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FACT: 

The Gospel of Thomas-in comparison with the New Testament Gosp�ls-is 
I te, not early; secondary, not authentic. Contrary to what a few scholars 
maintain, the Gospel of Thomas originated in Syria and probably no earlier 
t han the end of the second century. 

he Gospel of Peter, which describes a talking cross, is late and incredible. In 
ract, the fragmentary document that we have may not be the Gospel of Peter 

at all. The document that we have may date to the fourth or fifth century. 

The "secret" version of the Gospel of Mark, allegedly found in the Mar Saba 
Monastery, is a modern hoax. Analysis of the hand-writing betrays the tell
tale signs of forgery. 

The distinctive conclusions of the Jesus Seminar are rejected by most schol
rs in North America and Europe. 

T here is absolutely no credible evidence that Je,sus had a wife or a child. 

The evidence is compelling that the New Testament Gospels-Matthew, 
Mark, Luke and John-are our best sources for understanding the historical 
jesus. The New Testament Gospels are based on eyewitness testimony and 
truthfully and accurately relate the teaching, life, death and resurrection of 
jesus. 

j sus was not a Cynic; in all probability he never encountered a Cynic. 

No killer monks (albino or otherwise) number among the membership of 
pus Dei. 

All deSCriptions of documents, literature and archaeology in this book are 
accurate. 



PREFACE 

In high school I assumed that I would be a lawyer, so I went to a very fine 
l iberal arts college in southern California ,  where I majored in hiStory and 
minored in philosophy, in preparation for law school. But in my senior year 
in college I had become a committed Christian, which led me to seminary, 
i nstead of law school ("from law to grace," as one minister remarked). 

1 went to seminary for the purpose of training in Christian ministry. I was 
fascinated with Jesus of Nazareth and wanted to learn more about him and 
his teaching. I looked forward to a lifetime in pastoral ministry But in sem
inary I discovered the academic side to theology and biblical studies. I loved 
i t .  Greek and Hebrew came easily; exegesis was fun; historical and back
ground studies were stimulating. While other students were attempting to 
avoid these subjects, I engaged them enthusiastically. 

In my second year I took an advanced cour�e in Greek in which we read 
l he Gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke-in OI�e semester! That did it; I was 
hooked on the life, teaching and world of jesus. I was fascinated with the 
. ospels themselves and the questions scholars grappled with: What are the 
ources of the Gospels? How do they relate to one .another? How much of 

t he Gospels is hiStory, and how much is interpretation? I enjoyed it so much 
l decided to pursue a Ph.D. 

r had the good fortune of entering Claremont Graduate University at a time 
when its biblical studies faculty was at its greatest. CGU, along with the nearby 

laremont School of Theology, boasted a powerhouse faculty in New Testa
ment and related fields of study. In this faculty were Hans Dieter Betz, William 
Brownlee, Burton Mack, james Robinson, james Sanders and john Trever. 

Professor Betz chaired the Hellenism and the New Testament Seminar, 
which was favored with visits from Ronald Hock and Edward O'Neill, both 
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on the faculty of the University of Southern California. During this time the 
seminar was finishing its work on Plutarch and just launching its work on 
the Greek magical papyri . Betz impressed me greatly with his high stan
dards and attention to detaiL His commentaries on Galatians and the Ser
mon on the Mount in the Hermeneia commentary series are impressive and 
well respected. 

Professor Robinson chaired the Nag Hammadi Seminar, dedicated to the 
publication and study of the Coptic Gnostic codices found in Nag Ham
madi, Egypt.  I found his enthusiasm for fresh research, discovery and pub
lishing infectious. Entering Claremont was like walking into a publishing 
factory I was overwhelmed by the activity During my time with the Nag 
Hammadi Seminar, I became acquainted with Charles Hedrick (who taught 
me Coptic) and Marvin Meyer, who now is the research director for the Cop
tic Magical Texts Project at Claremont Graduate University and an expert on 
Gnostic texts. 

Professor Mack was in those days engrossed in Philo and Jewish wisdom 
traditions. He was at that time a warm-hearted Christian scholar. I distinctly 
recall him in 1977 telling me how happy he was that I was serving on the 
staff of a nearby church. "That is really good," he said. "What we need are 
more doctors of the church."  Times change and so do some people. 

Professor Brownlee was wonderful to work with. He was quiet, gentle and 
unassuming. Yet he was one of the very first scholars to lay eyes on the Dead 
Sea Scrolls. He was in Jerusalem, doing a year of postdoctoral studies in 1947-

1948, when the first cave containing scrolls was discovered. His studies in the 
book of Ezekiel and the ancient Ugaritic language were set aside. Brownlee 
brought one of the scrolls back with him to Duke University in the fall of 1948 

so he could use it in teaching Hebrew. (That of course is no longer allowed!) 
He published an early study of the Rule Scroll ClQS) and spent much of his 
career analyzing Qumran's commentary (or pesher) on the book of Habakkuk. 
I found him delightful to work with and eventually finished my doctoral dis
sertation under his supervision. It was from Brownlee that I learned much 
about the Dead Sea Scrolls, and it was with him that I studied Aramaic and 
Syriac. His sudden death in 1983 left me an academic orphan and ended plans 
that we had made for collaborative studies in Isaiah and DanieL 

(lleface 1 1  

J also had the privilege of making the acquaintance of John Trever, Bill 

I rownlee's longtime friend. Trever was with Brownlee in Jerusalem in 1947-

1 48, and it was he who took the very first-and quite excellent-photo

raphs of the Dead Sea Scrolls. Trever was also happy to give me a gUided 

l ur of his collection of photographs and artifacts, explaining where they 

w re found and their Significance. 

Although I was very close to Brownlee, the person who influenced)lle the 

m st at Claremont was Professor Sanders, who joined the faculty in 1977, 

h year my doctoral studies commenced. It would be almost impossible to 

'xaggerate the significance of his contribution to my understanding of bib

Ii al literature and its full context. Sanders introduced me to the versions of 

S lipture, such as the Old Greek (or Septuagint) and the Aramaic (or Tar

gum). He led me through the rabbinic literature, taught me to appreciate 

1< bbinic midrash and transformed textual criticism-the study of ancient 

manuscripts and their diverse readings and variants-into a joy Under his 

nstruction my appreciation of Scripture grew Over the years we have col

IL borated on a number of publishing projects and jointly chaired from 1989-

I 96 a program unit in the Society of Biblical Literature. 

Although I started out at Claremont as a New Testament student, I was 

deeply influenced by Brownlee and Sanders that I wrote my dissertation 

n the book of Isaiah. There are New Testament components in the disser

l, l ion, to be sure , but at the conclusion of my doctoral studies I was as much 

merested in a career in Old Testament as I was in New Testament. One of 

I he ironies of my life is that twenty-five years ago I interviewed for a position 

In Old Testament at Acadia Divinity College. I was·passed over on account 

r my youth and ended up at Trinity Western University instead-as an as

iSl ant professor of New Testament! This appointment guided me back to 

l he New Testament, and after twenty-one years at Trinity I was appointed to 

A adia Divinity College as the Payzant Distinguished Professor of New Tes

Lament. It seems I was destined for Acadia after all-but in New Testament 

n t Old. 
As I taught New Testament at Trinity, I of course began to shift my re

arch and publishing away from Isaiah and the Old Testament to the New 

stament. I focused on Jesus and the Gospels, which had been the focus of 



12 F A B R I C A T I N G  J E S U S  

my interest back i n  seminary. An interesting thing happeneJ I realized that 
my work in Isaiah, the Greek and Aramaic versions of the Old Testament, 
the Dead Sea Scrolls and early rabbinic literature was an enormous asset in 
the study of Jesus and the Gospels. As I became acquainted with more and 
more New Testament scholars (at regional and national Society of Biblical ( Literature meetings) , I became aware that many of them lacked training in 
the Semltlc background of the New Testament. I was bumping into New Tes
� scholars who had studied Greek and knew something of the Greco
Roman world, but had only the feeblest ability with Hebrew and Aramaic (if 
';t all). Most knew little of early rabbinic literature and the Aramaic para
phrases of SCripture. 

This defiCiency on the part of so many New Testament scholars helps ex
plain the oddness of much of the work of the Jesus Seminar, founded by 
Robert Funk in 1985. Whereas many of the Seminar's members have been 
exposed to Greek literature and Greco-Roman culture and conventions, not 
many of them appear to have competence in the Semitic Qewish) world of 
Jesus. Few seem acquainted with the land of Israel itself. Few have done any 
archaeological work. Few know rabbinic literature and the Aramaic para-( phrases of SCripture. As a consequence of these deficiencies, it is not surpris-

� mg that the Jesus Semmar has come to so many odd and implausible con-
clusions. For example, the Seminar does not understand what Jesus meant 
by his reference to "kingdom of God."  The Seminar has completely misun-
derstood the meaning of eschatology and holds to a skewed idea of the ( meaning ofjesus' favorite self-designation "Son of Man." Moreover, the Sem
inar finds no meaningful place for Israel's SCripture in Jesus' self-under
standing and teaching. The Seminar's errors are egregious and legion. Unfor
tunately, the Seminar has gained a great deal of media attention and has 
cultivated a series of books that advance misguided and mistaken views of 
Jesus and the Gospels-both those in the New Testament and those outside 
the New Testament. FabncatingJesus will address just these sorts of issues. 

I am a Christian. I was a Christian before going to seminary and graduate 
school, and I still am after completing school and teaching and publishing 
for more than a quarter century. When some of my friends at seminary 
learned that I would be entering Claremont to pursue a doctorate, I was 
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wllrned that critical study would not be good for my faith. Of course, I had 

III Ird of some who after becoming involved in critical research had given up 

11111 h. 1 will speak to that topic in the first chapter. 

My academic life has not resulted in the loss of faith. Aspects of my faith 

II,IV changed, to be sure. Not everything is as cut and dried, black and 

while, as it once was. There are aspects of theology that remain uncertain, 

hl�l rical details that remain unclear. But then again, I have found thpt that 

WII lhe way it was for Jesus and his earliest followers. Maybe not having pat 

lillswers for everything is what faith is all about. 

At first, 1 must admit, I found aspects of biblical criticism unsettling. But 

III lime I realized that what biblical criticism challenged was not the essence 

I Il lhe Christian message, but the baggage that many think is part of the mes-

Ip, . Typically this baggage includes views of authorship and dates of given 

hlblical books (for example, the idea that biblical books must be early and 

w,'llten by apostles even when they make no such claim), as well as assump

II ms regarding the nature of biblical literature (for example, the belief that 

t h Gospels are history and nothing else) and the nature of Jesus' teaching 

(r r example, the view that everything Jesus said was wholly unique and 

n 'ver before heard) . In time I was able to distinguish the baggage from the 

In ssage. In fact, I can say that biblical criticism rescued the message and 

" Iped me see it and appreciate it more fully. . 

1 have found careful, searching study of the ,historical Jesus rewarding. I 

I ve to lecture . I love to preach. I love to tell the stories of the Gospels. I love 

t see the look in the faces of people in the congregation when they first un

tI rstand what Jesus meant-what he really meant=--when he said or did 

s mething. I am always touched when 1 see how the story of Jesus affects 

pe ple and brings positive change to their lives. The story of the sinful 

w man (luke 7), or the good Samaritan (luke 10), or the prodigal son 

(Luke 15), if proclaimed in proper context , results in forgiveness, reconcili

mion and even self-reproach. It seems that none of the power Jesus exuded 

has diminished in the passage of time. 

1 have found that the better we come to understand who Jesus was, what 

he said and how he was understood by his contemporaries, the more we 

,ppreciate him and the movement that he inaugurated. When Jesus' actions 
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or words are misunderstood, problems begin. I have found that lying be
hind assertions to the effect 'Jesus could not have said this" are mistakes in 
interpretation, usually due to a failure to view the saying in its proper con
text and setting. 

Fabricating Jesus is a book that takes a hard look at some of the sloppy 
scholarship and misguided theories that have been advanced in recent years. 
I am appalled at much of this work. Some of it, frankly, is embarrassing. 

FabricatingJesus is written at a popular level and is primarily intended for 
nonexperts who find much that has been said aboutjesus in recent years ter
ribly confusing. Notes are kept to a minimum and are gathered at the back 
of the book. I have tried to define terms common in biblical studies but un
familiar to general readers as I introduce them; in addition, I have appended 
a glossary at the back for quick reference. A list of recommended books is 
provided for any readers who want to look in more depth at the documents 
and scholarly literature that stand behind my arguments and conclusions. 

I want to thank Jim Hoover of InterVarsity Press, who invited me to write 
this book and prOvided me with many great ideas and insights. I also thank 
my wife ,  Ginny, who graCiously read through the whole manuscript ,  one 
chapter at time, and asked me those important questions, such as, "What 
does this mean?" Because of her care and attention, the book is much easier 
to read. And finally, a word of thanks is due Danny Zacharias, who assisted 
with the preparation of the indexes. 

Craig A. Evans 

INTRODUCTION 

id Jesus have a child by Mary Magdalene? Was he a Cynic? Or was he a 
mystic , perhaps even a Gnostic? Did he fake his death and sneak out of the 
h Iy land? Did he escape to Egypt? Did he write letters to the Jewish court 
lind explain that it was all a mistake, that he never claimed to be the Son of 

I d? Did he celebrate the Last Supper with friends-twenty-five years after 
his crucifixion? Has the grave of Jesus been found? Has the grave of his fa
Iher been found? Are the New Testament Gospels reliable? Are there better 
sources for the life and teaching ofjesus? Do the Dead Sea Scrolls talk about 
J'sus? Is the gospel story true? Is there a conspiracy to hide the truth? In
ti ed, did Jesus ever really exist? 

When I first began academic study of Jesus and the Gospels some thirty 
y 'ars ago, I could never have guessed that I or anyone else would find it nec

• sary to write a book addreSSing such questions. Surely no one in all seri
ousness would advance such theories. Surely no credible publishers would 
print them. Yet, all that has happened. 

Have you wondered why it is that modern scholars (especially the ones 
who make it into the popular press) seem so prone to discount the evidence 
or the Gospels, looking to other sources for inforniation? In several books 
s holars argue that it is necessary to rely on second- and third-century 
sources, because our first-century New Testament Gospels are not reliable. 

es this make sense? Others claim that there are conspiracies to suppress 
the evidence. Evidence of what? Why? 

We live in a strange time that indulges, even encourages, some of the 
Lrangest thinking. It is a time when truth means almost what you want to 

make of it. And in these zany quests for "truth," truth becomes elusive. In 
racL, a book published a few years ago appeared under the title Truth Is 

"Lranger Than It Used To Be. Quite so. 
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What I find particularly troubling i s  that a lot o f  the nonsense comes from 
scholars. We expect tabloid pseudo scholarship from the quacks, but not 
from scholars who teach at respectable institutions of higher learning. 

