued, ‘The Greek particle de in .. can perfectly well

associate Mark with the other two gospels rather than with John.’

 Specifically, Merkel gave three reasons that the passage on Mark was an interpolation: () the

basic idea is a comparison of the earlier-written gospels with John, but Mark neither has a

genealogy nor is ‘pneumatic’ like John; () only the passage of Mark is interested in biogra-

phical details; and () no explicit chronological signals are found in the Mark passage: H.

Merkel, ‘Die Überlieferungen der alten Kirche über das Verhältnis der Evangelien’,

Interrelations, –. Christopher M. Tuckett (‘Response’, ) endorsed an earlier, similar

argument by Merkel, ‘Clemens Alexandrinus über die Reihenfolge der Evangelien’, ETL 

() –.

 Farkasfalvy, ‘Presbyter’s Witness’, . Farkasfalvy also thought the phrase tauvthn ejschkevnai
th;n oijkonumivan signalled ‘an abrupt change in topic’ () and noted an inconsistency in the

usage of eujaggelivou (–).

 Ibid., –.

 Ibid., .



needed is an interpretation of Clement’s statement that overcomes the difficulties

but is still faithful to its textual and historical contexts.

All of these interpretations, including the standard, construe progegravfqai in
a temporal sense, ‘to have been written before, earlier, or first (in time)’. Just as the

preposition prov has a locative sense in addition to a temporal sense, so too does

progravfein have another sense, ‘to write before the public’, i.e. ‘to set forth pub-

licly’ or ‘proclaim in public.’ In particular, J. B. Lightfoot, in connection with Gal

., commented that this verb ‘is capable of two meanings; () “To write before-

hand,” [and] () “To write up in public, to placard.” It is the common word to

describe all public notices or proclamations.’

In classical usage, progravfein was used for the written notice of official acts

and decrees of the state, including meetings (e.g. Aeschines, Fals. leg. 0), military

duty (e.g. Aristotle, Ath. pol. .), and trials (e.g. Demosthenes, [Euerg.] ).

Aristophanes described these notices as written on tablets (progravfwmen ejn toì~
pinakivoi~, Av. 0). The Hellenistic Jewish historian Josephus used this word to

refer to an official decree published by Ptolemy Philadelphus (Ant. .). In

patristic times, Justin Martyr employed this verb to request the Roman Senate for

a public sanction to his apology: ‘And if you will proclaim this in public, we will

make it clear for everyone’ (eja;n de; uJmeì~ toùto progravyhte, hJmeì~ toì~ pàsi
fanero;n poihvsomen,  Apol. ).

The only other occurrence of progravfein in Clement’s writings is also pre-

served by Eusebius.0 According to Eusebius a little earlier, at H.E. .., Clement

explained that Luke, who allegedly translated Paul’s epistle to the Hebrews into

  . 

 H. G. Liddell et al., ‘progravfw’, A Greek–English Lexicon (Oxford: Clarendon, )  (‘set

forth as a public notice’, ‘was proclaimed or set forth publicly’, ‘� Lat. proscribere’); W. Bauer

et al., ‘progravfw’, A Greek–English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian

Literature (Chicago: University of Chicago, )  (‘show forth or portray publicly, pro-

claim or placard in public’, ‘placard publicly, set forth in a public proclamation so that all may

read’); G. Lampe, ‘progravfw’, A Patristic Greek Lexicon (Oxford: Clarendon, )  (‘set

forth, show manifestly’, all entries pertaining to Gal .); G. Schrenk, ‘progravfw’, TDNT .

(‘public promulgation’); and E. A. Sophocles, ‘progravfw’, Greek Lexicon of the Roman and

Byzantine Periods (; repr. Hildesheim: Georg Olms, )  (‘proscribo’). Cf. Lewis and

Short, ‘proscribo’, A Latin Dictionary (Oxford: Clarendon, )  (‘To publish any thing in

writing’).

 J. B. Lightfoot, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians (; repr. Peabody, Mass.: Hendricksons,

) . The latter meaning of progravfein in Gal . is still maintained today. See generally,

Basil S. Davis, ‘The Meaning of Proegravfh in the Context of Galatians .’, NTS  ()

–.

 In the two other instances of progravfein in Josephus (Ant. ., .), the word is used to

refer back what had previously been written in the decree, which is compatible with both

possibilities.

 Otto Stählin, ‘progravfw’, Clemens Alexandrinus (GCS; Leipzig: J. C. Hinrichs’sche

Buchhandlung, ) ..



