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Who Chose the Gospels?  By C.E. Hill  
 
Let me begin by summarising what this book is basically about and hopefully that should help you to grasp 
some of the more detailed arguments that the author presents. 
 
The sub-title is ‘Probing the Great Gospel Conspiracy’.   There is a school of thought, which we see in 
popular culture by such things as the The Da Vinci Code but supported by some academics such as Elaine 
Pagels, William Petersen and Bart Erhman (all building on the earlier work of Walter Bauer1) that the four 
gospels we know today as Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, were not, in the earliest days of the Church 
regarded as particularly special – or to use theological language, ‘canonical’ or ‘authoritative’ or 
‘orthodox’ – or at least, if they were, they were no more so than a lot of other gospels.  This school of 
thought also claims that Matthew, Mark, Luke and John were only established as pre-eminent by the 
church councils of the 4th or even 5th centuries.  
 
Thanks largely to this school of thought (and the popular media which has sensationalised what it says) 
the idea is now widespread that in the earliest days of the Church there were dozens, some say hundreds 
of different gospels and the four now regarded as canonical were not particularly special or indeed, may 
even have been less highly regarded than some of the others, which were later discarded, or suppressed 
or simply lost.  This school of thought is what lies behind the kind of headline that appeared in The 
Independent on the 29th July this year - ‘Jesus had a wife say scientists, as ancient papyrus scroll verified’. 
 

If this theory is correct, how did Matthew, Mark, Luke and John come to be regarded so highly and why 
were the other gospels ‘lost’?  That’s where the idea of conspiracy comes in; the theory goes that by 
various means, both foul and fair, supporters of the four canonical gospels suppressed the other gospels 
and persecuted those who favoured them, partly because they contained, in their view, erroneous 
traditions about Jesus but also because they supported a view of church life that they disapproved of.  So 
for example, it is argued that the alternative gospels, as I will mostly call them, supported the idea of 
female leadership in the Church, which was unacceptable to men.  Or, it is argued, these alternative 
gospels reveal a Jesus who was merely a man and not divine.  Or, in the case of the Gospel of Philip, there 
is a suggestion that Jesus had a sexual relationship with Mary Magdalene.  One can easily see how these 
ideas and the conspiracy theories around them appeal to our contemporary culture which tends to be 
suspicious of tradition and authority and all too ready to see a conspiracy even where there may not be 
one. (2) 
 
That there were other gospels should not have come as a great surprise since the existence of other 
gospels, sometimes called, ‘Gnostic’ or ‘Lost’ gospels, was well-known in the earliest centuries.  Indeed, 
until the actual texts of some these other gospels were discovered in the last 60 years or so, our only 
knowledge of them came from the pens of early Christians who wrote about them in order to refute them 
– and in doing so, they occasionally quoted from them too. 
 
Hill sums up the conspiracy (that he going to probe/test) thus:  
 

...how did the Christian church, apparently drowning in a sea of Gospels, finally end up with only 
four? ...  Many [people] picture councils of bad-tempered bishops voting on which books to 
include one minute and voting to execute heretics the next... many, even in the academic  
community insist that the question of which Gospels the church ought to endorse was still up for 
grabs in the fourth century.... the common idea is that the church’s canon is the result of a great 
power-struggle between rivals among early Christianity.... The four Gospels, like the other books of 
the ...New Testament achieved their place only by finally out-muscling their many competitors. 
(p2-3). 
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This book is an attempt to critically examine the scholarship behind that conspiracy narrative.  
 
To begin with Hill addresses the issue of just how many alternative gospels there were and he discovers 
that there were not very many at all, at least not that many with an early enough date such that they 
might plausibly have rivalled the canonical gospels for status.  William Petersen, is a supporter of the 
conspiracy narrative and someone who writes of “a sea of multiple gospels” and, “gospels breeding like 
rabbits”, but even he only identifies 9 that can be dated as early as the 2nd century (between 120-170AD 
according to Petersen) – dating which some scholars think is generously early but which even so, 
compares quite unfavourably with Matthew, Mark and Luke which almost all scholars date between AD 
60-90 and also compares unfavourably with John which almost all scholars date between AD90-110.   
 
