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The writing activity of Justin Martyr marks a turning point away from privileging oral 

sources over literary ones for preserving the Jesus tradition.1 Indeed, Justin repeatedly lauds 

the written “memoirs of the apostles” (ἀπομνημονεύματα τῶν ἀποστόλων) in his First 

Apology and Dialogue with Trypho the Jew.2  On the other hand, it is unlikely that the 

“fourfold gospel” (τετράμορφον εὐαγγέλιον) defended by Irenaeus of Lyon (cf. haer. 3.11.8) 

developed before the latter half of the second century3 and, thus, it is anachronistic to impute 

an authoritative and limited canon of four Gospels back into Justin’s lifetime. 

 

Justin’s choice of the term ἀπομνημονεύματα may imply that he was classifying the Gospels 

as part of a recognizable literary genre, the memorabilia of a philosopher that is exemplified 

by Xenophon’s Memoirs of Socrates (Ἀπομνημονεύματα Σωκράτους; cf. 2 Apol. 11.2),4 or 

that he was echoing the comments of Papias of Hierapolis about what the evangelist Mark 

“remembered” (ἀπεμνημόνευσεν) concerning the Apostle Peter’s preaching (cf. Eusebius, 

                                                           
1 See A.J. Bellinzoni, The Sayings of Jesus in the Writings of Justin Martyr (NovTSup 17; Leiden: E. J. Brill, 

1967), 4; L.W. Barnard, Justin Martyr: His Life and Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1967), 

66–66; E.F. Osborn, Justin Martyr (Beiträge zur Historischen Theologie 47; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1973), 

124–25; D.A. Hagner, “The Sayings of Jesus in the Apostolic Fathers and Justin Martyr” in Gospel 

Perspectives, Volume 5: The Jesus Tradition Outside the Gospels (ed. D. Wenham; Sheffield: JSOT, 1984), 

251; H. Koester, “From the Kerygma-Gospel to Written Gospels” NTS 35 (1989): 377, 380; idem, Ancient 

Christian Gospels: Their History and Development (London: SCM, 1990), 40; L. Abramowski, “The ‘Memoirs 

of the Apostles’ in Justin” in The Gospel and the Gospels (ed. P. Stuhlmacher; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), 

329–330; G. Stanton, Jesus and Gospel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 104; O. Skarsaune, 

“Justin and His Bible” in Justin Martyr and His Worlds (ed. Sara Parvis and Paul Foster; Minneapolis: Fortress, 

2007), 73–74; R. Fiolova, “‘Scripture’ and the ‘Memoirs of the Apostles’: Justin Martyr and His Bible” in The 

Process of Authority: The Dynamics in Transmission and Reception of Canonical Texts (Berlin: De Gruyter, 

2016), 171. 
2 See 1 Apol. 66.3; 67.3; Dial. 100.4; 101.3; 102.5; 103.6, 8; 104.1; 105.1, 5, 6; 106.1, 3, 4; 107.1. 
3 I agree with those scholars who argue that the fourfold Gospel canon developed in the second half of the 

second century CE. See H.Y. Gamble, The New Testament Canon: It’s Making and Meaning (Minneapolis: 

Fortress, 1985), 24–36; Arthur G. Patzia, The Making of the New Testament: Origin, Collection, Text & Canon 

(Downers Grove: IVP, 1995), 64–67; M. Hengel, The Four Gospels and the One Gospel of Jesus Christ (trans. 

John Bowden; London: SCM, 2000), 53–56; Silke Petersen, “Die Evangelienüberschriften und die Entstehung 

des neutetamentlichen Kanons” ZNW 97 (2006), 271, 274; D.C. Aune, “The Meaning of Εύαγγέλιον in the 

Inscriptiones of the Canonical Gospels,” in Jesus, Gospel Tradition and Paul in the Context of Jewish and 

Greco-Roman Antiquity (WUNT 303; Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2013), 19–24. 
4 T. Zahn, Geschichte des neutestamentlichen Kanons, Erster Band: Das Neue Testament vor Origenes. Zweite 

Hälfte (Erlangen: Deichert, 1889), 471; N. Hydahl, “Hegesipps Hypomnemata” ST 14 (1960): 77–83; G. 