Modem scholars and writers, in their never-ending quest to find some
thing new and to advance daring theories that run beyond the evidence, 
have either distorted or neglected the New Testament Gospels, resulting in 
the fabrication of an array of pseudo-jesuses. A variety of influences have led 
to these results, whether ( 1 )  misplaced faith and misguided suspicions, (2) 
cramped starting points and overly strict critical methods, (3) questionable 
texts from later centuries, (4) appeals to contexts alien to jesus' actual envi
ronment, (5) skeletal sayings devoid of context altogether, (6) failure to take 
into account jesus' mighty deeds, (7) dubious use ofjosephus and other re
sources of late antiquity (8) anachronisms and exaggerated claims, or (9) ho
kum history and bogus findings. In short, just about every error imaginable 
has been made. A few writers have made almost all of them. 

The chapters that follow take up these issues one by one, spending two 
chapters on questionable texts. The book concludes with an eleventh chap
ter in which I offer my assessment of important aspects of genuine progress 
in the study of the historical jesus, and in which the Gospels inside the New 
Testament and the Gospels outside the New Testament are treated properly 
and other relevant primary materials are given their due. 

Fabricating Jesus inquires into the thinking and the methods of scholars 
and popular writers. What presuppositions do they hold? What methods do 
they use? Why do they move from valid observations to audacious conclu
sions? Indeed why and how do they fabricate a jesus different from the one 
we find in the New Testament? Are these scholars actually using sound his
torical method? These are some of the questions this book explores. 

FabricatingJesus is deSigned to speak to a variety of readers. First, this book 
is written to assist anyone who is confused by the wild theories and conflicting 
portraits ofjesus, the claims that he really didn't see himself as the Messiah or 
as God's Son, or that the New Testament Gospels are not trustworthy, or that 
other sources are better or at least equally valid, and so forth. 

Second, the book is written for people who are interested in jesus and the 
New Testament Gospels and want to learn more but are baffled by the strange 
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ks that have appeared in recent years. I hope you haven't given up. 
Third, it is written for skeptics, especially those prone to fall for some old 

I1ineteenth-century philosophical hokum that almost no one today holds. 

Fourth, Fabricating Jesus is written for the guild, for the scholars whose 

I r fession is to investigate the Gospels and the life and teaching of jesus, in 

h pe that it may call us not to a lesser standard of scholarship but indeed to 

\ higher one, one which doesn't presume that skepticism equals scholarship. 

Finally, this book is written to defend the original witnesses to the life, 

I ath and resurrection ofjesus. When put to the test, the original documents 

h Id up quite well. Despite their having been maligned, even ridiculed, and 

I ushed into the background, it is time to give them a fresh hearing. 
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QUESTIONABLE TEXTS-PART I 

The Gospel of Thomas 

For many people the most disturbing feature in contem�orary reports con
cerning the jesus of history is the attention given to texts outside of the New 
Testament, some of which are called "Gospels." These Gospels-which are 
also referred to as "extracanonical Gospels"-are purported to make impor
tant contributions to our knowledge of the historical jesus. Sometimes it is 
even claimed that these texts give us more reliable information about jesus 
than the New Testament Gospels themselves. Is this claim valid? Do the ex
tracanonical Gospels provide us with reliable, historical information about 
jesus? Should our understanding of jesus be shaped by what these nonbib-
lical Gospels have to offer? e In this chapter and the next we will look closely a fiv extracanonical 
Gospels, the ones that get the most attention and are sa to support por
traits of jesus different from what we find in the New Testament. Some 
scholars claim that these writings reach back to the first century, perhaps 
even to the middle of the first century, and contain information that is at 
least as historically reliable as the information contained in the New Testa
ment Gospels. We will see-to the contrary-that none of these extracanon
ical writings originated earlier than the middle of the second century and in 
two cases probably did not originate before the end of the second century. 
Because of the late dates of these extra canonical Gospels, it is unlikely that 
they contain information that adds to our knowledge of Jesus. The whole 
edifice of the non-New Testament jesus collapses when these extracanonical 
writings get the critical scrutiny they deserve but often do not receive. 

T here is nothing wrong in appealing to texts outside of the New Testa-

Qu es t i o n a b l e  Tex ts-Part  I 

EXTRACANONICAL GOSPELS AND FRAGMENTS 

The extracanonical Gospels and fragments that are frequently given serious 

consideration include the following: 

Apocryphon of James (preserved in NHC 1) 

Dialogue of the Savior (preserved in NHC 3) 

Gospel of the Ebionites (preserved in quotations by Epiphanius) 

Gospel of the Egyptians (preserved in quotations by Clement of Alexandria) 

Gospel of the Hebrews (preserved in quotations by various church fathers) 

Gospel of the Nazoreans (preserved in quotations by various church fathers) 

Gospel of Peter (allegedly preserved in a large fragment from Akhmim and a 

small fragment POxy. 2949 and possibly POxy. 4009) 

Gospel of Thomas (preserved in NHC 2 and POxy. 1,654, and 655) 

Protevangelium of James (preserved in numerous Greek manuscripts) 

53 

ecrei Gospel of Marh (preserved in a supposed letter of Clement of Alexandria) 

P.Oxy.840 

P.Oxy.1224 

Papyrus Egerton 2 (+ Papyrus Kaln 255), or the E$erton Gospel 

Fayyum Fragment ( = Papyrus Vindobonensis Greek 2325) 

NHC; Nag Hammadi Codex 

POxy. ; Papyri Oxyrhynchus 

111 'nl in the task of reconstructing the history of jesus and the early church, 
1lI'In the task of interpreting New Testament writings. T hat is an appropriate 
Illd necessary thing to do . For example, the Dead Sea Scrolls shed important 
lighl on various aspects of jesus' teaching, on key elements in Paul's theol
Ilpy. and on teachings in james, Hebrews and other books in the New Testa
IIlCnl. Other writings from the New Testament era also assist in the task of 
1111 rpretation by fleshing out the historical and cultural context. l T hus, 
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DATES O F  GOSPELS AND 

Gospel oj Mark Gospel oj Luke Gospel oj John Gospel oj Egyptians 

Acts P.Oxy.840 

Gospel oJ Gospel oj Nazoreans 

Matthew Gospel oj Ebionites 

A.D. 60-70 75-80 90-95 120 

making use of extra canonical writings isn't the problem. 
What is troubling is the ready, often uncritical acceptance of some of the 

extra canonical Gospels. Some of the same scholars who criticize the New 
Testament Gospels severely and push the dates of their composition toward 
the end of the first century are ready to treat the extracanonical sources gen
erously and argue for dates of composition near the beginning of the second ( century, perhaps in the first century itself. The result is that all of the Gos
pels-inside and outside the New Testament-are treated as though they 
have been composed in the same generation? We must not "privilege" the 
New Testament Gospels, we are told. After all, skeptiCS say, most of these 

[ 

writings, whether in or outside the canon, were composed at about the same 
time and therefore have about the same historical value. In the interests of 
objective scholarship we are to treat all of the sources as potentially useful. 
But it seems to me that some of these scholars are privileging the extraca
nonical texts, and to do this they obscure important aspects of when various 
texts were written.) 

DATING THE GOSPELS 

Before moving on, let's get some important dating clear. jesus taught and 
ministered in the late 20s and early 30s of the first century Paul wrote his 
letters in the late 40s to the early or mid-60s. Although its date of composi
tion is debated,  the Gospel of Mark was likely written in the mid to late 60s, 
and the Gospels of Matthew and Luke sometime after that (and some schol
ars in fact argue that Mark, Matthew, and Luke-also called the Synoptic 
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RELATED SOURCES COMPARED 

Gospel oj Apocryphon oj Gospel oj Gospel of P.Egerton 2 

Hebrews James Mary Peter Gospel of 

Fayyum Fragment Thomas 

P.Oxy. 1224 

I I I I I 
140 150 160 170 180 

t.ospels-date to the 50s and 60s) . The Gospel of john is usually dated 

lrnetime in the 90s. This means that most, perhaps even all of the New Tes

Illment writings date to the first century. It also means the Gospel of Mark 

was written within one generation of the death of jesus, which in all proba

bi l i ty means that some people who had known jesus were still living when 

Ihis Gospel was written and circulated. Some think that the sayings source 

(or Q), which Matthew and Luke used, dates to the 50s, perhaps even ear

II'r. Accordingly, it is iikely that the authors of documents that date to the 

Illiddle of the first century (such as Q and Mark) had access to authentic say

I1gs of jesus and stories about him, and that their works would have been 

I 'ad (or heard) by living witnesses. It would nor be easy for a Gospel that 

Illisrepresents the life and teaching of jesus to have gained widespread ac

\' 'plance when many ofJesus' followers were still living and in a position to 

hallenge distortions. 
Not only do the earliest New Testament Gosper sources date to the 

lI1iddle of the first century, Paul also refers to jesus' teaching, to his words 

1\ t he Last Supper, to his death and burial, and to his resurrection. This 

i mportant, for Paul, who was converted to the Christian faith in the 

I s, knew some of the original diSCiples and apostles, such as Peter and 

lllmes, the brother of jesus. Consequently, the New Testament writings 

provide us with early information about jesus. This is why writings be

l! 'ved to have originated in the first century, especially in the middle of 

I h Ii rst century, are widely accepted as our best sources of information 

lib ut the historical jesus. 
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EXTRACTING HYPOTHETICAL SOURCES 
FROM EXTANT TEXTS 

Scholars sometimes are able to extract early sources from later extant texts. (A 

text that is extant is one that still exists, as opposed to one that is merely 

thought to have existed.) A clear example of this is seen in the Synoptic Gos

pels. Matthew and Luke share a large number of sayings that did not come 

from Mark. Scholars believe that Matthew and Luke had access to a source in 

addition to Mark. They have called this source of sayings Q (usually under

stood as an abbreviation of the German word Quelle , "source" or "spring"). 

Another helpful example is seen in two writings found in the Nag Hammadi 

Library. One writing is called Eugnostos the Blessed (Nag Hammadi Codex 

[NHC] 3.3; 5.1), a non-Christian religious/philosophical text, and the other 

is called The Sophia of Jesus Christ (NHC 3.4; Berlin Gnostic Codex 8502.3), a 

revelation discourse given by Jesus. Eugnostos the Blessed probably approxi

mates the original form of the text, while The Sophia of Jesus Christ represents 

a later reworking of the text, with insertions in which Jesus is identified as the 

speaker. 

In these examples we have plaUSible evidence of early texts embedded in 

later texts. Other examples could be Cited, such as Jude and 2 Peter, where the 

former appears to be embedded in the latter. But in the cases of the Gospel of 

Thomas and the Gospel of Peter; to cite just two examples, we do not have such 

evidence. Both of these writings drip with indications of lateness, yet some 

scholars hope to date forms of these writings to the first century. They do this 

by attempting to extract early, hypothetic forms of the text from the actual 

texts that we have. But they do this without any evidence. 

When were the Gnostic Gospels and other extra canonical sources writ
ten? All of the Gnostic Gospels and extracanonical sources were written in 
the second century or later. Typical dates range from A.D. 140 to 160. Some 
scholars argue for earlier dates, such as 1 20 to 140 (and some argue for later 
dates). Although it is theoretically possible that early, reliable information 
about jesus not found in the New Testament writings could be preserved in 
some of these second-century writings, it is not likely. This is why biblical 
scholars in the past have rarely appealed to writings such as the Gospel of 
Thomas, the Gospel of Peter and the Gospel of Mary for additional information 
about Jesus. These writings are viewed as simply too late-written at least 
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�me hundred years after the death of Jesus, or fifty to eighty years after the 
New Testament Gospels were written. 

In the scholarly and popular press the most frequently mentioned writ
ings outside of the New Testament are the Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel ofPe

ler, the Egerton Papyrus 2 (or Egerton Gospel), the Secret Gospel of Mark, and 
I he Gospel of Mary. Most people had not heard of these writings until rela
lively recently, most often in connection with a book or television docutnen-
wry making sensational claims. If these extra canonical Gospels were written I I ng after the New Testament Gospels, why do some scholars appeal to 
I hem? This is where the discussion gets interesting. 

Some scholars have argued that early editions of the Gospel of Thomas and 
t he Gospel of Peter reach back to the middle of the first century, that the Egerton 

, spel predates Mark and John-and may have been on the writing table of 
I he evangelist Mark himself-and that the Secret Gospel of Mark may represent 
1111 earlier form of the canonical Gospel of Mark. It is no wonder then (if these 
arly dates and hypothetical early forms of these writings are valid) that some 

I> 'holars make use of these extra canonical sources in their reconstructions of 

I he historical Jesus. Accordingly, the Jesus Seminar's assessment of the authen

tic words ofJesus came out under the title The Five Gospels, with the "fifth Gos

p I" being the Gospel of Thomas. 4 What are we to make of all this? Is there solid 
l vidence that these writings date, at least in some form, to the first century and 
'ontain sayings from and stories about Jesus that·are early, independent, and 

p rhaps even superior to what is found in Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John? 
Before continuing, I should mention that besides the extracanonical Gos

Ids that contain unusual sayings, there are dozens of isolated, free-floating 

sayings attributed to Jesus that are found in a variety of sources. These iso

I 'led sayings are called the agrapha (from the Greek meaning "not written," 
Ihat is, not written in the New Testament Gospels) . Some of these sayings 
. me into play in to day's scholarly work. They will not be discussed in this 
'hapter, but they are treated briefly in appendix one. 

'I WO RECENT AND VERY DIFFERENT ASSESSMENTS 

in 1991 two engaging and competent studies of the life of Jesus appeared, one 
by John Dominic Crossan and the other by John P Meier.5 One of the most 
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remarkable discrepancies between their works is the sharp divergence of opin
ion with respect to the value of the extracanonical Gospels for Jesus research. 
In Crossan's work, these writings play an important role; in Meiers, their role 
is negligible. A brief comparison of these two scholars' respective approaches 
and conclusions will illustrate this striking divergence, which in many ways is 
a characteristic of the current debate among New Testament specialists, and 
will serve as a point of departure for the evaluation of these writings. 

In his reconstruction of the historical jesus, Crossan relies heavily on the 
extracanonical materials, many of which he dates quite early. It is not sur
prising then that Crossan often concludes that traditions contained in the 
extracanonical Gospels-traditions that parallel those of the New Testament 
Gospels-are more primitive and historically superior. Often he thinks he 
finds the earliest, most original form of Jesus' teaching in the extracanonical 
Gospels. Sometimes Crossan will extract a hypothetical early version of one 
of these Gospels. For example, Crossan thinks he can identify two early ver
sions of the Gospel oj Thomas. The earliest version he dates in the 50s, while 
a somewhat later version he dates in the 60s or 70s. From the mid-second
century Dialogue of the Savior Crossan believes he can identify an early "dia
logue collection," perhaps dating in the 70s. He dates an early version of the 
Gospel of the Egyptians-another second-century work-in the early 60s, 
and he extracts from the Gospel of Peter (late second century, perhaps even 
later) a hypothetical Cross Gospel, which he dates in the 50s. We will look at 
the Gospel of Peter again in chapter four. 