So apparently there were not dozens or hundreds of alternative gospels vying for acceptance, there were 
only 9 and Hill argues that two of them, The Infancy Gospel of James and the Gospel of Thomas are not 
actually gospels and shouldn’t be on the list at all. (3) 

 
Hill then goes on what we might call a paper trail or more accurately a papyrus trail.  He examines very 
closely the various gospel fragments that have been discovered at a place called Oxyrhyncus, an ancient 
city about 100 miles south of Cairo.  Excavations of the rubbish dump at Oxyrhyncus discovered almost ½ 
million papyrus fragments of documents, letters and literary works including pieces from a number of 
gospels, both canonical gospels and the alternative gospels.  Only a small portion have to date been 
translated and published but those that have, have been seized upon by the conspiracy theorists as 
supporting the idea that these alternative gospels and the version of Christianity that they propounded, 
were alive and well prior to their later suppression. 
 
Hill argues that if the various gospels, both those later regarded as canonical and those later regarded as 
heretical, enjoyed equal status in the early years of the Christian era, one might expect to find an equal 
distribution of fragments from them.  Not only that, but since there is a consensus amongst scholars, that 
early Christianity in Egypt was more sympathetic to Gnostic ideas than elsewhere, one might even expect 
fragments of the alternative gospels to outnumber those of the canonical Gospels. 
 
What we find however is very different – fragments of canonical gospels easily outnumber those of the 
alternative gospels.  Hill says that the former outnumber the latter by a ratio of at least two or three to 
one and possibly by as much as four to one (p18). 
 
Not only that, but there are two important differences in the nature of the fragments.  Firstly, ancient 
papyri came in two forms – codices, which were an early form of book, and scrolls.  Codices were more 
substantial and more expensive to produce and were therefore used for more important documents.  
Scrolls were used for less important documents.  The early Church quickly adopted codices as their 
preferred way of storing Scripture and, crucially, reading Scripture in public worship.   
 
Examination of the gospel fragments at Oxyrhyncus show that most of the fragments from the canonical 
gospels come from codices whereas most of the fragments of the alternative gospels come from scrolls.   
 
Hill says, 
 

It is at least a sound working hypothesis that the non-codex form of… [the alternative 
gospels]…indicates that their owners would not have viewed them as scriptural or as in the same 
category as the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. (p28) 
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Secondly, there were in the 1st and 2nd centuries two sizes of codices, one much larger than the other, the 
larger format was used for public reading and the smaller one for private reading.  Fragments of Matthew, 
Mark, Luke and John generally come in the larger format whereas those few fragments of the alternative 
gospels which are from codices always come from the smaller format.  Hill concludes: 
 

While the discovery of these fragments of other Gospels indicates a certain popularity of these 
texts for private reading… it offers no good evidence that [they] were ever read in the services of a 
worshipping community [or] enjoyed a place on a par with the four Gospels. (p31). 

 
Hill sums up the evidence from papyri in this way: 
 

…both the numbers of Christian texts discovered so far and the formats in which they were 
written, if they tell us anything, attest to the prominence of …[the canonical gospels] … in Egyptian 
Christianity from the earliest time from which we have evidence… This obviously, is long before … 
any of the church councils of the fourth and fifth centuries.  (p33) 

 
All the foregoing is covered in the Introduction and chapter 1.   
 
Hill then turns his attention to the question, ‘If there was a conspiracy to elevate four Gospels above 
others – who might have perpetrated it?’   
 
Well according to some scholars, the culprit was Irenaeus of Lyons in central France.  He was a 2nd century 
bishop and theologian who was clearly a feisty character and who wasn’t shy to criticise those he 
disagreed with.  Although having said that, in chapter 3 Hill demonstrates that harsh as Irenaeus’ language 
sometimes was, it was relatively mild when compared with that used by the people who attacked him! 
 
Irenaeus is important because he supplies us with the first explicit reference to the four-fold Gospel.  He 
did it in his book, Against Heresies in about 180AD.  It was Irenaeus, some say, who introduced the idea 
that there should only be four Gospels and that other, rival Gospels, should be suppressed. 
 