Kennedy, “Classical and Christian Source Criticism” in The Relationship among the Gospels: An 

Interdisciplinary Dialogue (ed. W.O. Walker; San Antonio: Trinity University Press, 1978), 136–37; 

Abramowski, “Memoirs of the Apostles,” 327–28; G. Aragione, “Justin, ‘philosophe’ chrétien, et les ‘Mémoires 

des Apôtres qui sont appelés Évangiles’” Apoc. 15 (2004), 47–52. 
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h.e. 3.39.15).5 Recently, Wally V. Cirafesi and Gregory P. Fewster have emphasized that the 

terms ἀπομνημονεύματα, ὑπομνήματα, and commentarii could be used interchangeably to 

cover a range of commemorative writings that “varied considerably in their length, mode of 

publication, accessibility, subject matter, utility as source material, and literary quality.”6  

Regardless of why Justin preferred the title ἀπομνημονεύματα τῶν ἀποστόλων, he was 

clearly aware of the titular usage of εὐαγγέλιον (“gospel”; cf. 1 Apol 66.3; Dial. 10.2; 100.1). 

Eric Francis Osborne dismisses the words ἅ καλείται εὐαγγελία (“which are called Gospels”) 

in First Apology 66.3 as a scribal interpolation, since it looks like a parenthetical gloss and 

Justin does not employ the noun εὐαγγέλιον when repeating the Eucharistic words elsewhere 

(cf. Dial. 41.1-3; 70.4; 117.1).7 However, Luise Abramowski counters that Justin added this 

relative clause to clarify the idiomatic Christian meaning assigned to εὐαγγέλιον, explaining 

to his readers that this extremely rare noun denoted literary memoirs about Jesus, and she 

points to other clarifying glosses in Justin’s writings (e.g., 1 Apol. 65.1, 5).8  

Therefore, Justin was familiar with plural Gospels, but were they equivalent to the 

ones that were included in the New Testament canon? Arthur J. Bellinzoni summarizes the 

various scholarly explanations that attempt to account for why Justin’s citations seem to 

deviate from the texts of the canonical Gospels.9 The options include that Justin was relying 

on his own fallible memory of the canonical texts,10 on extra-canonical Gospels,11 on pre-

                                                           
5 R. Heard, “The Apomnēmoneumata in Papias, Justin and Irenaeus” NTS 1 (1954), 125–26; Koester, “From the 

Kerygma-Gospel,” 378; idem, Ancient Christian Gospels, 37–40. 
6 W.V. Cirafesi and G.P. Fewster, “Justin’s Ἀπομνημονεύματα and Ancient Greco-Roman Memoirs” EC 7.2 

(2016), 196. 
7 Osborn, Justin Martyr, 124. 
8 Abramowski, “Memoirs of the Apostles,” 323; cf. Stanton, Jesus and Gospel, 99; A. Gregory, The Reception 

of Luke and Acts in the Period before Irenaeus (WUNT 2.169; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2003), 223. 
9 Bellinzoni, The Sayings of Jesus, 1–2. 
10 Karl Semisch, Die apostolischen Denkwürdigkeiten des Märtyrers Justinus (Hamburg: Friedrich und Andreas 

Berthes, 1848), 389–92; Zahn, Geschichte des neutestamentlichen Kanons, 463–585.  
11 For instance, for the debate over whether Justin relied on the Gospel of Peter, see K.A. Credner, Beiträge zur 

Einleitung in die biblischen Schriften (Halle: Buchhandlung des Waisenhauses, 1832), 1.92–267; A. Hilgenfeld, 

Kritische Untersuchungen über die Evangelien Justin's, der Clementinischen Homilien und Marcion's (Halle: C. 

A. Schwetschke und Sohn, 1850), 128–38; P. Pilhofer, “Justin und das Petrusevangelium” ZNW 81 (1990): 69–

75; C.E. Hill, The Johannine Corpus in the Early Church (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 306–309, 

330–32; P. Foster, “The Writings of Justin Martyr and the So-Called Gospel of Peter,” in Justin Martyr and His 
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Synoptic sources,12 or on post-Synoptic harmonies.13 The difficulty is that ancient writers 

were not always concerned with properly crediting their sources or quoting them verbatim, 

but they could vary their citations for didactic or polemical reasons.14 Nevertheless, most 

scholars are convinced that Justin’s literary dependence on the Gospels of Matthew and Luke 

can be demonstrated with a reasonable degree of certainty.15 In the section of the Dialogue 

with Trypho of the Jew (ch. 97—107) that features an extended exposition on Psalms 22 and 

where the majority of the references to the apostolic memoirs are found, there are verbatim 

quotations of Matthean and Lukan Sondergut (e.g., 105.5, 6; cf. Luke 23:46; Matt 5:20) and 

replication of redactional material (e.g., 100.4; cf. Matt 16:16; Mark 8:29). 