Greek, did not prefix (mh; progegravfqai) an identification of the apostle Paul to

avoid prejudice among its intended readers. Undoubtedly, this word takes on the

locative meaning, ‘to write in front of’, because Paul’s name is written at the begin-

ning of every other letter in the Pauline corpus. The public meaning also fits the

context because Luke did not want Paul’s authorship to be openly known to the

recipients. The chronological meaning, though, is excluded.

If progegravfqai is taken in the sense of writing publicly, Clement’s statement

would mean: ‘He said that those gospels having the genealogies were published

openly’, with an implication that their publication was official. In contrast with the

standard chronological interpretation, this sense provides a better fit with its lit-

erary context and poses no difficulty for Origen’s ordering of the gospels. Finally,

Clement’s statement under this proposal suits its context in Eusebius.

Clement’s discussion of Mark becomes coherent when Clement’s statement

about Matthew and Luke refers to the public nature of their promulgation.

Immediately after stating that the gospels with the genealogies were published

openly, Clement focused on the manner, not the time, in which Mark was written

and disseminated. Peter was preaching openly and proclaiming the gospel.

Some of Peter’s audience wanted a record of the preaching and went to his associ-

ate Mark for it. Mark complied and circulated his gospel among them. When Peter

found out about it, Peter did not stop or promote it. Thus, Clement explained that

Mark’s gospel was initially distributed to a limited number of people without the

awareness or endorsement of Peter. The adversative conjunction dev implies that

the passage about Mark contrasts in some way with the statement on Matthew

and Luke. If progegravfqai refers to the public (and sanctioned) nature of their

publication, the comments on Mark begin to make sense as an apology for Mark’s

publication. While Mark could be faulted for its limited and haphazard circu-

lation, it nonetheless consisted of the open, public preaching of Peter.

Even Clement’s following statement about John suits the proposed interpre-

tation. Clement furthered the apology for Mark by explaining that John was aware

of what was disclosed in the earlier gospels, i.e. although Mark’s gospel had a

limited publication, John nonetheless knew about it. Certainly, the temporal
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 The reference to Peter is to clarify Peter’s role in the publication of Mark; as a time indicator,

it is merely incidental.

 Richard Bauckham contested the understanding of Clement to mean that Mark was written

for a limited audience, because ‘Mark would have expected further copies to be passed on to

other churches, in the normal way in which literature circulated in the early Christian move-

ment’, Richard Bauckham, ‘For Whom Were the Gospels Written?’, The Gospels for All

Christians: Rethinking the Gospel Audiences (ed. Richard Bauckham; Grand Rapids, Mich.:

Eerdmans, )  n. . Regardless of Mark’s motivations, admittedly speculative, Clement’s

discussion on Mark is concerned with its initial, limited release.

 Pace Kennedy, ‘Classical and Christian Source Criticism’, , whose idea that dev could be

conjunctive builds on his assumption that ‘Eusebius has muddied the text’.



interpretation of Clement’s statement on Matthew and Luke is consistent with the

designation of John as last, but such chronological concerns are not present in the

extended discussion of Mark’s origin. As critics such as Merkel and Farkasfalvy rec-

ognized, interpreting Clement’s statement on Matthew and Luke chronologically

renders the whole of Clement’s testimony on the gospels rather disjointed. Their

objections to the passage’s coherence, however, lose their force in the proposed

interpretation, because Clement’s testimonies were not concerned with chron-

ology.

The proposed interpretation heals the rift between Clement’s statement on

gospel origins with that of his successor Origen. Origen’s explicit chronology is no

longer in conflict, because Clement merely discussed the public nature, not the

chronology, of the gospels. In fact, Origen expanded upon Clement’s remarks on

the publication of the gospels. He explained that Matthew was composed for the

Jewish believers and Luke for the Gentiles. These are public compositions. On the

other hand, Origen related only that Mark wrote as Peter led him, tying Mark to

Peter with no implication about a public dissemination. Therefore, Origen’s infor-

mation, which he claimed to have learned from tradition, is concordant with

Clement’s testimony.

The non-chronological interpretation also obviates Farkasfalvy’s historical

objection to the standard interpretation as anachronistic. If Clement’s original

elders had discussed the public and official nature of the publication of the

gospels, then their testimony would comfortably fit within the growing ortho-

doxy’s critique that the Gnostics rely on secret, non-public teaching (e.g. Irenaeus,

A.H. .–.).