So in chapter 2 Hill examines this assertion – and he finds it lacking in evidence. 
 
It is clear, says Hill, from the way Irenaeus writes that he is not introducing a new idea, that there should 
only be four Gospels, but he is defending or explaining an already existing tradition – that there are four 
Gospels.  Today, we find some of Irenaeus’ reasoning odd to say the least; he says that there must be four 
gospels because there are four winds, four corners of the earth and four biblical covenants – so of course, 
it is perfectly natural that there are only four gospels!  His reasoning is suspect but argument is clear; he is 
in effect, saying, ‘Why do we need more Gospels – we’ve got four already and four is the natural, obvious 
number to have!’  Furthermore, says Irenaeus, these four go back to the apostles - where do these other 
so-called Gospels come from? (see especially pages 35-39). 
 
Hill then goes on to demonstrate that Irenaeus was in fact not alone in endorsing a four-fold Gospel; other 
people, in various locations around the Roman Empire were saying exactly the same thing. 
 
Hippolytus in Rome around 200AD drew an analogy between the four Gospels and the river in the Garden 
of Eden which split into four (Gen.2:10-14).  Hippolytus wrote, ‘Christ himself being the river, is preached 
in the whole world through the fourfold Gospel’.  I expect most of would reject this allegorical 
interpretation of Scripture but the key point is that Hippolytus was, like Irenaeus, testifying to the 
tradition of a four-fold Gospel – and doing so 150-200 years before the Councils of the Church which 
eventually set in stone the canon of the New Testament. 
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Tertullian in Carthage, North Africa, around 212 writes of ‘the Gospels we posses’ and then goes on to 
specifically name Matthew, Mark, Luke and John – although not in that order. 
 
Origen, writing in Alexandria, Egypt, in about 226 compares the four Gospels to the four elements, earth, 
air, fire and water.   
 
Hill demonstrates that from France, to Rome, to North Africa and to Egypt – the church leaders of the late 
2nd and early 3rd century were all bearing witness to a widespread belief that there were four core Gospels 
upon which the church based its faith – and all of this long before the Councils of the late 4th century, 
which the conspiracy theorists say was when the Church decided which Gospels to keep and which to 
discard.  Hill concludes: 
 

Some say it was Irenaeus who chose the Gospels for the church and that he was more or less alone 
in his day.  But if he was ever alone, he soon made friends.  The church … [immediately]… after him 
seemed quite ready to endorse his ‘choice’.  If indeed it was his choice.  For that readiness all 
around the empire [to accept a four-fold Gospel] in fact arouses suspicions that perhaps Irenaeus 
may not have been the first to choose the Gospels at all, that their prominence perhaps dates 
from an even earlier time. (p50). 
 
…a four-Gospel canon appears to be secure in the church in the final decades of the second 
century… a conclusion which follows from the wide geographical separation of the authors 
[examined].  The testimony of these authors is that the four Gospels were not foisted on them, by 
Irenaeus or anyone else, but had been passed down to them from their forebears… (p101) 
 

Let me now give you a very brief resume of chapters 3, 4 and 5.   
  
In chapter 3 Hill explores in more detail the character of Irenaeus and the tone of his writing; he 
acknowledges that Irenaeus was far from being an objective, detached theologian – he attacked his 
opponents with vigour, but Hill points out that this was typical of most theological discourse in those days.  
Hill also demonstrates that the Gnostic Christians were far from being the advocates of diversity and 
tolerance that some modern scholars make them out to be. 
 
In chapter 4 Hill looks at a very specific point: the practice of certain early church leaders who occasionally 
quoted from the alternative Gospels.  He looks at several writers but the main one was Clement of 
Alexandria.  Yes, in his writings Clement quotes from two non-canonical Gospels a total of 11 times – but 
that doesn’t prove he regarded those gospels as scripture.  In contrast he quotes from Matthew, Mark, 
Luke and John over 1600 times!  Furthermore, he frequently calls Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, the 
‘acknowledged Gospels’ and speaks of them having been ‘handed down’ – he never uses those phrases of 
the other Gospels.  (4) 
 
I guess the occasional use of a non-canonical document might be compared to a preacher today referring 
to a novel of a film – this is done without any suggestion that the source is regarded as scripture or 
authoritative.   
 