The Gospels of Matthew and Luke were regarded as apostolic memoirs, but Justin’s 

use of the Gospels of Mark and John is more controversial. Helmut Koester’s methodological 

procedure, namely that an intertextual relationship can only be demonstrated when one 

detects traces of an evangelist’s redactional contribution in a later Christian writing, is 

difficult to implement in both cases.16 Since most specialists on the Synoptic Problem are 

                                                           
Worlds, 108–11; C.E. Hill, “Was John’s Gospel among the Apostolic Memoirs?,” in Justin Martyr and His 

Worlds, 91–93; B.D. Ehrman (Forgery and Counterforgery: The Use of Literary Deceit in Early Christian 

Polemics [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 118, 325–27; F. Watson, Gospel Writing: A Canonical 

Perspective (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2013), 379–80. 
12 W. Bousset, Die Evangeliencitate Justins des Märtyrers in ihrem Wert für die Evangelienkritik (Göttingen: 

Vandenhoek & Ruprecht, 1891). 
13 W. Sanday, The Gospels in the Second Century (London: MacMillan & Co, 1876), 88–138; Osborn, Justin 

Martyr, 121–34; Bellinzoni, The Sayings of Jesus, 8–130, 140–42; Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels, 360–

402. 
14 Hagner, “The Sayings of Jesus,” 257; W.D. Köhler, Die Rezeption des Matthäusevangeliums in der Zeit vor 

Irenäus (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1987), 535–36; Hill, The Johannine Corpus, 68–70; A. Gregory and C. 

Tuckett, “Reflections on Method: What Constitutes the Use of Writings that Later Formed the New Testament 

in the Apostolic Fathers” in The Reception of the New Testament in the Apostolic Fathers (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2005), 67; J.S. Kloppenborg, “Conflated Citations of the Synoptic Gospels: The Beginning of 

Christian Doxological Tradition” in Gospels and Gospel Traditions in the Second Century: Experiments in 

Reception (ed. Jens Schröter and Tobias Nicklas; BZNW 235; Berlin: de Gruyter, 2018), 76–79.  
15 On the reception of the Gospels of Matthew and Luke in Justin’s writings, see especially E. Massaux, The 

Influence of the Gospel of St. Matthew on Christian Literature before St. Irenaeus (3 vol.; trans. By N.J. Belval 

and S. Hechte; ed. A.J. Bellinzoni; Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1990), 3.465–570; W.D. Köhler, Die 

Rezeption des Matthäusevangeliums in der Zeit vor Irenäus (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1987), 161–265; 

Bellinzoni, The Sayings of Jesus, 8–130; Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels, 361–402; Gregory, The Reception 

of Luke, 211–92.  
16 See H. Köster, Synoptische Überlieferung bei den apostolischen Vätern (TU 65; Berlin: Akedemie-Verlag, 

1957), 23. For the cautious use of Koester’s criterion, albeit not without some criticisms of its shortcomings, see 

Gregory, The Reception of Luke, 13–14. 
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persuaded by the theory of Markan priority, we do not have access to Mark’s sources to 

identify the redactional changes that the evangelist may have made to them. Likewise, unless 

one argues that the fourth canonical Gospel was dependent on one or more of the Synoptic 

Gospels, any sources that we reconstruct for it (e.g., the signs source) are purely hypothetical. 