Crossans analysis of extracanonical sources contributes to his picture of 
the historical Jesus in Significant ways. But many rightly wonder about the 
validity of this analysis, for it appears to be little more than subjective guess
work and special pleading. In any case, some of his assumptions will be put 
to the test in the following discussion. 

Meier's conclusion, however, could hardly be more at odds with Crossan's. 
All the extracanonical writings, he concludes, contribute little to what can be 
known of the historicaljesus. Here is his assessment of these writings: 

Contrary to some scholars, I do not think that the . . .  agrapha, the 
apocryphal gospels . . .  (in particular the Gospel of Thomas) offer us re-
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CROSSAN'S PROPOSED EARLY DATES 
FOR EXTRACANONICAL WRITINGS 

John Dominic Crossan has proposed early dates for the extracanonical writ

ings, which most scholars do not accept. Moreover, he also proposes the ex

istence of even earlier versions of some of these writings. Crossan dates and 

names the extracanonical writings as follows: 

Gospel of Thomas (earliest edition: A.D. 50s) 

Egerton Gospel (Le., Papyrus Egerton 2: A.D. 50s) 

Fayyum Fragment (A.D. 50s) 

Papyrus Oxyrhynchus 1224 (A.D. 50s) 

Gospel of the Hebrews (A.D. 50s) 

Cross Gospel ( = a pruned version of the Gospel of Peter, A.D. 50s) 

Gospel of the Egyptians (earliest version, A.D. 60s) 

eeret Gospel of Mark (early A.D. 70s) 

Papyrus Oxyrhynchus 840 (A.D. 80s) 

Gospel of Thomas (later draft, A.D. 60s or 70s) 

Dialogue Collection ( = a pruned version of the CoptiC Gnostic tractate Dia

logue of the Savior, late [?] A.D. 70s) 

Apocryphon of James (dating from first half of second century , but containing 

tradition reaching back to the A.D. 50s) 

ospel of the Nazoreans (A.D.150s) 

ospel of the Ebionites (A.D. 150s) 

ospel of Peter (A.D. 150s) 
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rossan claims that the Gospel of Thomas, the Egerton Gospel, Papyrus Vindo

bonensis Greek 2325, Papyrus Oxyrhynchus 1224, the Gospel of the Hebrews 

and the Gospel of the Egyptians are independent of the New Testament Gospels, 

with the Dialogue of the Savior and the Apocryphon of James containing inde

pendent traditions. He further concludes that the Cross Gospel, which is now 

mbedded in the Gospel of Peter; preserves the Passion narrative on which all 

r ur of the New Testament Gospels are based. Reader beware: These early dates 

Cll1d hypothetical sources are not Widely accepted among scholars. 

e John Dominic Crossan, The Historical jesus: l1,e Ufe of a Mediterranean jewish Peasant (San Francisco: 

I turperCollins, 1991), pp. 427-34. The dates noted in the parentheses refer not to the dates of the actual 

munuscripts but to Crossan's conjectured dates of the autographs (that is, originals). On the alleged Cross 

,ospel, see John Dominic Crossan, The Cross That Spoke: The Origins oj the Passion Narmtive (San Fran

(!Sco: Harper & Row, 1988). 
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liable new information or authentic sayings that are independent of 
the NT. What we see in these later documents is rather . . .  imaginative 
Christians reflecting popular piety and legend, and gnostic Christians 
developing a mystic speculative system . . . .  It is only natural for schol
ars-to say nothing of popularizers-to want more, to want other ac
cess roads to the historical Jesus. This understandable but not always 
critical desire is, I think, what has recently led to the high evaluation, 
in some quarters, of the apocryphal gospels . . . as sources for the 
quest. It is a case of the wish being father to the thought, but the wish 
is a pipe dream. For better or for worse , in our quest for the historical 
Jesus, we are largely confined to the canonical Gospels; the genuine 
"corpus" is infuriating in its restrictions. For the historian it is a galling 
limitation. But to call upon the Gospel of Peter or the Gospel of Thomas 
to supplement our Four Gospels is to broaden out our pool of sources 
from the difficult to the incredible 6 

Note Meier's contention that the "wish" is "father to the thought." It is the 
desire to have alternative sources, rather than compelling historical evidence 
for the legitimacy of those sources, that has led to the positive evaluation of 
these extracanonical sources. 

Meier suspects that far from representing independent and pOSSibly 
earlier tradition, the agrapha (that is, the independent sayings oEjesus "not 
written" in the New Testament) and extracanonical Gospels ultimately de
rive from the New Testament Gospels. He offers the careful qualification 
that this dependence is indirect. That is, the agrapha and extracanonical 
Gospels reflect second- and thirdhand acquaintance with the traditions of 
the New Testament Gospels. Rarely do their authors quote from the canon
ical Gospels in their written form. By and large , what the authors of the 
extra canonical Gospels knew was oral tradition, but it was an oral tradi
tion generated by the written Gospels of the New Testament, an oral tra
dition that was itself edited and adapted in its transmission. This is why, 
Meier explains, the extracanonical writings often contain sayings and sto
ries that appear to be combinations of elements from two or more of the 
New Testament Gospels. The extra canonical Gospels, he says, should not 
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MORE WIDELY ACCEPTED DATES 
FOR EXTRACANONICAL WRITINGS 

Gospel of the Egyptians (A.D. 120) 

Papyrus Oxyrhynchus 840 

(A.D. 120) 

Gospel of the Nazoreans (A.D. 120) 

Gospel of the Ebionites (A.D. 120) 

Gospel of the Hebrews (A.D. 140) 

Apocryphon of James (A.D. 150) 

Fayyum Fragment (A.D. 150) 

Papyrus Oxyrhynchus 1224 

(A.D. 150) 

Gospel of Mary (A.D. 160) 

Gospel of Peter (A.D. 170) 

Egerton Gospel (A.D. 180) 

Gospel of Thomas (A.D. 180) 

Secret Gospel of Mark (A.D. 1960) 

6 1  

These dates are approximate and often are no more than educated guesses. 

The dates refer to the date of composition, not to the date of the fragment that 

has been found. No imaginary documents that can be dated to the first cen-

tury are listed. 

For further information, see J. K. Elliott, The A pocly phal New Testam ent: A Collec tion of 
A pocry phal C hristian Uterature i n  an E nglish Translation b ased on M. R. James (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1993); Wilhelm Schneemelcher, ed., N ew Testament A pocry pha, vo!' 1, 
Gospels and Related Wri tings, rev. ed. (Cambridge: J ames Clarke; Louisville: Westmin

ster/John Knox Press, 1991). 

be dated earlier than the second century. Accordingly, these Gospels out
side the New Testament are hardly capable of providing researchers with 
reliable, independent information that they can use to supplement or even 
correct the New Testament Gospels. 

WHAT'S AT STAKE 

The importance of this debate can hardly be exaggerated. What is at stake is 
a considerable body of material and the contribution it might make to Jesus 
research. If Crossan and other like-minded scholars are correct, then Jesus ) 
research cannot make genuine and meaningful progress apart from careful 
study of the extracanonical Gospels. If Meier is correct, then the agrapha and 
extracanonical Gospels offer little of value to Jesus research. Indeed, an 
overly positive assessment of their value may lead to a distorted picture of 
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the historical jesus, the scholar fabricating a jesus of his or her own imagi
nation. Are these writings, in the words of Helmut Koester, longtime profes-
sor of New Testament at Harvard, "just as important" as the New Testament 
writings for the study of early Christianity? Do they "contain many traditions 
which can be traced back to the time of the very origins of Christianity"?? 

With these questions in mind, let� take a close look at the most talked about 
extracanonical Gospels. 

EXTRACANONICAL GOSPELS 

A little historical perspective is helpful here . Until recently the extra canon
ical Gospels were not taken seriously as potential sources for jesus research. 
Three quarters of a century ago Rudolf Bultmann-who was not a conser
vative biblical scholar-regarded these Gospels and related writings as 
nothing more than "legendary adaptations and expansions" of the canoni
cal Gospel tradition. Almost no one in his generation disagreed. Today the 
picture has changed. 

Of the thirty or so documents that have been identified as Gospels or 
Gospel-like writings, five of them receive most of the attention, and all of 
them have defenders who advocate their antiquity, independence and per
haps even superiority over against the New Testament Gospels. These writ
ings are the Gospel oj Thomas, the Gospel oj Peter, Egerton Papyrus 2 (or the 
Egerton Gospel), the Gospel oJMary and the Secret Gospel oJMark. The Gospel 

oj Thomas has influenced research on the historical Jesus far more than the 
other writings despite how egregious its misdating has been. The most re
cent document to gain popular attention is the newly published Gospel ofJu

das, for which I served as a consultant. (For my brief comments on the Gos

pel oj Judas, see appendix two.) 

THE GOSPEL OF THOMAS 

Thirteen leather-bound books (or codices), written in the Coptic language , 
dating to about A.D. 350-380, were found in Egypt sometime near the end 
of 1 945 (near a place called Nag Hammadi) . One of these books contains a 
writing that begins, "These are the secret words that the living jesus spoke 
and judas, even Thomas, wrote," and ends with the words, "the Gospel ac-
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GREEK AND COPTIC GOSPEL OF THOMAS COMPARED 

POxy. 654 = Gosp el of Thomas prologue, sayings 1-7 and a portion of saying 

30. 

POxy. 1 = Gosp el of Thomas sayings 26-33. 

POxy. 655 = Gospel of Thomas sayings 24 , 36-39, 77. 

With one or two exceptions , most scholars have assumed that Thomas was 

Originally composed in Greek and that the Oxyrhynchus Papyri stand closer 

to the original form of the tradition. I believe the evidence better supports the 

contention that Thomas was originally composed in Syriac and that both the 

Greek and the Coptic are later translations. 
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cording to Thomas. "  Third- and fourth-century church fathers mention a 
Gospel that went by the name of the apostle Thomas 8 It seems, then, that 
the Gospel oj Thomas mentioned by Christian theologians seventeen centu
ries ago had turned up in the dry sands of Egypt. This was a remarkable find 
by any reckoning. But there is more. 

When the new discovery was read and translated (and was found to con
tain a prologue and 1 14 sayings, or 10gia, mostly attributed to jesus), scholars 
realized that parts of the Gospel oJ Thomas had in fact been found a half century 
earlier, in the 1 890s, in a place called Oxyrhynchus, also in Egypt. Three 
Greek papyrus fragments (called the Oxyrhynchus Papyti [hereafter abbrevi
ated POxyD published at the turn of the century, numbered 1 ,  654 and 655, 

contain about 20 percent of the Gospel oj Thomas, at least as compared with 
the CoptiC version. The Greek fragments range in date from A.D. 200 to 300. 

The Gospel oj Thomas is an esoteric writing, purporting to record the se
cret (or "hidden") teachings of Jesus, teachings reserved for those qualified 
to hear these teachings. The following is my translation of the prologue and 
the first seven sayings, according to the Greek version (that is, POxy. 654), 

with restored letters and words placed in square brackets. (We are able to 
complete most of the missing Greek text thanks to the fully preserved Coptic 
translation.) 
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Prologue These are the [secret] words [that] the living Jesus [spo]ke 
a [nd Judas] , even Thomas, [wrote] .  

1 And he said, ["Whoever finds the interpretatlion of these words will 
not taste [death] ."  

2 Uesus says] , "Let him who se [eks] not cease [to seek until] he finds, 
and when he finds [he will be amazed; and when he is am] azed he will 
reign, an[d when he has reigned he will attalin rest." 

3 Jesus says, ["10 those who lead you [say to you, 'Behold, ]  the kingdom 
is in the sk[y, then] the birds of the sk [y will precede you. If they say 
th]at it is under the earth, then the fish of the se ra will enter it, 
preced] ing you. And the king [dom of God] is within you, [and it is 
outside of you. Whoever] knows [himselO will discover this. [And 
when you] know yourselves, [you will realize that] you are [sons] of 
the Father who l [ ives. But if you will not] know yourselves, in [pov
erty you are] and you are pov[erty] ."  

4 Uesus says,] "A ma[n full of day]s will not hesitate to ask a ch [ild of 
seven day]s concerning the place of [life, and you will li]ve .  For many 
who are fi [rst] will be [last and] the last will be first, and they [will be
come one and the same] ." 

5 Jesus says, "K[now what is befoJre your sight, and [what is hidden] 
from you will be reveal [ed to you. For there is nothing] hidden which 
will not [become] reveal [ed] , nor buried which [will not be raised] . "  

6 [His diSCiples] q[ue]stion him [and slay, "How [shall we] fast, [and 
how shall we pr]ay, and how [shall we give alms] ? What [diet] shall 
[we] observe?" Jesus says, " [Do not lie and what you ha] te,  do not do; 
[ for all things are revealed in the presence] of truth. [For nothing] 
hid [den will not become manifest] . " 

7 " [  . . .  B] lessed is [the lion which man eats, and the li]on become [s 
man; and cursed is the man] whom [the lion eats . . .  ] . " 

The Jesus of the Gospel of Thomas is different from the Jesus of the New l Testament Gospels. The private, esoteric orientation of the text is plainly ev
ident. Unlike the canonical Gospels, these writings were for the spiritually 
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elite, not for the common people. The opening line, "These are the secret 1 // 
words that the living Jesus spoke," should not be understood to imply that 
all of Jesus' teaching was secret (or hidden) . Writings such as the Gospel of 

Thomas recognize and presuppose the public teachings ofjesus (as recorded, 
for example, in the New Testament Gospels). What the Gospel of Thomas 
claims to record are the secret or hidden words that Jesus spoke in private 
to Thomas and to his other diSCiples. Thomas, of course, is the favored dis
Ciple, who understands Jesus more deeply than the other diSCiples and who 
is the one who writes the words of Jesus. The Jesus of the Gospel of Thomas 

urges his followers not to cease seeking until they find. They must know 
themselves if what is hidden is to be revealed to them. 

In contrast to the Jesus of the New Testament Gospels, who urges his fol-
:1 

lowers to have faith, in saying{Drhe Jesus of the Gospel of Thomas encourages 

\ 

his diSCiples to find "the interpretation of these words. "  If they do, they "will 
not taste death." The esoteric slant is also seen in sayings that have counter
parts in the SynoptiC Gospels. For example, in reference to the need for faith, 
lhe Synoptic Jesus encourages his diSCiples to ask, seek and knock. If they ) 
do so, they will receive good things from their Father in heaven (Mt 7: 7- 1 1 ) .  
But the Jesus of the Gospel of Thomas promises his diSCiples that if  they seek 
until they find, they will be amazed,  they will reign, and they will find rest. 