In chapter 5 Hill examines the way the early church ‘packaged’ the Gospels, both the creation of Synopses 
– putting all four gospels in columns, side by side, and also the practice of blending the Gospels into one 
story – so called ‘harmonies’.  Such documents began to appear in the mid to late 2nd century.  The most 
well known of the ‘harmonies’ was created by Tatian although his may not have been the first (see Hill 
pages 90-93).  There is no record of any Gospel, other than Matthew, Mark, Luke and John being treated 
in this way – which supports the idea that these four Gospels enjoyed a status not afforded to any other. 



 

A summary of the book, ‘Who chose the Gospels?’ Page 5 
 

In chapter 6 Hill begins to work his way backwards.  He has established strong arguments for the primacy 
of the four Gospels by the time of Irenaeus (d195) and he has pushed back a little earlier to the time of 
Tatian (d172).  Can the primacy of the four Gospels be traced back any earlier? 
 
Tatian was the disciple of the Apologist, Justin Martyr who lived and indeed was martyred around the 
year 160.  Justin Martyr was a major figure in the church in Rome; his writings are key source material for 
our knowledge of the 2nd century church.  Hill explores whether Justin knew the four Gospels and whether 
he regarded them as the ‘gold standard’. 
 
At first there seems to be a problem here because Justin never mentions any of the four Gospels by name. 
Hill explains this by saying that Justin’s modus operandi, in common with other Apologists of his time, 
both Christian and non-Christian, was to try and convince his opponents by appealing to their special 
books rather than his own.   This is what Justin actually wrote in his Dialogue with Trypho the Jew;   ‘I have 
not attempted to establish proof about Christ from the passages of Scripture which are not confessed by 
you… but from those which are … confessed by you’ (p128).  Consequently there is much reference to the 
Old Testament but no attributed reference to Matthew, Mark, Luke or John. 
 
However, there are still reasons for thinking that Justin not only knew the four Gospels but regarded them 
as authoritative sources for the life of Christ.  
 
1.  Close inspection of Justin’s work shows that he frequently alludes to the ethical teaching of Jesus in 
Matthew and Luke but without actually naming them. 
2.  He almost certainly knew Mark; only Mark contains the story about James and John being nicknamed 
‘sons of thunder’ – Justin alludes to that. 
3. Justin almost certainly knew John; he writes a very close paraphrase of Jesus’ words in John 3 about 
being ‘born again’ and he also makes reference to various details about the passion of Christ which are 
only contained in John. 
4.  Finally, Justin frequently refers to The Memoirs of the Apostles’ – which was his way of referring to the 
Gospels. 
 
Hill concludes: 
 

“By far the best conclusion, then, is that Justin knew all four canonical Gospels and he knew them 
as an already standard grouping”.  (p143)  (5) 

 
I am going to skip over chapters 7 and 8 where Hill deals with the hostile attitude of certain apocryphal 
Gospels towards the canonical Gospels; Hill argues that they thereby, unwittingly, testify to the pre-
eminence of the four – otherwise, why attack them? 
 
So…. Justin Martyr takes us back to the middle of the 2nd century, 160AD to be precise  – can we trace the 
provenance of the four canonical Gospels any earlier?  In chapter 9 Hill examines Gospel references and 
allusions found in a variety of even earlier writers – Polycarp of Smyrna in about 155, Ignatius of Antioch 
in about 108, Clement of Rome in about 90.  All these writers make some kind of reference, to the 
authority of the Apostles and the content and status of at least one, if not more, of the four Gospels.  
Frustratingly, the references are often imprecise because we are now in that period when many regarded 
oral tradition as more trustworthy than written tradition.  Indeed, in the case of Polycarp, Ignatius and 
Clement it is possible that they may have met and heard at least one of the apostles in person.  Also, in 
the case of Ignatius, the letters that have come down from him were written whilst he was being 
transported to Rome for execution and it is unlikely he had his library with him – so his quotations are less 
than perfect.  However, all these writers frequently make comparisons between the four Gospels and the 
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Old Testament scriptures, clearly implying they are referring to written sources which they regard as 
authoritative scripture. 
 