Yet in a key piece of evidence for Justin’s knowledge of Mark’s Gospel, Justin relates 

that Jesus changed the name of one of the apostles to Peter in the ἀπομνημονεύμασιν αὐτοῦ 

(“memoirs of him”) (Dial. 106.3). In the same passage, Justin alludes to how Jesus 

nicknamed Zebedee’s sons as βοανεργές or “sons of thunder,” a singly attested detail in Mark 

3:17 that seems to reproduce the evangelist’s strained effort to transliterate the Aramaic 

epithet into Greek and was subsequently omitted in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke.17 As 

the title ἀπομνημονεύματα is often found in conjunction with their apostolic authors in the 

genitive case, many scholars render the αὐτοῦ as a possessive genitive (“his memoirs”) and 

take it in reference to Peter as its nearest antecedent.18 Paul Foster opts for a different 

translation by taking “memoir” in the absolute sense and translating the pronoun as an 

objective genitive (“memoirs about him”). Since there is no explicit change of subject, Foster 

takes the pronoun “him” to refer back to Jesus as the subject of the previous clause.19 Bart D. 

Ehrman contests Foster’s translation on the grounds that objective genitives usually occur 

with nouns of action, whereas a possessive genitive best applies to a “memoir,” as in the 

owner or creator of a memoir.20 On a defunct blog post, Tim Henderson’s rebuttal against 

Ehrman is that the noun ἀπομνημονεύμα is related to the verb ἀπομνημονεύειν (“to 

remember”) and he points to the translation of ἡ ἀκοὴ αὐτοῦ as “the news about him” (cf. 

                                                           
17 Much of this paragraph reproduces my conclusions in M.J. Kok, The Gospel on the Margins: The Reception 

of Mark in the Second Century (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2016), 114–15. In contrast, Ehrman (Forgery and 

Counterforgery, 326) argues that the epithet βοανεργές may have been present in the Gospel of Peter, but this 

cannot be verified in the extant fragmentary manuscript. The author of the Gospel of Peter could have followed 

the precedent of Matthew and Luke in omitting this detail. 
18 Abramowski, “Memoirs of the Apostles,” 334–35; Stanton, Jesus and Gospel, 101; Kok, Gospel on the 

Margins, 114. 
19 Foster, “The Writings of Justin Martyr,” 108. 
20 Ehrman, Forgery and Counterforgery, 325.  
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Mark 1:28; Matt 4:24).21 While the Greek grammar could be taken either way, Justin’s 

precedent for using possessive genitives after the term ἀπομνημονεύματα and the likelihood 

that he was alluding to Markan Sondergut suggests to me that Justin described the second 

canonical Gospel as Peter’s memoirs because he was indebted to Papias’s report that Mark 

was Peter’s “interpreter” (ἑρμηνευτής; cf. Eusebius, h.e. 3.39.15). 

 Justin credited the Synoptics to the apostles collectively or, in one instance, to Peter in 

particular. As for his knowledge of the fourth canonical Gospel,22 the “born again” logion in 

First Apology 61.4–5 (cf. John 3:3, 5) is a good test case. Justin’s saying differs at points 

from John 3:3: he left out the double amen formula, employed the compound verb for 

“reborn” (ἀναγεννάω) while the verb “born” (γεννάω) along with the adverb “again” or 

“above” (ἄνωθεν) appears in John 3:3, had the phrase “kingdom of heaven” (βασιλεία τῶν 

οὐρανῶν) instead of “kingdom of God” (βασιλεία τοῦ θεοῦ), and warned that one might not 

“enter” (εἰσέρχομαι) rather than “see” (ὁράω) the kingdom (contra John 3:5). It is on these 

grounds that Koester and Bellinzoni contend that Justin’s form of the saying was more 

primitive than its Johannine counterpart.23 Justin’s phraseology about entering the kingdom 

was more in line with the Synoptics (cf. Matt 5:20; 7:21; 18:3; 19:23–24; Mark 9:47; 10:15, 

23–25; Luke 18:17, 25), for the Johannine language about seeing the kingdom may reflect the 

evangelist’s realized eschatology (cf. John 1:50–51), and Justin lacked the ambiguity over 

whether  ἄνωθεν meant “again” or “above.” Koester and Bellinzoni infer that Justin took the 

saying from a baptismal liturgy (cf. 1 Pet 1:3, 23; Hippolytus, haer. 8.10.8; ps.-Clem. hom. 