Another strange dimension appears in the Gospel of Thomas. Like other 
writings, Thomas places emphasis on knowledge 'and knOwing. Scholars call 
lhis Gnosticism, from the Greek word gnosis, which means "knowledge . "  
Church fathers of  the second, third and fourth centuries called those who ).-tI 
claimed to possess secret o r  hidden knowledge "Gnostics" (that is, "Know- '"V 
ers"). We don't know if these people called themselves Gnostics. 

Gnosticism took many forms and was condemned by leading theolOgians 
as heresy. At its Simplest, Gnosticism might be described as an orientation 
that focused more on knowledge and the mystical, and less on faith. Gnos
ticism tended to hold the Old Testament and the Jewish people in low es
teem, espeCially the more radical form of Gnosticism that believed that the 
world was created by an evil god, the god of the Jews. This more radical form 
of Gnosticism saw the physical world as hopelessly flawed and the human 
body as corrupt and as a prison, designed to hold the soul captive. The goal 
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whereby the physical body and the corrupt, fallen physical world can be es
caped. jesus came not to redeem as much as to reveal,  to show his true dis
ciples the way to escape this world of darkness and join him in the world of 
light above. There were , of course, many variations of these Gnostic and 
mystical ideas. 

The main thing to see, however, is that Gnosticism was not a neutral vari
ation of general Christian belief but indeed an essentially different and op
posing religion that simply borrowed terminology from the New Testament 
Gospels and changed its meaning. 

Although not an instance of this kind of full-blown Gnosticism, there is 
a strong Gnosticizing element in the Gospel of Thomas. We see it in a cluster 
of sayings preserved in P.Oxy. 1 :  

3 6  Uesus says, "Do not be anxious frl om morning un[til evening anl d  
from eve [ning until mornjing, neither [about yl our [foodl , what you 
should eat, [norl about your clo [ thing, what you should wel ar. You 
a [re much betlter than the [lilll ies, whic[h do nlot co [mlb or s [piln. 
(IO you have n [o garmelnt to put on, what [will you putl on? Who 
will add to your stature? (It is) h[e who will gl ive you your garment." 

37 His diSCiples say to him, "When will you become revealed to us and 
when shall we see you?" He says, "When you disrobe and you are not 
ashamed . . .  [nor are afrai ld ."  

38 Uesus slays, [ "Often,]  there [ fore, you have desired to hear thelse 
wo [rds of minel an [d you have no oln[e else to hear. 1 Da [ys will come 
when you will s lee [k  me and will not find me." l  

39 Uesus says, 'The Pharisees and the scribesl to rok the keysl of [knowl
edge. They hlid [them. They neitherl enteded nor permit those whol 
would ent[er to enter. l But you be [wisel a[s serpents and inlnoce[nt 
as dovl es. "  

7 7  "Li [fl t  the ston [el and there you will find me; split the wood and I am 
there ."  

Saying 36 explOits the SynoptiC sayings regarding faith and anxiety (Mt 
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6:25-34; Lk 1 2 :22-3 1 )  in order to advance the Gnostic idea of being prop
rly attired and, paradoxically, of being ready to strip off one's clothing with
ut shame (37) 9 The Gnosticizing orientation is also seen in saying 39. In 

contrast to the SynoptiC jesus, who pronounces a woe on the scribes and 
Pharisees because they "shut the kingdom of heaven against people" and do 
not "allow those who would enter to go in" (Mt 23:  l3) ,  the jesus of the Gos-

pel of Thomas says that the Pharisees and the scribes have taken the keys of ) 
knowledge [Greek loan word gnosisl and hidden them." The jesus of Thomas 

defines the kingdom of heaven in terms of knowledge . And finally, saying 77 

testifies to the mystical presence of jesus, a theme that comes to fuller ex-
pression in other Gnostic texts. Sayings such as these strongly suggest that 
the Gospel of Thomas is indeed a Gnostic writing. 

WHEN WAS THE GOSPEL OF THOMAS WRITTEN? 

Most of the codices that make up the Nag Hammadi Library have been dated 
to the second half of the fourth century, though of course many of the writ
ings within these old books date to earlier periods. The codex that contains 
l he Gospel of Thomas may date to the first half of the fourth century In the 
case of the Gospel of Thomas itself we have the three Greek fragments from 

xyrhynchus that date to the beginning and middle of the third century. 
ne of the fragments may date as early as A.D . .200. Although almost all 

scholars concede that Thomas could have been .composed as early as the \ 
middle of the second century, the evidence strongly suggests that Thomas / was not composed before A.D.  1 75 or 1 80.  

A few scholars still argue that the Gospel of Thomas contains primitive , 
pre-Synoptic tradition. lO This is possible theoretically, but it is difficult to 
cull from this collection of sayings ( 1 14 in the apparently complete Coptic 
edition) material that can confidently be judged primitive, independent of 
the New Testament Gospels, or even authentic . 

Among the compelling evidence that leads to the conclusion that Thomas 

is a late writing, not an early one are the follOwing: (1)  Thomas knows many 
of the New Testament writings. (2) Thomas contains Gospel materials that 
scholars regard as late. (3) Thomas reflects later editing in the Gospels. (4) 

Thomas shows familiarity with traditions distinctive to Eastern, Syrian 
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Christianity, traditions that did not emerge before than the middle of the sec
ond century. Let's review these four types of evidence. Although some read
ers may find aspects o[ this discussion technical and complicated, it is im
portant to understand why the Gospel of Thomas really should not be 
considered an ancient source for the historical Jesus. 

1 .  Thomas knows many New Testament writings. Quoting or alluding to 
more than half of the writings of the New Testament (that is, Matthew, Mark, 
Luke, John, Acts, Romans, 1-2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Coloss
ians, 1 Thessalonians, 1 Timothy, Hebrews, 1 John, Revelation),l l  Thomas 

seems to be a collage of New Testament and apocryphal materials that have 
been interpreted, often allegorically, in such a way as to advance late-second
century Gnostic ideas. Moreover, the traditions contained in Thomas hardly 
reflect a setting that predates the writings of the New Testament, which is 
why Crossan and others attempt to extract hypothetical early versions of 
Thomas from the CoptiC and Greek texts that we possess today. Attempts 
such as these strike me as speCial pleading-that is, because the evidence 
that actually exists undermines the theory, appeals are made to hypothetical 
evidence more accommodating to the theory 

The problem here is that we do not know if there ever was an edition of 
the Gospel of Thomas substantially different from the Greek fragments of Ox
yrhynchus or the later Coptic version from Nag Hammadi . Proposing an 
early form of Thomas, stripped of the embarrassing late and secondary fea
tures, is a gratuitous move . The presence of so much New Testament mate
rial in Thomas argues [or a date well into the second century, when Chris
tians would have had access to more than just a few of the writings that 
eventually made up the New Testament. Thomas's familiarity with so much 
of the New Testament should give us pause before accepting theories of the 
antiquity and independence of this writing. 

2. Thomas contains late Gospel material. Another problem with viewing 
the Gospel of Thomas as independent of the canonical Gospels is the presence 
of a significant amount of material that is distinctive to Matthew (M for 
short) , Luke (L for short) and John. This is an important observation be
cause scholars usually view Mark and Q (the material common to Matthew 
and Luke, and not derived from Mark)-not M, L and the Johannine tradi-
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lion-as repositories of material most likely to be ancient. Yet Thomas par
allels the later traditions often, as we see in the following lists: 

PARALLELS BETWEEN " M " AND THE GOSPEL OF THOMAS 

Matthew 5 : 10-Gospel of Thomas 69a 
Matthew 5 : 14-Gospel of Thomas 32 ( = POxy. 1 .7) 

Matthew 6:2-4-Gospel of Thomas 6, 14 ( = POxy 654 .6) 

Matthew 6:3-Gospel of Thomas 62 

Matthew 7:6-Gospel of Thomas 93 

Matthew 10 :  16-Gospel of Thomas 39 

Matthew 1 1  :30-Gospel of Thomas 90 
Matthew 1 3 :24-30-Gospel of Thomas 57 

Matthew 13 :44-Gospel of Thomas 109 

Matthew 1 3:45-46-Gospel of Thomas 76 

Matthew 13 :47-50-Gospel of Thomas 8 

Matthew 15 :  13-Gospel of Thomas 40 
Matthew 18:20-Gospel of Thomas 30 ( = POxy 1 .5) 
Matthew 23: 1 3-Gospel of Thomas 39, 102 ( = POxy. 655 .2) 

PARALLELS BETWEEN "L" AND THE GOSPEL OF THOMAS 

Luke 1 1 : 27-28 + 23:29-Gospel of Thomas 79 

Luke 12: 1 3- 14-Gospel of Thomas 72 

Luke l 2 : 1 6-2 1-Gospel of Thomas 63 

Luke l2 :49-Gospel of Thomas 10  
Luke 1 7:20-2 1-Gospel of Thomas 3 ( = POxy. 654.3)., 1 13  

PARALLELS BETWEEN JOHN AND THE  GOSPEL OF THOMAS 

John l :9-Gospel of Thomas 24 ( = POxy 655.24) 

John l : l4-Gospel of Thomas 28 ( = POxy. 1 .28) 

John 4: 1 3- 1 5-Gospel of Thomas 13  
John 7:32-36-Gospel of Thomas 38  ( = POxy. 655.38) 
John 8: 1 2 ;  9 :5-Gospel of Thomas 77 

I [ the Gospel of Thomas really does represent an early, independent collection ) t' 
of material, as its advocates argue, then how do we explain the presence of 
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so much M, L and Johannine material? The presence of this material sug
gests that Thomas has been influenced by the New Testament Gospels, not 
early Jesus tradition that is earlier than the New Testament Gospels. 

3. Thomas reflects later editing in the Gospels. A telling factor that should 
give us pause before assuming too quickly that the Gospel of Thomas offers 
early and independent tradition lies in the observation that features charac
teristic of editing (or "redaction") by Matthew and Luke are also found in 
Thomas. Two of the passages of the M list (Mt 15 : 13 ;  13 :24-30) contain edit
ing by Matthew. Other sayings in Thomas that parallel the triple tradition 
(that is, material common to Matthew, Mark and Luke) agree with Matthew's 
wording (for example, Mt 15 : 1 1  = Gospel of Thomas 34b; Mt 12 :50 = Gospel 

of Thomas 99) rather than with Mark's wording. Matthew� unique combina
tion of alms, prayer and fasting (Mt 6: 1 - 18) appears to be echoed in Gospel of 
Thomas 6 ( = POxy. 654.6) and 14 .  In Thomas alms, prayer and fasting are 
discussed in a negative light, probably reflecting Gnostic antipathy toward 
Jewish piety, which surely argues for viewing Thomas as secondary to Mat
thew. All of this suggests that Thomas has drawn upon the Gospel of Matthew. 

There is also evidence that the Gospel of Thomas was influenced by the 
Gospel of Luke . The Evangelist Luke alters Mark's somewhat awkward "For 
there is nothing hid, except to be made manifest" (Mk 4:22) to the much 
smoother "For nothing is hid that shall not be made manifest" (Lk 8: 1 7) .  It 
is this edited version that is found in Gospel of Thomas 5-6, with the Greek 
parallel preserved in P Oxy. 654.5 matching Luke's text exactly. If Thomas 

truly represents early, independent material, how is it that Luke's later edi
torial improvements appear in Thomas? 

Elsewhere there are indications that Thomas has followed Luke (for ex
ample, Gospel of Thomas 10 influenced by Lk 12 :49; Gospel of Thomas 14  in
fluenced by Lk 10:8-9; Gospel of Thomas 16  influenced by Lk 1 2 :5 1-53 as ' 
well as Mt 10:34-39; Gospel of Thomas 55 and 101  influenced by Lk 14 :26-
27 as well as Mt 10:37; Gospel of Thomas 73-75 influenced by Lk 10 :2) .  

Given the evidence, i t  is  not surprising that a number of respected scholars 
have concluded that Thomas has drawn upon the canonical Gospels. 12 

Advocates of Thomas� independence of the canonical Gospels often point 
to the abbreviated form that many of the parables and sayings have in Tho-

Quest i o n a b l e  Tex t s - P a r t  I 7 1  

mas. One of the best known examples is the parable of the wicked tenant 
rarmers (Mt 2 1 :33-4 1 ;  Mk 12 : 1 -9; Lk 20:9- 16; Gospel of Thomas 65). In the 

pening verse of Mark's version approximately eleven words are drawn from 

Isaiah 5 :  1 -7 to form the backdrop of the parable. Most of these words do not 

appear in Thomas. Crossan takes this as an indication that the older form of 

lhe parable has been preserved in Thomas, not in Mark, which supposedly 

preserves an expanded, secondary version.13  However, in Luke's oper:ting 

verse only two words from Isaiah 5 ("planted vineyard") remain. We have 

here a clear example of abbreviation of the tradition. Other scholars have 

oncluded that the version in Thomas is an edited and abridged form of 

Luke's version of the parable. 14 The same possibly applies to the saying about 

lhe rejected stone (Mt 2 1 :42; Mk 1 2 : 1 0- 1 1 ;  Lk 20: 17 ;  Gospel of Thomas 66) . 

Mark's longer version quotes Psalm 1 18 :22-23. But Luke only quotes Psalm 

1 18 :22.  Once again Luke, who depends on Mark and is further removed 

from the original form of the tradition, has abbreviated the tradition. The 

horter form also appears in Thomas. Thus, it is risky to draw firm conclu

ions relating to priority on the basis of which form of the tradition is the 

shortest and appears abbreviated. It is thus possible that Gospel of Thomas 65 

nd 66 are neither separate logia nor derived from pre-SynoptiC tradition, but 

c nstitute an edited version of Luke's abbreviation of Mark� parable. 
4. Thomas shows familiarity with late traditions distinctive to Eastern, Syrian 

Christianity. Not long after the publication of the Gospel of Thomas it was no
ticed that the new Gospel shared several affinities with Eastern, or Syrian, 

hristianity, especially as expressed in second-century traditions, including 

Tatian's harmony of the four New Testament Gospels, called the Diatessaron. 

This point is potentially quite Significant, for the Diatessaron was the only 

rorm of New Testament Gospel tradition known to Syrian Christianity in the 

econd century. We must carefully consider the implications of this evidence . 