The strongest objection to understanding progegravfqai non-chronologically

does not stem from its context in Clement but from its context in Eusebius. In that

context, Eusebius introduced Clement’s tradition as ‘concerning the order

(tavxew~) of the gospels’, which has been argued to mean a chronological order of

composition. As a preliminary matter, if there is any discrepancy in the meaning

  . 

 Merkel, ‘Überlieferungen’, –; Farkasfalvy, ‘Presbyter’s Witness’, –.

 Clement’s statement is presented in indirect discourse (progegravfqai e[legen), raising the

question of who is speaking, Clement, as restated by Eusebius, or some earlier elder, as para-

phrased by Clement. While Farkasfalvy supported the former possibility (‘Presbyter’s

Witness’,  n. ), there are several reasons to adopt the latter. First, Eusebius had already

introduced the quotation (tou`ton e[cousan to;n trovpon). The imperfect e[legen suits an oral

source, where another tense (e.g. perfect) would be more appropriate for a statement from a

book. Eusebius just one paragraph earlier, at H.E. .., had previously quoted Clement’s

quoting a ‘blessed elder’ (wJ~ oJ makavrio~ e[legen presbuvtero~) in similar language.

 Zahn, Introduction, . n.  (‘Clement means an historical account of the composition of the

writings, observing the chronological order’) and Farmer, ‘Position Paper’,  (‘The use of tavxi~ in

this context is decisive’). Bernard Orchard is more circumspect, deriving the chronological mean-

ing of tavxi~ from the standard interpretation of progegravfqai. Orchard and Riley, Order, .



of a word or phrase between its original context and its embedded context, the

meaning in the original context should prevail. Thus, Eusebius’s characterization

presents a mild threat at best.

In this case, there is no need to resort to this expedient, because the meaning

of tavxi~ is much more general than that of a strict chronological order, referring to

any kind of order, arrangement, or disposition. Tavxi~ is used in the title for

Eusebius, H.E. ., ‘Peri; th̀~ tavxew~ tẁn eujaggelivwn’, a chapter that recounts the

origins of each gospel in canonical order, though with some chronological mark-

ers. Clement’s own introduction to the publication of Mark employed the syn-

onymous oijkonomiva, which can mean ‘arrangement’ or ‘dispensation’ like tavxi~.

Thus tavxi~ would be an appropriate word for Eusebius to use in introducing

Clement’s account of the origins of the gospel, regardless of any possible chrono-

logical connotation.

Clement’s statement has puzzled commentators over the years because it has

been uniformly interpreted in chronological terms, but its difficulties evaporate

when progegravfqai is understood as a reference to the open publication of

Matthew and Luke. In terms of its textual and historical contexts, therefore, the

best interpretation of Clement’s statement is that the gospels with the genealogies

were written before the public, as gospels for all Christians.0 This interpretation

makes better sense of the aetiology of Mark that immediately follows and explains

the patristic unanimity of the chronological order for the gospels outside of

Clement. For the cause of synoptic source criticism, however, Clement’s testimony

can no longer be relied upon as evidence for the relative order of the gospels.
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 For example, Liddell et al., ‘tavxi~’, Lexicon,  (‘drawing up in rank and file, order or dispo-

sition of an army’, and ‘generally, arrangement, order, . . . disposition’).

 I am grateful to Peter M. Head for this point. The usage of tavxi~ is varied in Eusebius, H.E.,

with the most common meaning being a social or organizational ‘rank’ (e.g. .. (bis); ..;

..; ..; ..). This noun was used once to refer to the arrangement of the books of the

OT (.., oJpoi`a th;n tavxin), but there are no clear examples of the meaning of chronolog-

ical order, with the possible exception of .. th`/ aujth`/ tavxei, ‘in the same order’, i.e. in the

apostolic succession.

 Liddell et al., ‘oijkonomiva’, Lexicon, ; Lampe, ‘oijkonomiva’, Lexicon, – (‘disposition’

and ‘dispensation’). See also Bauer et al., ‘oijkonomiva’, BAGD – (‘in the pap. of the

arrangements and directions of the authorities’).

 Accordingly, the proposed interpretation provides additional patristic support for the thesis

provocatively introduced by Bauckham, ed., Gospels for all Christians.

 The author would like to thank Mark S. Goodacre, Peter M. Head, Leonard Maluf, and other

members of the Synoptic-L mailing list for their comments, criticism, and encouragement of

this idea.
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