11.26.2; Apos. Const. 6.15.5), for Justin’s interpretation of Christ’s words in reference to the 

                                                           
21 See Tim Henderson, “Ehrman on Justin Martyr’s Use of the Gospel of Peter (Part 2)” Earliest Christianity: 

Perspectives on the Development of Early Christianity, December 5, 2012, at 

http://earliestchristianity.wordpress.com/2012/12/05/ehrman-on-justin-martyrs-use-of-the-gospel-of-peter-part-

2/. This blog post is cited in Kok, The Gospel on the Margins, 114. 
22 Much of this section is reproduced from my earlier work in M.J. Kok, The Beloved Apostle: The 

Transformation of the Apostle John into the Fourth Evangelist (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2017), 80–90. 
23 Bellinzoni, The Sayings of Jesus, 135–38; Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels, 257–58, 360–61. 
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regeneration that comes through baptism and the clarification in John 3:5 that one must be 

born of water and the spirit reflects the logion’s original baptismal Sitz im Leben.24 

Alternatively, Justin may have loosely paraphrased John 3:3, 5 and conflated its wording with 

Matthew 18:3 and 1 Peter 1:3, 23. What tips the scales towards the latter option is that Justin 

goes on to state that no one can re-enter his or her mother’s womb (1 Apol. 61.5), which 

answers Nicodemus’s query in John 3:4 and, hence, evinces awareness of the wider 

Johannine literary context in which this saying was placed.25  

 While the example above shows that Justin was familiar with the fourth canonical 

Gospel, he may not have identified it as an apostolic memoir. We can examine a few more 

examples. First, in Dialogue 100.4, Justin filled in the signifier “son of God” with his own 

understanding of Jesus’ pre-existence and virginal conception. Five chapters later, Justin was 

satisfied with the proofs from the “memoirs of the apostles” that the μονογενής (“unique”) 

one, the Father’s λόγος (“word”) and power, was conceived by a virgin (105.1). What Justin 

found in the “memoirs” may have been confined to the virginal conception that he had 

previously gone over in Dial. 78.3.26 Charles E. Hill insists that the incarnation of the only-

begotten of the Father must have been taken from the “memoirs” as well, since the Matthean 

and Lukan infancy narratives do not have to be construed as the incarnation of a pre-existent 

being into the womb of the virgin Mary without the input from the fourth canonical Gospel, 

and Justin had “proven” the existence of the λόγος (“word”) from the Jewish scriptures in 

Dialogue 61.1–62.5.27 However, while Justin believed in divine hypostases or intermediary 

agents (e.g., λόγος, Angel of Yahweh) due to his study of the Jewish Scriptures and the 

Johannine prologue, he may have brought this lens to bear on the infancy stories contained in 

                                                           
24 Bellinzoni, The Sayings of Jesus, 136–37; Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels, 257-58. 
25 Hill, Johannine Corpus, 327–28; idem, “John’s Gospel,” 88; Kok, Gospel on the Margins, 180; J.W. Barker, 

“Written Gospel or Oral Tradition? Patristic Parallels to John 3:3, 5” EC 6 (2015): 549–50; Kok, Beloved 

Apostle, 86–87. 
26 J.W. Pryor, “Justin Martyr and the Fourth Gospel” SC 9 (1992): 156–57; Kok, Beloved Apostle, 88. 
27 Hill, “John’s Gospel,” 89. 
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Matthew’s and Luke’s apostolic memoirs. Justin could have seen the supernatural conception 

of Jesus as congruent with his theological position on Jesus’s pre-existence and incarnation.28 

 Second, Justin’s description of Jesus’s baptism includes canonical details like the 

attire and diet of John the Baptizer (Dial. 88.7; cf. Matt 3:4; Mark 1:6) and apocryphal details 

like the fire that lighted up the Jordan River (88.3). His language that the spirit rested on 

Jesus may be reminiscent of John 1:32–33 (87.3, 5) and the Baptizer’s insistence that “I am 

not the Christ” (οὐκ εἰμὶ ὁ Χριστός) seems to be a verbal echo of John 1:20 (88.7).29 Koester 

is unwavering in rejecting this allusion to the fourth canonical Gospel, maintaining that Justin 

had the Baptizer deny that he was the Messiah due to the prophecy about him as a messenger 

preparing the way in the wilderness in Isaiah 40:3 and the crowd’s misguided assessment of  

John as a messianic candidate in Luke  3:15.30 Even if Justin took over a unique detail from 