Proponents of the independence and first-century origin of the Gospel of 

Thomas are aware of at least some aspects of this writing's relationship to Syr

ian Christianity. Dominic Crossan and Stephen Patterson rightly call atten- J lion to Edessa, eastern Syria, as the original context of Thomas. They point 

ut, among other things, that the name 'Judas Thomas" is found in other 

works of Syrian origin and circulation, such as the Book of Thomas the Con-
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tender (NHC 2 . 7) ,  which begins i n  a manner reminiscent o f  the Gospel of 
Thomas: "The secret words that the Savior spoke to Judas Thomas, which I ,  
even I Mathaias, wrote down" 0 38. 1-3; see 142.7 :  'Judas-the one called 
Thomas") ,  and the Acts of Thomas, in which the apostle is called 'Judas 
Thomas, who is also (called) Didymus" 0 ;  see 1 1 :  "Judas who is also 
Thomas"). The longer form of the name in the Acts of Thomas agrees with the 
prologue of the Gospel of Thomas, where the apostle is identified as "Didymus 
Judas Thomas."  In the Syriac version ofJohn 14 :22 ,  'Judas (not Iscariot)" is 
identified as 'Judas Thomas." This nomenclature continues on into later Syr
ian Christian traditions. 1 5  

Despite these parallels with Syrian tradition, whose distinctive character
istics, so far as we can trace them, emerged in the second century, Crossan 
and Patterson (and others) are confident that the Gospel of Thomas in fact 
originated quite early Patterson thinks Thomas must have existed before the 
end of the first century (though he allows for later editing). Crossan believes 
that the first edition of Thomas emerged in the 50s and the later edition
essentially the extant (existing) text-emerged in the 60s or 70s. In other 
words, the Gospel of Thomas in its first edition is earlier than any of the New 
Testament Gospels. Indeed, Crossan supposes that even the later edition of 
Thomas may be earlier than the New Testament Gospels 16 

In summary, scholars have weighed in on both sides of this question, 
with many arguing that the Gospel of Thomas dates to the second century and 
with almost as many (several of whom are numbered among the members 
of the Jesus Seminar) arguing that Thomas dates to the first century The lat
ter usually date Thomas to the end of the first century but believe they can 
identify independent tradition that in some cases should be preferred to its 
parallel forms in the Synoptic Gospels. 

This important question cannot be settled by taking a poll. I think we 
need to take a hard look at the Gospel of Thomas, especially as it relates to 
Syrian tradition. In my view this text should not be dated before the mid
dle of the second century. Indeed, the evidence suggests that Thomas was 
likely composed in the last quarter of the second century and nothing in 
Thomas can be independently traced back to the first century Let's con
sider the evidence. 
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In print and in public lectures Crossan has defended the antiquity and in

dependence of the Gospel of Thomas principally on two grounds: 0) He can 

md "no overall compositional design" in the Gospel, apart from a few clusters 

or sayings linked by catchwords, and (2) he finds several differences in the 

parallels with the New Testament Gospels that he believes cannot be explained 

in terms of editing on the part of the author of Thomas. Pattersons arguments 

are similar. 1 7  As it turns out, the Syrian evidence addresses both points. 

Almost from the beginning, a few scholars with Syriac expertise recognized 
Lhe Semitic, especially Syriac, style of the Gospel of Thomas. This was, of 
course, consistent with what has already been said about the form of the name 

f the apostle (that is, 'Judas Thomas," not simply "Thomas"). These scholars 

, Iso noticed that at points distinctive readings in Thomas agree with the Syriac 

version of the New Testament or with the earlier Diatessaron by Tatian. 18 Fur

lher, the scholars wondered if perhaps portions of Thomas originated in the 

yriac language instead of the Greek language, as was widely assumed. 
In a recent study Nicholas Perrin has put this question to the test. He has 

analyzed the entire text of Thomas, translating the Coptic version into Syriac 
and Greek. The results of his investigation are quite impressive. On the as
sumption that the Gospel of Thomas was not originally written in Greek or 
Coptic but in Syriac, which is not implausible given its Syrian provenance, 
more than five hundred catchwords can be identified linking almost all of 
lhe 1 14 sayings that make up this work. In fact, lhere were only three cou
plets (56 and 57, 88 and 89, and 1 04 and 1 05) for which Perrin could find 
no linking catchwords. These exceptions are hardly fatal to Perrin's analysis, 
for the original Syriac catchwords could eaSily have been lost in transmission 
or in translation into Coptic 19 

Moreover, Perrin is not only able to explain the order of the whole of 
Thomas in reference to catchwords, he is able to show in places the Gospel's 
acquaintance with the order and arrangement of material in Tatians Diates

saran. The mystery of the order of the sayings that make up the Gospel of 

Thomas appears to have been resolved.  Perrin concludes that the Gospel of 

Thomas is indeed dependent on the New Testament Gospels, but not di
rectly. Thomas depends on the New Testament Gospels as they existed in the 
Diatessaron, in Syriac. 
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In my view the principal argument that Crossan and others have ad
vanced in support of the literary independence of the Gospel of Thomas from 
the New Testament Gospels has been dealt a crippling blow. It is no longer 
justified to say that there is no discernible framework or organizing principle 
lying behind the composition of Thomas. There clearly is, when this writing 
of acknowledged Syrian origin is studied in the light of the Syriac language . 

Just as impressive is the number of specific contacts between the Gospel 

of Thomas and Syrian Gospel traditions and other Syrian religious traditions. 
What we see is that again and again, where Thomas differs from the New Tes
tament Gospels, this is where Thomas agrees with Syrian tradition. This 
point has not been sufficiently appreciated by Crossan and others. There are 
many examples that could be examined, but space (and perhaps the pa
tience of most readers) permit review of only two. 

Jesus' paradoxical saying on peace and sword offers an instructive example. 
I will present the familiar forms of this saying found in English translations of 
the Greek New Testament followed by the parallel saying in the Gospel of 

Thomas, which is then followed by the English translation of the Syriac version 
of Matthews form of the saying and the parallel in yet another Syriac text. 

Greek Matthew 1 0:34:  "Do not think that I have come to bring peace 
to the earth; I have not come to bring peace, but a sword." 

Greek Luke 12 :5 1 :  "Do you think that I have come to bring peace to 
the earth? No, I tell you, but rather division!" 

Gospel of Thomas 1 6a: "They do not know that it is division I have 
come to cast upon the earth: fire, sword, and war." 

Syriac Matthew 1O :34b: "I came not to bring peace but division of 
minds and a sword." (Curetonian Syriac) 

Syriac Recognitions 2 .26.6:  "I have not come that I might cast peace on 
the earth but rather war." 

The Thomas form of the saying appears to reflect elements from both Mat
thew and Luke. Thomass "division" derives from Luke, and Thomass "sword" 
derives from Matthew. Both of these elements appear in the Syriac version of 
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Matthew: "I came not to bring peace but division of minds and a sword."  
Moreover, Thomas's "war" reflects a version of Jesus' saying in the Syriac Rec

ognitions: "I have not come that I might cast peace on the earth but rather 
war. ,,20 The evidence strongly suggests that the form of the saying preserved 
in Gospel of Thomas 1 6a derives from a Syriac form of Matthew 10 :34, with 
further embellishment from other Syrian sources, such as that reflected in 
lhe Syriac version of the Clementine Recognitions. There are many examples 
like this, where the form of a saying in Thomas agrees with either the form 

f the saying in Tatian's Diatessaron or in the later Syriac Gospels. 
Our second example concerns Jesus' beatitude pronounced on the poor. 

liere again the English of Greek New Testament forms of the saying is pre

ented, followed by the parallel saying in Thomas, which in tum is followed 

by the Syriac forms. 

Greek Matthew 5 :3 :  "Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the 
kingdom of heaven." 

Greek Luke 6:20: "Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the king
dom of God." 

Gospel of Thomas 54: "Blessed are the poor, for yours is the kingdom 
of heaven." 

Syriac Matthew 5:3: "Blessed are the poor in spirit, for yours is the 
kingdom of heaven" 

Diatessaron: "Blessed are the poor in spirit-" 

Crossan views Thomas 54 as providing strong evidence of the indepen
dence of the tradition in Thomas. He notes that Matthew's apparent gloss "in 
spirit" is missing in Thomas and that the forms of the two clauses are mixed, 
with the first clause in the third person (as in Matthew) and the second 
clause in the second person (as in Luke) . Crossan cannot imagine how the 
author/collector of Thomas could have done this: "One would have at least 
lO argue that Thomas (a) took the third person 'the poor' from Matthew, then 
(b) the second person 'yours' from Luke, and (c) returned to Matthew for 
the final 'kingdom of heaven. '  It might be simpler to suggest that Thomas was 
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mentally unstable. ,,21 As i t  turns out, however, i t  is simpler to review the Syr
ian tradition. 

Thomas 54 follows the Syriac form of Matthew (probably from the Dia

tess a ron, the only form in which the New Testament Gospel tradition was 
available for Syriac speakers in the late second century) . The omission of 
the qualifying prepositional phrase "in spirit" should hardly occasion sur
prise . Not only is it missing from Luke, its nonappearance in Thomas is con
sistent with the worldview of Thomas. That is, it's not too difficult to explain 
in light of Thomas's antimaterialistic perspective (see Gospel of Thomas 27 ,  
63,  64, 65, 95 ,  1 10), a perspective consistent with the ascetic views of  the ( Syrian church. No, Thomas declares, it is not the poor in spirit who are 
blessed, it is the (literal) poor. So, to return to Crossan's argument, all one 
needs to say is that Thomas (a) took the saying as it existed in Syriac (which 
accounts for the mix of third and second person as well as the presence of 

( 

the phrase "kingdom of heaven"), and (b) deleted the unwanted qualifying 
phrase "in spirit . "  

Before concluding the discussion o f  the Gospel of Thomas, one other issue 
needs to be addressed. Stephen Patterson, James Robinson and others have 
argued that the literary form of the Gospel of Thomas supports an early date. 
Because Thomas is like Q, the sayings source on which Matthew and Luke 
drew, then Thomas in its earliest form may approximate the age of Q?2 This 
argument is wholly specious, not only because it does not take into account 
the extensive coherence with late-second-century Syrian tradition or the 
lack of coherence with pre-70 Jewish Palestine, it fails to take into account 
of the fact that other sayings collections, some in Syria, emerged in the sec
ond and third centuries. Among these are the rabbinic collection that be-
came known as the Pirqe Avot ("Chapters of the Fathers") and the Sentences 

of Sextus. The latter is particularly significant because it originated in Syria ' 
in the second century, the approximate time and place of the emergence of 
the Gospel of Thomas. The evidence suggests that the Gospel of Thomas is an
other second-century collection that emerged in Syria. 

When all of the appropriate evidence is taken into consideration, I find it 
hard to avoid the conclusion that the Gospel of Thomas originated in the late 
second century, not in the middle of the first century: Let me make this em-
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phatically clear: This is where all  of the evidence takes us:  (1) the association 

f the Gospel of Thomas with "Judas Thomas," (2) the arrangement and order 

of the sayings explained by hundreds of Syriac catchwords that link the say

Ings, and (3) the coherence of the readings in Thomas, which differ from the 

Greek New Testament Gospels, with the readings either in the Diatessaron or 

ther Christian Syriac works from this period compellingly argue for a late

second-century Syrian origin of the Gospel of Thomas. In short, it is this flood 

f factors that point to the Eastern, Syriac-speaking church, a church that 

knows the New Testament Gospels primarily-perhaps exclusively

through Tatian's Diatessaron, a work not composed before A.D. 1 70,  that per

suades me that the Gospel of Thomas does not offer students of the Gospels 

early, independent material that can be used for critical research into the life 

and teaching of Jesus. Reliance on this writing can only lead to a distorted 

portrait of the historical Jesus. 
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QUESTIONABLE TEXTS-PART II 

The Gospel of Peter, the Egerton Gospel, 
the Gospel of Mary and the Secret Gospel of Mark 

Having looked closely at the Gospel of Thomas in chapter three, we will 
move a little more qUickly in this chapter in surveying four other extraca
nonical Gospels. 

THE GOSPEL OF PETER 

Church historian Eusebius of Caesarea (c. A.D. 260-340) states that 1 Peter 
is accepted and has been used by the ancient elders, but other writings at
tnbuted to the apostle are rejected (Ecclesiastical History 3 .3 . 1 -4). The re
jected writings that are attributed to Peter include the second letter (presum
ably 2 Peter) , the apocalypse (that is, the Apocalypse of Peter), the Gospel 
(that IS, the Gospel of Peter) , and the preaching (that is, the Preaching of Pe
ter). Later in his history Eusebius refers to the "writings that are put forward 
by heretics under the name of the apostles containing Gospels such as those 
of Peter, and Thomas, and Matthias, and some others besides" (Ecclesiastical 
History 3.25 .6). Still later Eusebius once again mentions the Gospel attrib
uted to Peter, this time in reference to Serapion, bishop of Antioch (in office 
A.D. 1 99-2 1 1 ) .  Eusebius quotes a portion of the bishop's letter, titled "Con-' 
cerning What Is Known as the Gospel of Peter." Serapion states: 

For our part, brothers, we receive both Peter and the other apostles as 
Christ, but the writings that falsely bear their names we reject, as men 
of experience, knowing that such were not handed down to us. For I 
myself, when I came among you, imagined that all of you clung to the 
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t rue faith; and, without going through the Gospel put forward by 
them in the name of Peter, I said: "If this is the only thing that seem
ingly causes a mean spirit among you, let it be read." But since 1 have 
now learned,  from what has been told me, that their mind was lurking 
in some hole of heresy, 1 shall give diligence to come again to you. 
Therefore, brothers, expect me quickly. But we, brothers, gathering to 
what kind of heresy Marcianus belonged (who used to contradict him
self, not knOwing what he was saying, as you will learn from what has 
been written to you), were enabled by others who studied this very 
Gospel, that is, by the successors of those who began it, whom we 
called Docetists (for most of the ideas belong to their teaching)-using 
[ the material supplied) by them, were enabled to go through it and 
discover that the most part was indeed in accordance with the true 
teaching of the Savior, but that some things were added, which also 
we place below for your benefit. (Ecclesiastical History 6 . 1 2 .3-6) 

The testimony of Sera pion confirms the existence of a work known as 
the Gospel of Peter, a work that emerged sometime in the second century. 
For us, however, the value of his statement is limited, for almost nothing is 
said of the contents of the Gospel of Peter and no part of it is actually quoted. 
To the best of our knowledge, no other church father quotes any part of this 
Gospel. This lack of specific information will ha�e a bearing on the ques
l ion of the identity of the various manuscript find� that are thought to relate 
to this writing. 