If you have followed Hill this far you might conclude that there is no need to read further.  If Hill has 
convinced you that certainly by the middle of the 2nd century and probably for some decades before that, 
the four Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John enjoyed a pre-eminent status throughout the church, 
then that is enough.  None of the alternative Gospels were written early enough to challenge that pre-
eminence.  Even if one agrees with Petersen’s early dating of these alternative Gospels, and many 
scholars don’t, by the time they began to be circulated, the four primary Gospels were miles ahead and 
already established as the church’s authoritative sources for the life and teaching of Jesus.   
 
However, for the same of completeness, let me briefly comment on chapter 10 where Hill considers the 
contribution of two others - Papias and the Apostle John, both of whom lived at that crucial time, the turn 
of the 1st/2nd century – when the need for written Gospels was paramount, because the last living apostle, 
John, was clearly approaching the end of his life.  There is evidence that Papias knew all four Gospels and 
that John, when writing his, did so consciously to supply what he felt was lacking in the other three.  This 
evidence, if accepted, makes Papias and John, at the turn of the 1st century, the earliest witnesses to the 
primacy of a four-fold Gospel.   Unfortunately, and frustratingly, this evidence comes from an early 4th 
century source, Eusebius of Caesarea, which doesn’t mean it isn’t true, but it isn’t a contemporary record.    
 
So, who wrote the Gospels?  Here is Hill’s conclusion: 
 

We cannot find who chose the Gospels.  It looks like nobody did.  They almost seem to have 
chosen themselves through some sort of ‘natural selection’.  (p229)….. Christian writers of the 
second century do not speak of choosing the Gospels  … they instead use words like ‘receive’, 
‘recognize, ‘confess’, ‘acknowledge’ (p231)…second century church leaders would have said that 
neither individuals nor churches had the authority to ‘choose’… but to receive the ones given by 
God and handed down by Christ  through his apostles (p246) 
 
 

Notes: 
1.  ‘Orthodoxy & Heresy in Earliest Christianity’, Walter Bauer, 1935. 
 
2.  Those interested to pursue this line of thought further may also like to read Alister McGrath’s Heresy 
which covers related themes to Hill’s book.  McGrath comments on how the traditional Gospels suffer 
from ‘familiarity fatigue’ whilst the relatively recently discovered alternative Gospels enjoy the status of 
being new, novel and dissenting.  (Heresy, published by SPCK, 2009)  
 
3.  The Infancy Gospel of James is mostly a story about Mary and the Gospel of Thomas has no narrative – 
it is simply a collection of sayings.  Furthermore, the first mention of the Gospel of Thomas is found in the 
writings of Hippolytus in about the year 235. 
 
4.  Clement of Alexandria (c155-220), quoted from The Gospel of the Egyptians 8 times and The Gospel of 
the Hebrews 3 times.  He also quoted from another non-canonical book called the Traditions of Matthias 3 
times – making in total, 14 references to what later came to be regarded as non-canonical literature.  Hill 
argues however that this does not prove that Clement regarded these works as scripture or as being equal 
in status to Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.  To begin with, there are in Clements’ writings, a total of 1672 
references to Matthew, Mark, Luke and John – which makes the 14 references to the other books seem 
rather paltry.  Secondly, it is clear from the way Clements speaks about Matthew, Mark, Luke and John 
that he regarded them as being of a different order to these other documents.  He calls them the 
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‘acknowledged Gospels’ and speaks of them having been ‘handed down’ – he never uses such phrases of 
the other Gospels.  On another occasion Clement referred to the Gospel of John as ‘the last of all’ – 
implying that those Gospels that came later, whilst possibly having a use as illustrative material, are 
simply not in the same class. (p74) 
 
5.  It is true that in three or four places, Justin mentions details about Christ not recorded in Matthew, 
Mark, Luke or John – suggesting that he also knew other Gospels as well but he never suggests that these 
details come from The Memoirs of the Apostles – so, like Clement in the note above, we again see the 
practice of an early church leader occasionally quoting from a non-canonical Gospel but in such a way as 
to distinguish those Gospels from the four-fold Gospel. 
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