John 1:20, it does not mean that he considered this text to be an apostolic memoir. “The 

apostles of Christ” testified to Jesus’s baptism in the Jordan River and the spirit’s descent on 

him like a dove in the Synoptic Gospels (88.3; cf. Matt 3:16–17; Mark 1:9–10; Luke  3:21–

22); Justin supplements the Synoptic records with information collected from additional oral 

and written sources, not all of which were categorized as the “memoirs of the apostles.”31 Hill 

adds that the plural apostles in Dial. 88.3 must be Matthew and John,32 but Justin was 

referring to the oral testimony of the collective apostles about the event of Jesus’s baptism 

that was eventually committed to writing in the memoirs.33 

 Finally, Hill notices that many details that are attributed to the so-called “The Acts 

that Took Place under Pontinus Pilate” (ἐκ τῶν ἐπὶ Ποντίου γενομένων ἄκτων; cf. 1 Apol. 

35.9; 38.7; 48.3), which he basically treats as synonymous with the “memoirs of the 

                                                           
28 Kok, Beloved Apostle, 88. 
29 Stanton, Jesus and Gospel, 76; Hill, Johannine Corpus, 329. 
30 Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels, 391. 
31 Kok, Beloved Apostle, 89. 
32 Hill, Johannine Corpus, 329. 
33 Kok, Beloved Apostle, 89. 
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apostles,” are attested in the fourth canonical Gospel from the placement of Jesus on the 

“judgment seat” (βῆμα) to the nails in Jesus’s hands (cf. 1 Apol. 35.4, 7).34 Alternatively, 

Justin may have assumed that his facts about Jesus, which may have been drawn from a 

variety of oral and written sources, would have also been documented in official Roman 

records. Justin does not explicitly identify the fourth canonical Gospel as an apostolic work 

and the sole instance when Justin mentioned the Apostle John was when he was expounding 

on John’s vision of the millennial reign of Christ in Revelation 20:1–6 (Dial. 81.4). 

Otherwise, we cannot confidently include the fourth canonical Gospel in Justin’s apostolic 

memoirs alongside the Synoptic Gospels, though it would become extremely important for 

his pupil Tatian’s Diatessaron and for Irenaeus’s fourfold Gospel canon. 

 The last point that needs to be considered is that, according to numerous scholars, 

Justin’s statement about the memoirs of the apostles and their followers (cf. Dial. 103.8) 

demands that there were four of them, two of which were allegedly published by the apostles 

(i.e. Matthew and John) and two by their associates (i.e. Mark and Luke).35 Even if Dialogue 

103.8 requires a minimum of four memoirs, Dialogue 106.3 reveals that Justin basically 

ascribed the second canonical Gospel to the apostle rather than to the apostle’s follower.36 

However, Francis Watson objects that Justin would have used ἤ (“or”) rather than καί (“and”) 

in Dialogue 103.8 if he was contrasting memoirs that were either directly or indirectly 

apostolic.37 Rather, Justin may have presumed that all of the memoirs were jointly composed 

by the apostles and their scribal assistants. This might echo Papias’s statement that Mark 

assisted Peter as his “interpreter” or, better, “translator” and Matthew “compiled” 

                                                           
34 Hill, Johannine Corpus, 332–35; “John’s Gospel,” 89–93. Other scholars argue that, by using this description, 

Justin was comparing the Gospels to secular records (cf. Osborne, Justin Martyr, 133; Koester, Ancient 

Christian Gospels, 41–42; Abramowski, “Memoirs of the Apostles,” 333). 
35 See, for example, Hengel, The Four Gospels, 20, 44; Stanton, Jesus and Gospel, 100-101; Hill, The 

Johannine Corpus, 338-340; Skarsaune, “Justin and His Bible,” 72; M.J. Kruger, The Question of Canon: 

Challenging the Status Quo in the New Testament Debate (Nottingham: IVP, 2013), 169–70. 
36 This is conceded by Stanton, Jesus and Gospel, 101–102. 
37 Watson, Gospel Writing, 476n.106; cf. Kok, The Gospel on the Margin, 200; idem, The Beloved Apostle, 82. 
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(συνετάξατο) the “oracles” (λογία) in the “Hebrew language” (Ἑβραῖδι διαλέκτῳ) before they 

were “translated” (ἡρμήνευσεν) by those with the requisite skills to do so (cf. 3.39.15–16).38 