In the winter of 1886- 1887, during excavations at Akhmim in Egypt, a 
codex was found in the coffin of a Christian monk. The manuscript com
prises a fragment of a Gospel, fragments of Greek Enoch, the Apocalypse of 
Peter, and, written on the inside of the back cover of the codex, an account 
of the martyrdom of St. Julian. The Gospel fragment bears no name or hint 
of a title, for neither the beginning nor the conclusion of the work has sur
vived. Because the apostle Peter appears in the text, narrating in the first per
son ("But 1, Simon Peter" [v. 60) ) ,  because it seemed to have a docetic orien
tation (that is, where the physical reality ofjesus is discounted) , and because 
the Gospel fragment was in the company of the Apocalypse of Peter, it was 
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widely assumed that the fragment belonged to the Gospel of Peter mentioned 
by Eusebius. 1  

Critical assessments o f  the then newly published Gospel fragment di
verged widely, with some scholars, such as Percival Gardner-Smith claiming 
that the fragment was independent of the New Testament Gospels and oth
ers such as Henry Barclay Swete claiming that the fragment is dependent on 
the New Testament Gospels? Throughout this debate no one asked if the 
Akhmim fragment really was part of the second-century Gospel of Peter. It 
was simply assumed that it was. 

Then, in the 1 970s and 1980s, two more Greek fragments from Egypt 
were published,  POxy. 2949 and POxy. 4009, which with varying degrees 
of confidence were identified as belonging to the Gospel of Peter. Indeed, one 
of the fragments was thought to overlap with part of the Akhmim fragment. 
The publication of these fragments renewed interest in the Gospel, because 
it was felt that the identity of the Akhmim fragment as the second-century 
Gospel of Peter, initially accepted and later rejected by Serapion, was con
firmed. Indeed, it has also been suggested that the Fayyum Fragment (PVin
dob. G 2325) is yet another early fragment of the Gospel of Peter 3 

In recent years Helmut Koester and a circle of colleagues and students 
have given new life to Gardner-Smith's position. According to Koester the 
Gospel of Peter's "basis must be an older text under the authority of Peter 
which was independent of the canonical Gospels." Koester's student Ron 
Cameron agrees, concluding that this Gospel is independent of the canoni
cal Gospels, may even predate them, and "may have served as a source for 
their respective authors.

,,
4 This position has been worked out in detail by 

John Dominic Crossan, who accepts the identification of the Akhmim frag
ment with Sera pion's Gospel of Peter. In a lengthy study that appeared in 
1985 Crossan argued that the Gospel of Peter, though admittedly in its final 
stages influenced by the New Testament Gospel tradition, preserves an old 
tradition, on which all four of the Passion accounts in the canonical Gospels 
are based.5 This old tradition is identified as the Cross Gospel . 

Crossans provocative conclusion calls for evaluation. I will translate a se
lection from the Akhmim Gospel fragment that Crossan thinks reflects the 
earlier Cross Gospel.6 

ue s t i o n a b l e  Tex t s - P a r t  I I  8 1  

VII 

(25) Then the Jews and the elders and the priests, knowing what sort of 
harm they had done to themselves, began to lament and say: "Woe 
(to us) for our sins; the judgment and the end of Jerusalem have 
drawn near." 

VIll 

(28) But the scribes and the Pharisees and the elders, having gathered to
gether, heard that all the people were grumbling and murmuring 
and beating their breasts, saying: "If at his death these great signs 
have happened, behold how righteous he must have been! "  

(29) They were afraid and went to  Pilate entreating him and saying: 

(30) "Give us soldiers, that we might guard his tomb for three d [ays] , lest 
his disciples come and steal him and the people suppose that he had 
been raised from the dead, and do us harm." 

(3 1 )  And Pilate gave them Petronius the centurion, with soldiers, to 
guard the tomb. And elders and scribes went with them to the 
tomb. 

(32) And having rolled a large stone, all who were there, with the centu
rion and the soldiers, place (it) at the dO

,
or of the tomb 

(33) and put on it seven seals, and after pitching a tent they kept guard. 

IX 

(34) Early in the morning of the sabbath a crowd from Jerusalem and the 
surrounding countryside came in order to see the sealed tomb. 

(35) Now in the night in which the Lord's Day dawned, while the sol
diers kept guard in pairs in every watch, a loud voice rang out in 
heaven, 

(36) and they saw the heavens opened and two men descending from 
there in great brightness and drawing near to the tomb. 

(37) But that stone which had been placed at the door rolled by itself and 
withdrew to one side. The tomb opened and both of the young men 
entered. 
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x 

(38) Then those soldiers, observing these things, awakened the centu
rion and the elders (for they themselves were there on guard) . 

(39) And while they were relating what they had seen, again they see 
three men coming out of the tomb-two of them supporting the 
one, and a cross following them-

(40) and the head(s) of the two reached to heaven, but (the head) of the 
one being led by the hand extended above the heavens. 

(41 )  And they heard a voice from heaven, saying: "Did you preach to 
those who sleep?" 

(42) And an answer was heard from the cross: "Yes." 

XI 

(45) Having seen these things, those about the centurion hurried (that) 
night to Pilate, abandoning the tomb which they had been guard
ing, and reported everything that they had seen, being greatly dis
turbed and saying: "Truly he was the Son of God." 

(46) Pilate answered and said: "I am clean of the blood of the Son of God. 
To you this seemed (right)." 

(47) Then all came and were beseeching him and urging him to com
mand the centurion and the soldiers to relate to no one what they 
had seen. 

(48) "For it is better," they said, "for us to be guilty of the greatest sin be
fore God than to fall into the hands of the people of the jews and be 
stoned. "  

(49) Pilate therefore commanded the centurion and the soldiers to  say 
nothing. 

Crossan's hypothetical Cross Gospel contains elements that suggest that 
the Akhmtm fragment (or Gospel of Peter) was written after, not prior, to 
the Synoptic Gospels, particularly the Gospels of Matthew and Mark. The 
confession of the jewish authorities' guilt (7 .25;  1 1 .48), which in itself 
lacks historical realism, could owe its inspiration in part to jesus' woe and 
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lament for jerusalem (lk 2 1 :20-24; see lk 23 :48) and perhaps to Cai
lIphas's ominous counsel Un 1 1 :49-50). Does it really seem likely that the 
Akhmtm fragment's tradition that the "jews and elders" expressed grief by 
acknowledging their sins and the imminence of "judgment and the end of 
J rusalem" is early, independent and pre-SynoptiC? Don't such statements 
reflect the relationship between "jews" and "Christians" after A.D. 70, when 
the various groups and subgroups of jews were reduced largely to two 
principal movements (followers of Hillel [and Shammaij and jesus), and 
t he destruction of jerusalem in 70 is viewed as the result of the jews' fail
ure to recognize jesus as "Messiah"? Is such a statement as "it is better to 
be guilty of the greatest sin before God than to fall into the hands of the 
people" earlier than what we find in the SynoptiC tradition? Such a state
ment bears the stamp of enthusiastic Christian exaggeration unrestrained 
by realistic knowledge of jewish piety and sentiment. It has, moreover, an 
anti-jewish ring to it as well .  

Similarly, the statement of the people in the Akhmtm fragment at  8.28 

("all the people were grumbling and murmuring and beating their breasts, 
saying: 'If at his death these great signs have happened, behold how right
eous [dikaios] he must have been!' ") surely represents an embellishment of 
Luke 23:47-48: "Now when the centurion saw what had taken place, he 
praised God, and said: 'Certainly this man was righteous [dikaios] , And all 
the multitudes who assembled to see the Sight, when they saw what had 
taken place, returned home beating their breasts. "  

The author of  the Akhmtm Gospel fragment apparently possessed little 
accurate knowledge of jewish customs and sensitivities. According to 8 .3 1  

and 10 .38 the jewish elders and scribes camp out i n  the cemetery, as part of 
the guard keeping watch over the tomb of jesus. Given jewish views of 
corpse impurity, not to mention fear of cemeteries at night, the author of our 
fragment is unbelievably ignorant. Who could write such a story only 
twenty years after the death of jesus? And if someone did at such an early 
time, can we really believe that the Evangelist Matthew, who was surely jew
ish, would make use of such a poorly informed writing? One can scarcely 
credit this scenario. 

There are worse problems. The jewish leaders' fear of harm at the hands 
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of the Jewish people (Akhmtm fragment 8.30) smacks of embellishment, if 
not Christian apologetic. The "seven seals" (8.33) and the "crowd fromJeru
salem and the surrounding countryside" that "came in order to see the sealed 
tomb" (9 .34) serve an apologetic interest : The resurrection story is well at
tested. These details are probably secondary to the canonical versions of the 
story The appearance of the expression "the Lord's Day" (9 .35) ,  of course, is 
another indication of lateness (see Rev 1 :  10 ;  Ignatius's Epistle to the Magne

sians 9 : 1 ) ,  not antiquity. The centurions confession (Akhmtm fragment 
1 1 .45) appears to reflect Matthew (Mt 27:54; see Mk 1 5 :39; Lk 23:47).7 

Finally, can it be seriously maintained that the Akhmtm fragment's resur
rection account, complete with a talking cross and angels whose heads reach 
heaven, constitutes the most primitive account? Is this the account that the 
canonical Evangelists had before them? Or isn't it more prudent to conclude 
what we have here is still more evidence of the secondary, fanciful nature of 
this apocryphal writing?8 Doesn't the evidence suggest that the Akhmtm 
Gospel fragment is little more than a blend of details from the four canonical 
Gospels, especially from Matthew, that has been embellished with pious 
imagination, apologetic concerns and a touch of anti-Semitism? 

It is difficult to conclude that this material, no matter how deftly pruned 
and reconstructed (and don't we have here again an example of special 
pleading?) could possibly constitute the earliest layer of tradition on which 
the Passion narratives of the New Testament Gospels are dependent. Schol
ars a generation or two ago found no independent traditions in the Akhmtm 
Gospel fragment. Recently, other scholars have reached similar conclusions. 
John P. Meier describes the fragment as a second-century "pastiche of tradi
tions from the canonical Gospels, recycled through the memory and lively 
imagination of Christians who have heard the Gospels read and preached 
upon many a time. " Moody Smiths rhetorical question only underscores the 
problematical dimension of Crossans hypotheSiS: "Is it thinkable that the 
tradition began with the legendary, the mythological, the anti-Jewish, and 
indeed the fantastic, and moved in the direction of the historically restrained 
and sober?" 9 Indeed, Crossans case appears to be another example of special 
pleading, of wish becoming father to the thought. 

The evidence strongly suggests that the Akhmim Gospel fragment is a 
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late work, not an early work, even if we attempt to find an earlier substra
l u m ,  gratUitously shorn of imagined late additions. But more pressing is 
t he question that asks if the existing ninth-century Akhmtm Gospel frag
ment really is a fragment of the second-century Gospel oj Peter condemned 
by Bishop Sera pion in the early third century. The extant Akhmtm frag
ment does not identify itself, nor do we have a patristic quotation of the 

,aspel oj Peter to compare it to and pOSSibly settle the questions. Nor is the 

Akhmim Gospel fragment docetic, as many asserted shortly after its pub

Ii ·ation. If the fragment is not docetic, then the proposed identification of 

I he fragment with the Gospel oj Peter is weakened still further. After all, the 

one thing that Sera pion emphaSized was that the Gospel oj Peter was used 

by docetists to advance their doctrines. to And finally, as Paul Foster has 

hown, the connection between the Akhmtm Gospel fragment and the 

small papyrus fragments that may date as early as 200-250 is quite tenu

ous. 1 l  Thus we have no solid evidence that allows us with any confidence 

LO link the extant Akhmtm Gospel fragment with a second-century text, 

whether the Gospel oj Peter mentioned by Bishop Sera pion or some other 

w riting from the late second century. Given its fantastic features and co

herence with late traditions, it is not advisable to make use of this Gospel 

rragment for Jesus research. 

THE EGER TON GOSPEL 

Papyrus Egerton 2 was found somewhere in Egypt and fell  into the hands 
or scholars in 1 934. It consists of four fragments. The fourth fragment 
yields nothing more than one illegible letter. The third fragment yields 
l i ttle more than a few scattered words. The first and second fragments 
offer four (or perhaps five) stories that parallel stories found in John and 
L he Synoptic Gospels. Papyrus Kaln 255 ,  discovered sometime later, is a 
related fragment of the text. Its lines will be inserted in italics where ap
propriate in the follOWing translation of the Egerton Gospel. (Note :  recto 

refers to the side of the papyrus in which the fibers run horizontally, 
while verso refers to the other side of the papyrus, where the fibers run 
vertically. ) 1 2  
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PAPY RUS EGERTON 2 

Fragment 1 verso 

( la) 2 [And Jesus saidl to the lawyeds: ,,3Punish elveryone who acts 
con[trary to 4the ll aw, but not me. Fo[r 5he knows notl what he does 
(or) how he does it." [But 6tlurn [ingl to [thel rulers of the people 7he 
sa[id t lhis word: "Sea [rch 8tlhe scriptures, in which you thUnkl 9you 
have life. Those 10ade what tesl tify about me . Do not l ls [uppose thl at 
I came to accu [sl e 12 [youl before my Father. 13Moses is [the one who 
acl cuses you, (the one) in whom 14you have hoped. "  And when th[ely 
15s [ail d:  "We know [fulll well that 16God spo[kel to Moses, but we do 
not know 1 7 [whence you arel ," answering, Jesus sa [id 18to the lm: 
"Now accuses (you) 19 [your unlbelie[f] in the things 20written by him. 
For if you had 21believed in Mosesl , you would have believed 22a[in me]; for 

concerning me that one 23a[wrote] to your fa[th]ers . "  

Fragment 1 recto 

(lb) 22 [ . . .  that theyl should draw together, c [arryingl 23stones, that 
they might sto[ne 24hl im. And the [rull ers laid 25han[dsl upon him, 
26[thlat they should arrest (him) and hand (him) 27[overl to the 
crowd; and they were not [ablel to 2Sarrest him because 29his hour of 
delivera [ncel (into their hands) had not yet c[omel . 30But the Lord 
himself, going [out from their halnds, 3 1escaped from th[eml . 

(2) 32And [bel hold a leper drawling near to himl 33says: "Teacher 
Jesus, wandering with lep [ersl 34and eatin [g with theml 3\n the inn, I 
also con [tracted leprosyl . 36If then [you will itl , 371 shall be cleansed ."  
Immediately the Lord [said to himl : 38" [ 1 1  will i t ;  be cleansed." [and 
immediatelyl 39the lep [rosy del parted from him. 40But [said] Jesus to 

him, "Go, show 41yourselJ to th [e priests. l  42aand offer for 43a[pur]ifica_ 
tion, as Moses com[manded, and] 44asin no longer." 

Fragment 2 recto 

(3) 42 [ . . .  comling 43to him to examine 44him they began testing him, 
say [ingl : 45"Teacher Jesus, we know that [from Godl 46you have come, 
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for what you are doing tes [ tifiesl 47beyond all the prophets. [Therefore, 
telll 48US: Is it proper to [give 49paymentl to the kings that which per
tains to their rule? Should [we pay thlem 500r n [ot]?" But Jesus know
ing th[eir 51th] inking, becoming ang[ryl , 52said to th[eml : "Why do 
you call me 53' [Telacher' [with yl our mouth, n [ot helaring 54what I 
[slay? Well did Is[aiah prl ophesy [concerning 55ylou, saying: 'Th[is 
peoplel 56with the[ir lilps [honorl 57me, [but their heal rt is [ farl 58from 

59 d [  f "'1 m[e. In vl ain [they worship me . l  Cornman ments 0 men . . .  

Fragment 2 verso 

(4) 60 [ . . .  1 in the place, having shut 61 [ . . .  1 it had been laid beneath 
62 [ . . .  1 i.ts wealth uncertain 63 [ . . . 1 But while those ones were per-
plexed Mat this strange question, 65Jesus then walked and stood 66at 
the bank of the Jordan 67River. And stretching out 68his right hand [ . . .  1 
filled 69 [ . . .  1 and sowed (i.t) upon the 70 [rive l r  (?) . And then [ . . .  1 7lthe 
water having produced [ . . .  1 the 72 [ .  . .  1 and [ . . .  1 before 73their eyes 
brought forth fruit 74 [ . . . 1 much [. . .  1 to (their) joy (?) 75 [ . . .  1 

fragment 3 verso 

(5) 76[ . . .  1 77 [ . . .  1 i[ 18 [  . . .  1 his 79 [ .  . .  1 80 [ . . .  1 knOwing Sl [ . . .  1 

Fragment 3 recto 

(6) 82"We are one [ . . .  1 831 abide w [ith" . . .  stl ones 84to [ . . .  that theyl 
85should kill [him . . .  1 86he says: "The one [. . .  1 87[ . . . 1 
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At many points these fragments parallel the New Testament Gospels. The 
first story is filled with allusions to the Gospel ofJohn. Jesus' assertion in lines 
7 - 10  could well be drawn from John 5:39, 45. The lawyers' reply in lines 1 5-

1 7  appears to be taken from John 9:29, while Jesus' rejoinder in lines 20-23a 

reflects John 5 :46 13 The attempt to stone Jesus in lines 22-24 parallels John 
10 :3 1 ,  while the declaration in lines 25-30 that they were unable to do so be
cause his "hour had not yet come" echoes John 7:30; 8 :20 .  Reference to Jesus 
in line 30 as "the Lord" has a secondary ring. The second story is mostly Syn
optic. The opening sentence in line 32, "and behold a leper drawing near to 
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him says," agrees with Matthew 8:2a (but not the parallel Mk 1 :40a) nearly 
verbatim. The lepers petition in line 36 employs the same vocabulary, though 
not the forms, of that of the leper's request in Mark 1 :40b (and parallel). Jesus' 
response in line 38 agrees with the Synoptic story exactly (Mk 1 :41b and par
allel). The statement in lines 38-43a that "immediately the leprosy departed 
from him" agrees almost exactly with Mark 1 :42 (and with Lk 5 : 13 ,  but for 
the word order) . The Egerton Papyrus has no equivalent of the command of 
secrecy found in Mark (Mk 1 :43-44), which could argue for Egerton's inde
pendence, if not priority But then most of this material has been omitted by 
Matthew also (Mt 8:4). Its absence in the Egerton Papyrus may suggest noth
ing more than that the author had no more interest in the Gospel of Mark's 
secrecy theme than had Matthew and Luke, who often chose to abbreviate 
this theme or remove it altogether. Jesus' order that the man show himself to 
the "priests" parallels Mark 1 :44. But the plural betrays a lack of acquaintance 
with Jewish law and custom. The plural may have been inspired by the final 
part of Jesus' saying "as a witness to them," which is found in all three Syn
optic Gospels but not paralleled in the Egerton Papyrus. The final part of the 
admonition (line 44a) parallels John 5 : 14 .  

The third story again combines elements from John and the Synoptic Gos
pels. The opening statement in lines 45-47, "Teacher Jesus, we know that 
[from God] you have come, for what you are doing tes[tifies] beyond all the 
prophets," is based on John 3 :2  and John 9:29 (see also Jn 1 :45; Acts 3: 18) .  
Egerton's use of "teacher" (didaskale) is secondary to Johns transliteration 
rabbi, and may be due to its appearance in Mark 12 :  14a ("Teacher, we know 
that you are true") . The question put to Jesus in lines 48-50 is taken from 
Mark 12 : 14b (and parallel) but appears to have missed the original point. 
Jesus' emotion in line 5 1  recalls Mark 1 :43, while his question in lines 52-54 
recalls a form of the question found in Luke 6 :46. The remainder of Jesus' 
saying, which is a paraphrase of Isaiah 29: 13 ,  echoes Mark 7 :6-7 and parallel. 

Crossan concludes from these fragments that Papyrus Egerton 2 repre
sents a tradition that predates the canonical Gospels. He thinks that "Mark 
is dependent on it directly" and that it gives evidence of "a stage before the 
distinction of Johannine and Synoptic traditions was operative ."  Helmut 
Koester agrees with Crossan's second point, saying that in Papyrus Egerton 
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2 we find "pre-Johannine and pre-synoptic characteristics of language 
I which] still existed side by side. "  He thinks it unlikely, against other schol-

ars, that the author of this papyrus could have been acquainted with the ca- ) I 
1 10nical Gospels and "would have deliberately composed [it] by selecting • 

entences" from them. 14 

Serious questions concerning Crossan's and Koester's assessment, how

ver, must be raised. First, several times editorial improvements introduced 

by Matthew and Luke appear in Egerton (for example, compare Egerton line 

2 with Mk 1 :40; Mt 8 :2 ;  Lk 5: 12 ;  or Egerton lines 39-41 with Mk 1 :44; Mt 

8:4; Lk 1 7 :  14) .  There are other indications that the Egerton Papyrus is later 

l han the canonical Gospels. The plural "kings" is probably secondary to the 

singular "Caesar" that is found in the Synoptics (and in Gospel of Thomas ) 
l OO) . The flattery, "what you do bears witness beyond all the prophets," may 

reflect John 1 :34, 45 and is again reminiscent of later pious Christian embel

lishment that tended to exaggerate the respect that Jesus' contemporaries 

showed him (see the examples in Gospel of the Hebrews 2 and Josephus An

t iquities of the Jews 18 .64). 
A second question arises in response to Koester's statement about the im-

probability that the author of the Egerton Papyrus "would have deliberately ( 
composed [it] by selecting sentences" from the canonical Gospels. Isn't this � 

lhe very thing that Justin Martyr and his disciple ·Tatian did? Sometime in 
lhe 1 50s Justin Martyr composed a harmony of the SynoptiC Gospels and 
some years later Tatian composed a harmony (that is, the Diatessaron) of all 
four New Testament Gospels. lfJustin Martyr and Tatian, writing in the sec-
ond century, can compose their respective harmonies through the selection 
of sentences and phrases from this Gospel and that Gospel, why couldn't the 
author of the Egerton Papyrus do the same thing? Indeed, it is likely that this 

is the very thing that he did. 
A third question arises out of Koester's suggestion that the mixture of 

John-like and SynoptiC elements is primitive, while their separation into the 
existing canonical forms is secondary If Koester's suggestion is correct, then 
the Egerton Gospel does indeed derive from the middle of the first century, as 
Crossan in fact argues. It would have to be this early if it were to be used by 
the Synoptic Evangelists. If this is the case, then we must wonder why we 



90 F A B R I C A T I N G  J E S U S  

have no other fragment or any other evidence of the existence of this ex
traordinarily primitive Gospel. Why don't we have other papyri, extracanon
ical Gospels or patristic quotations attesting this primitive pre-Synoptic, 
pre-Johannine unified tradition? 

Several examples of passages made up of mixed and confused texts can 
be found in Justin Martyrs quotations, which sometimes combine materials 
from two or more Gospels. Here is an instructive example: 

For not those who make profession, but those who do the works, shall 
be saved, according to his word: "Not every one who says to me, 'Lord, 
Lord,' shall enter the kingdom of heaven, but the one who does the 
will of my Father who is in heaven [see Mt 7 :2 1 ] .  For whoever hears 
me, and does my sayings [see Mt 7 : 24 = Lk 6:47] , hears him who sent 
me [see Lk 10 :  1 6  (Codex D); Jn 5 :23-24; 1 3:20; 12 :44-45;  l4 :24; see 
also Justins ApolOgia 1 . 63 .5 ] .  And many will say to me, 'Lord, Lord, 
have we not eaten and drunk in your name, and done wonders?' And 
then I will say to them, 'Depart from me, you workers of lawlessness 
[see Lk 1 3 :26-27] . '  Then shall there be wailing and gnashing of teeth, 
when the righteous shall shine as the sun, and the wicked are sent into 
eternal fire [see Mt 13 :42-43] . For many shall come in my name [see 
Mt 24:5 and parallel] ,  clothed outwardly in sheeps clothing, but in
wardly they are deVOUring wolves [see Mt 7 : 1 5 ] .  By their works you 
will know them [see Mt 7: 16 ,  20] . And every tree that does not bring 
forth good fruit is cut down and cast into the fire [see Mt 7: 19 ] . "  (Ap

olOgia l . l6 .9-13) 

Justin has assembled, either from memory or by picking and chOOSing 
from written texts, a "word" of Jesus that is in reality a blending of SynoptiC 
materials, which at one point may also reflect the influence of the Gospel of 
John. Although drawn from a variety of contexts, there is nevertheless a gen
eral thematic unity that holds these materials together. With respect to com
position, the sayings in Egerton Papyrus 2 . 1 ,  3 are quite similar to Justin's 
"word" of Jesus. 

Another feature that tells against the antiquity and priority of the Eger
ton Papyrus is the story related in the badly preserved verso of fragment 
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. The story is reminiscent of the kind of stories we find in the late and 

iunci ful apocryphal Gospels. For example , in the InJancy Gospel oj Thomas 

we are told of the boy Jesus, who sowed a handful of seed that yielded a 

I 'markable harvest: 

Now when it was seed-time, Joseph went forth to sow corn, and Jesus 
followed after him. And when Joseph began to sow, ]esus put forth his 
hand and took of the corn so much as he could hold in his hand, and 
scattered it. Joseph therefore came at the time of the harvest to reap his 
harvest. And Jesus also came and gathered the ears which he had sown, 
and they made an hundred measures of good corn: and he called the 
poor and the widows and fatherless and gave them the corn which he 
had gained, save that Joseph took a little thereof unto his house for a 
blessing. (InJancy Gospel oj Thomas 10 :  1-2 [Latin] ; see InJancy Gospel oj 

Thomas 12 : 1-2 [Greek MS A] ; Gospel oJ Pseudo-Matthew 34)15 

The relevant part of Papyrus Egerton 2 reads: 

But while those ones were perplexed at this strange question, Jesus 

then walked and stood at the bank of the Jordan River. And stretching 

out his right hand [ . . .  ] filled [ . . . ] and sowed (it) upon the [rive] r  (?) . 

And then [ . . .  ] the water having produced [ . . .  ] the [ . . .  ] and [ . . .  ] 

before their eyes brought forth fruit [ . . .  ] much [ . . .  ] to (their) joy 

(Lines 63-74) 

Although we cannot be certain, given the condition of the text, it is likely 
L hat these lines tell a story in which, by way of illustration, Jesus took a 
handful of seed and sowed it on the river, with the result that the water-to 
t he astonishment of those present-produced an abundance of fruit. The 
reference to joy suggests that the people benefited from the miracle, much 
as the "poor and the widows and the fatherless" did in the lighthearted tale 
in the InJancy Gospel oJ Thomas. Whether or not these two stories derive from 
a common source is not important. What is important is to appreciate the 
presence of what appears to be a quite fanciful tale among the passages pre
served by the Egerton Papyrus. The appearance of this tale, which is like 
those that are all too common among the later extracanonical Gospels, sig-



92 F A B R I C A T I N G  J E S U S  

nificantly increases the burden of proof for those who wish to argue that the 
Egerton traditions are primitive, even pre-Synoptic. 

Admittedly, while the hypothesis of Crossan, Koester and others remains 
a theoretical possibility, the evidence available at this time favors the likeli
hood that Papyrus Egerton 2 (or the Egerton Gospel) represents a second
century combination of elements from the Synoptic Gospels and the Gospel 
of John rather than primitive first-century material on which the canonical 
Gospels depended.  

THE GOSPEL OF MAR Y 

The Gospel of Mary narrates a story in which Mary Magdalene relates to the 
disciples the revelations that Jesus gave her. Andrew and Peter express 
doubts that Mary is telling the truth because the teaching is at variance with 
what they themselves had been taught. Mary weeps, saddened that they 
would think that she would misrepresent the words of the Savior. levi re
bukes Peter, defending Mary and exhorting the disciples to preach the gos
pel, "neither setting boundaries nor laying down laws, as the Savior said. "  
The disciples then go forth and the Gospel of Mary comes to  an end. 

Three overlapping fragments of the Gospel of Mary have been found. At 
most, we have half of the original text . 16  The following is a translation of the 
Greek papyrus fragments: 

" [N ]  or have I established law, as the lawgiver." . . .  having said these 
things, he departed. But they were grieved, shedding many tears and 
saying, "How shall we go to the nations, preaching the gospel of the 
kingdom of the Son of Man? For if they neither spared that One, how 
will they spare us?" 

Then Mary stood up and greeting them she kissed them all and 
says, "Brothers, weep not; do not be grieved nor distressed, for his 
grace shall be with you, sheltering you. Rather, let us give thanks for 
his greatness, because he has joined us together and made us human 
beings. "  

Having spoken these things Mary turned their minds to  the good 
and they began to ask about the utterances of the Savior. Peter says 
[to?] Mary, "Sister, we know that you were much loved by the Savior, 
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as no other woman. Therefore tell us what words of the Savior you 
know, what we have not heard. "  

Mary answered, saying, "What escapes you and I remember I shall 
report to you. "  And she began (to speak) to them these words. "One 
time while seeing the lord in a vision, I said, 'lord, I saw you today.' 
He answered, saying, 'You are blessed . . .  ", (4: 10-7:2 = P. Oxy. 3525) 

" ' . . .  the remainder of the course of the season of the age (I shall have) 
rest in silence.'" Having said these things Mary became silent, since it 
was to this point that the Savior had spoken. 

Andrew says, "Brothers, what does it seem to you concerning the 
things that have been said? For I do not believe that the Savior has said 
these things, for it seems different from his thought. "  

Thinking about these matters (Peter says), "Was the Savior speaking 
to a woman in secret and (not) openly, in order that we all might hear? 
He was not wishing to indicate that she is more worthy than we are, 
was he?" 