Since Justin affirmed the apostolic origins of the third canonical Gospel as well, it could be 

argued that he had the Apostle Paul in mind if he knew Irenaeus’s tradition that the evangelist 

Luke was Paul’s inseparable companion (cf. haer. 3.14.1). However, the evidence for Lukan 

authorship may not date much earlier than Irenaeus, for Papias did not leave a tradition about 

the evangelist Luke in the undisputed Papian fragments39 and Marcion left his “Gospel” 

unattributed (cf. Tertullian, Marc. 4.2), and Justin’s conception of an “apostle” as one who 

was trained by Jesus to remember his teachings and interpret his life as the fulfilment of 

scriptural prophecy does not seem to fit Paul.40 We may not know which apostle Justin had in 

mind as the author of the third canonical Gospel. Finally, we have seen above that Justin may 

not have included the fourth canonical Gospel in the apostolic memoirs.  

 In conclusion, Justin’s apostolic memoirs should be restricted to the Synoptic 

Gospels. The last question to ask is whether these memoirs were granted scriptural status. On 

the one hand, the liturgical reading of the apostolic memoirs alongside the Hebrew prophets 

in Christian worship services (cf. 1 Apol. 67.3) could be taken as indicating that they 

possessed scriptural authority in Justin’s day.41 On the other hand, the stress placed on the 

                                                           
38 In support of rendering the noun ἑρμηνευτὴς as “translator” and the verb ἑρμηνεύειν as “to translate” in 

Ecclesiastical History 3.39.15–16, see A. D. Baum, “Der Presbyter des Papias über einen ‚Hermeneuten’ des 

Petrus. Zu Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3,39,15,” TZ 56 (2000): 22–24; Ibid., “Ein aramäische Urmatthäus im 

kleinasiatischen Gottesdienst. Das Papiaszeugnis zur Entstehung des Matthäusevangeliums,” ZNW 92 (2001), 

262–264; cf. M. Black, “The Use of Rhetorical Terminology in Papias on Mark and Matthew” JSNT 37 (1989), 

32–34; Körtner, Papias von Hierapolis, 203–206; Schoedel, “Papias,” 257, 263; Norelli, Papia di Hierapolis, 

328 – 29; Shanks, Papias, 196.  
39 I reject the hypothesis that a previously undetected Papian fragment can be found in Eusebius’s Ecclesiastical 

History 3.24.5–16 in C. E. Hill, “What Papias Said about John (and Luke): A New ‘Papian’ Fragment” JTS 49 

(1998): 582–629.   
40 See Skarsaune, “Justin and His Bible,” 68-71. Even so, Skarsaune holds that Justin regarded Paul as an 

apostle on the grounds that “[w]hen Justin seems to have Mark and Luke in mind when he speaks of Memoirs 

written by the followers of the apostles, he would probably have thought of Luke as Paul’s follower, thus 

indirectly characterizing Paul as an apostle” (p. 70). 
41 B.M. Metzger, The Canon of the New Testament: Its Origin, Development, and Significance (Oxford: 

Clarendon, 1987), 145; Hengel, The Four Gospels, 116, 162–63, 279n.472; Stanton, Jesus and Gospel, 99–100, 

105; Hill, “John’s Gospel,” 88; Kruger, The Question of Canon, 172; Fiolova, “‘Scripture,’” 174. 



Kok 10 
 

written nature of the memoirs and on their exposition in the Christian assemblies may have 

just served to advance Justin’s apologetic claims about the literacy of the apostles and their 

learned successors.42 He may have chiefly valued the memoirs as historical records that 

documented the fulfilment of biblical prophecy.43 Even if Justin did put the apostolic 

memoirs (i.e. Synoptic Gospels) on par with the Hebrew prophets, the τετράμορφον 

εὐαγγέλιον, along with the hermeneutical principles that each of the four Gospels must only 

be interpreted in reference to each other and together provide a fourfold witness to the 

singular good news about Jesus, only emerged after Justin’s lifetime.  

 

  

 

                                                           
42 Cirafesi and Fewster, “Justin’s Ἀπομνημονεύματα, 20–26.  
43 See W.A. Shotwell, The Biblical Exegesis of Justin Martyr (London: SPCK, 1965), 28; Gamble, The New 

Testament Canon, 29, 29n.18; Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels, 41–42  