[Then Mary wept . . .  ] " [Do you think I have told lies] about the 
Savior?" 

levi says to Peter, "Peter, anger always lies within you; and now 
thus you question the woman as opposing her. If the Savior regarded 
her worthy, who are you to despise her? For tnat one, having known 
her, loved her always and assuredly. Rather, we should be ashamed 
and having put on perfect humanity, let us do that which was com
manded us. let us preach the gospel, neither setting boundaries nor 
laying down laws, as the Savior said. "  

Having said these things levi, going out, began to preach the gos
pel. [The Gospel according to Mary] (9:29-lO: l4 = Papyrus Rylands 
463) 
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The purpose of the Gospel of Mary was to challenge those who "set 
boundaries" and "lay down laws. "  Because Peter and Andrew reject Mary's 
teaching, we probably should infer that those who lay down laws appeal to 
the better-known apostles whose teachings are preserved in the better
known, more-widely circulated documents of the Christian communities. 
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The group behind the Gospel of Mary is attempting to defend its teachings 
and, perhaps, the right of women to be teachers, perhaps in opposition to a 

growing institutionalization of Christianity and an increasing restrictiveness 
of the role of women (as perhaps seen in the Pastoral Letters) . This tension 
is also attested in the Gospel of Thomas, where Peter demands, "Make Mary 
leave us, for females are not worthy of (eternal) life" ( 1 14) . Jesus rebukes Pe
ter, declaring that he will be able to transform Mary into a male so that she 
and all other women thus transformed will gain entry into the kingdom of 
heaven. I?  

In some recent writings, including Dan Brown's popular novel The Da 

Vinci Code, it has been speculated that Jesus and Mary were lovers, perhaps 
married. Those who hold this view appeal to the Gospel of Mary, where it 
says: "Sister, we know that you were much loved by the Savior, as no other 
woman." The Gospel of Philip is also appealed to: "And the companion of the 
[Savior is] Mary Magdalene. [But Christ loved] her more than [all] the dis
Ciples [and used to] kiss her [often] on her [ . . .  ]" (NHC 2 .3 .63 .32-36). 

Some translations restore the text to read, "he used to kiss her often on her 
mouth," but that is pure conjecture. The author of this text may have imag
ined that Jesus kissed Mary often on the hand, forehead or cheek. We don't 
know what the original text said, and in any case there is no warrant for as
suming from these passages in the Gospel of Mary and the Gospel of Philip that 
Jesus and Mary were lovers. The texts do not say this . There is no evidence 
from antiquity that anyone thought this. 

The Gospel of Mary may well reflect struggles over church polity, the role 
of women, the issue of legalism in one form or another, and the limits of ap
ostolic authOrity. But this writing, however it is to be understood, reflects a 
setting no earlier than the middle of the second century. We find in it noth
ing that with any confidence can be traced to the first century or traced back 
to the life and ministry of the historical Jesus and the historical Mary 
Magdalene. 18 

THE SECRE T  GOSPEL OF MARK 

At the annual Society of Biblical Literature meeting in New York in 1 960 
Morton Smith announced that during his sabbatical leave in 1958, at the 
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Mar Saba Monastery in  the Judean wilderness, he  found the first part of  a 
Il'ller of Clement of Alexandria (c. A.D. 1 50-2 1 5) penned in Greek, in what 
w. s said to be an eighteenth-century hand, in the back of a seventeenth-cen
l u ry edition of the letters of Ignatius. In 1973 Smith p1;lblished two editions 
of his find, one learned and one popular. From the start, scholars suspected 
I hat the text was a forgery and that Smith was himself the forger. Many 
� 'holars-including several members of the Jesus Seminar-defended 
Smith and the authenticity of the Clementine letter. 

What made the alleged find so controversial were two quotations of a 
mystical or secret version of the Gospel of Mark, quotations of passages not ( . 
� und in the canonical Gospel of Mark. In the first, longer passage, Jesus 
raises a dead man and then later, in the nude, instructs the young man in 
l he mysteries of the kingdom of God. The homoerotic orientation of the 
lory is hard to miss. This mystical version of Mark has since become known 
s the Secret Gospel of Mark. 

Despite the facts that no one besides Smith has actually studied the 
physical document and that the paper and ink have never been subjected 
lO the kinds of tests normally undertaken, many scholars have accepted the 

lementine letter as genuine and its testimony as valid that there really was 
in circulation, in the second century, a secret version of the Gospel of Mark. 
I ndeed, some scholars have suggested that Secrt;t Mark may help us better 
understand how the Gospels of Matthew, Mark,and Luke relate to one an
other (that is, the Synoptic Problem) , and of course some scholars have 
suggested that Secret Mark is older and more original than public Mark. 
Learned studies continue to appear, including two recent major mono
graph-length studies.19 

The sad thing is that all of this labor has been misspent; the Clementine 
letter and the quotations of Secret Mark embedded within it are a modern 
hoax, and Morton Smith almost certainly is the perpetrator. Several scholars 
have for years suspected this to be the case, but the clear, recently published 
color photographs of the document have given experts in the science of the 
detection of forgeries the opportunity to analyze the handwriting of the doc
ument and compare it with samples of the handWTiting of the late Professor 
Smith?O The evidence is compelling and conclusive: Smith WTote the text> \ 
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The following is some of the evidence that Stephen Carlson has compiled 
and analyzed:  

1 .  Magnification of the handwritten text reveals the telltale presence of 
what handwriting experts call the "forger's tremor." That is ,  the handwriting 
in question is not really written; it is drawn, in the forger's attempt to imitate 
a style of writing not his own. These telltale signs are everywhere present in 
the alleged Clementine letter. 

2. Comparison of the style of the Greek of the handwritten text with Mor
ton Smith's style of writing Greek (as seen in his papers and marginal notes 
in his books) has shown that Smith is the person who wrote (or "drew") the 
Clementine letter. For example, Smith had an unusual way of writing the 
Greek letters tau, theta and lambda. These unusual forms occasionally in
trude in what otherwise is a well-executed imitation of eighteenth-century 
style of Greek handwriting in the document in question. 

3. Some of the distinctive themes in the document are in evidence in 
some of Smith's work published before the alleged find in 1958. 

4. The discolored blotch that is plainly visible in the lower left-hand cor
ner of the final page of the printed text of the volume and in the lower left
hand corner of the second page of the handwritten text prove that the hand
written pages were originally part of the printed edition of the letters of Ig
natius. These corresponding blotches, as well as many of the other blotches 
and discolorations that can be seen in the color photographs, are mildew. 
The presence of this mildew strongly suggests that the book in question was 
not originally a part of the library of Mar Saba, whose dry climate does not 
produce mold and mildew in books. The mildew in the printed edition of 
the letters of Ignatius suggests that the book in which the alleged Clemen
tine letter was discovered spent most of its existence in Europe . We may 
speculate that in Europe, or perhaps in North America, the book was pur
chased and the Clementine letter was drawn onto the blank end papers. The 
book was then taken to the Mar Saba Monastery, where it was subsequently 
"found" in the library 

5 .  One of the Mar Saba documents cataloged by Smith is written in the 
same hand as the alleged Clementine letter. This document Smith dated to 
the twentieth century (not to the eighteenth century, as in the case of the 
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I 'mentine letter) . Moreover, the document Smith dates to the twentieth 

, ('nLUry is Signed "M. Madiotes." This name is a pseudo-Greek name, whose 

I n  l means "sphere" or "globe," or, in reference to a person, "baldy." Carlson 

I I. uSibly suggests that here Smith, who was quite bald, is facetiously allud

Ing to himself (that is, "M [ortonl the baldhead") . 

6. The entire story-finding a long-lost document in the Mar Saba Mon

,lslery that is potentially embarrassing to Christianity-is foreshadowed by 

) lines Hunter's The Mystery of Mar Saba (New York: Evangelical Publishers, 

I 40). Indeed, one of the heroes of the story, who helps to unmask the per

Il trators and expose the fraud,  is Scotland Yard Inspector Lord Moreton. 

rhe parallels between Morton Smith's alleged Mar Saba discovery and 

I lunter's Mar Saba mystery are faSCinating. It should be added that Smith 

says in the preface to his publication of the Clementine letter that his invi

union to visit Mar Saba came in 194 1  (the year after the publication of 

I I  unter's novel) . 
7. Carlson plaUSibly identifies the motives behind Smith's playful decep

L ion. We need not go into these details in this context. They possess a great 
deal of explanatory power. 

The upshot of the whole matter is that Smith's Mar Saba Clementine is 

, Imost certainly a hoax and Smith the hoaxer. No research into the Gospels 

and the historical Jesus should take Smith's docl-lment seriously. Yet some 

cholars have made bold claims about the origins" dates and meaning of the 

New Testament Gospels on the basis of this spurious writing?' 

CONCLUSION 

Many scholarly portraits and reconstructions of the historical Jesus are badly 
distorted through the use of documents that are late and of dubious histor
ical value . The irony is that in trying to "go behind" the New Testament Gos
pels to find truth buried under layers of tradition and theology, some schol
ars depend on documents that were composed sixty to one hundred years 
after the New Testament Gospels. This is a strange way to proceed. 

Three of the five extra canonical Gospels reviewed in chapters three and 
four originated in the second half of the second century These are the Gospel 

of Thomas, the Egerton Papyrus, and the Gospel of Mary. A fourth writing, the 

\ , 

) 

)� 
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Akhmlm Gospel fragment, also cannot date earlier than the middle of the 
second century, if indeed it is the Gospel of Peter mentioned by Bishop Sera
pion at the beginning of the third century But there are grave doubts that 
this document is the Gospel of Peter in the first place. The Akhmtm Gospel 
fragment may be part of an unknown writing from an even later period of 
time. In any case, scholars are in no position to extract from the Akhmtm 
fragment a hypothetical mid-first-century Passion and resurrection narrative 
on which the first century New Testament Gospels relied . Such a theory 
completely lacks a critical basis. 

The remaining document-the quotations of the Secret Gospel of Mark, em
bedded in a long-lost letter by Clement of Alexandria-is a modem hoax and 
therefore has nothing to offer critical scholarship concerned with Christian or
igins and the emergence of the Jesus and Gospel tradition. Yet this writing, 
along with the other texts, has been used in historical Jesus research. 

The scholarly track record with respect to the use of these extracanonical 
Gospels is, frankly, embarrassing. In marked contrast to the hypercritical ap
proach many scholars take to the canonical Gospels, several scholars are sur
prisingly uncritical in their approach to the extracanonical Gospels. Apart 
from the all-too-common human desire to challenge authority, it is hard to 
explain why scholars give such credence to documents that reflect settings 
that are entirely foreign to pre-A.D. 70 Jewish Palestine and at the same time 
reflect traditions and tendencies found in documents known to have 
emerged in later times and in places outside of Palestine. 

Some of these scholars have even suggested reopening the New Testa
ment canon to make room for works like the Gospel of Thomas. Professor 
Philip Jenkins, who is a historian and an "outsider" to historical Jesus re
search, remarks: 

Reviewing suggestions for a potentially revised New Testament canon, 
we are repeatedly struck by just how weak are the claims of most of 
the candidates . . . .  Contrary to recent claims, the more access we have 
to ancient "alternative gospels," the more we must respect the choices 
made by the early church in forming its canon.22 '- '(l,.tv-1 

-
Indeed. When students ask me why certain Gospels were omitted from 
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I he canon of the New Testament and whether some of them ought to be in
'Iuded, I tell them to read these Gospels. They do, and that answers their 
questions. 

In this and the previous chapter we have reviewed the extracanonical 

Jospels that are most often appealed to as potentially important sources for 

understanding the historical Jesus, sources that supposedly supplement and 

, metimes even correct the Gospels of the New Testament. We have found 

l hat these extracanonical Gospels do not offer early, reliable tradition, inde

pendent of what we possess in the New Testament Gospels. The extra canon

ical Gospels are late and almost always reflect a context far removed in time 

rind place from first -century Palestine. The scholarly predilection for settings 

foreign to first-century Palestine is the subject of chapter five. 
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WILL THE REAL JESUS PLEASE STAND Dp? 

UnfabricatinB His A ims and Claims 

In chapter ten we examined some of the worst examples of hokum history 
and bogus research. This would be no proper way to conclude a book 
about Jesus of Nazareth, even if the primary purpose has been to expose 
the errors and shortcomings of radical and pseudoscholarship. Something 
more positive and edifying needs to be said. In this chapter I want to wrap 
up the discussion with a review of some of the most important aspects of 
Jesus and the movement that he founded, with emphaSiS on their proper 
setting and context. 

In this final chapter I treat seven important topics: ( 1 )  Jesus' relationship 
with the Judaism of his day, (2) Jesus' claims, (3) Jesus' aims, (4) the factors 
that led to Jesus' death, (5) the resurrection of Jesus and the emergence of 
the Christian church, (6) the nature of the New Testament Gospels, and (7) 

Christian faith as part of the Jewish story. All of these items are related in one 
way or another to issues treated in previous chapters. But some of these 
ideas are not well understood even by professing Christians, and they 
should be. If they are not understood,  then writers of hokum history and 
bad theology will continue to prey on the naive and credulous. 

JESUS' RELATIONSHIP WITH THE JUDAISM OF HIS DA Y 

Down through the centuries, it has been fashionable to view Jesus as opposed 
to Judaism in various ways. Christian theologians have assumed that Jesus 
criticized the religion of his people for being legalistiC (or "Pharisaic"), for be
ing caught up with externals, and for having little or no place for grace, mercy 
and love. Jesus' action in the temple, which has been traditionally referred to 
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as the "cleanSing of the temple" (Mk 1 1 : 1 5- 18  and parallel passages in other 
Gospels), was directed, we have been frequently told, against the system of 
sacrifice. Religion is supposed to be a matter of the heart, not rituals. Jesus un
derstood this, but his Jewish peers did not. So goes this understanding. 

Several scholars, both Jewish and Christian , have rightly complained 
against this caricature. Perhaps the most influential challenge in recent years 
has come from E. P Sanders. 1 He rightly argues that there is no evidence that 
would suggest that Jesus opposed Judaism or criticized it as a religion of ex
ternals and rituals. Instead, there is substantial evidence to the contrary. 

Jesus accepted all of the major tenets of the Jewish faith. These tenets 
include the unity and sovereignty of God, the value and sanctity of the tem
ple of Jerusalem, the authority of the Jewish Scriptures, the election of the 
people of Israel, and the hope of Israels redemption. 

Jesus, moreover, observed many of the practices associated with Jewish 
piety of his day: alms, prayer and fasting (Mt 6: 1 - 18) .  Jesus fasted in the wil
derness during his period of temptation (Mk 1 : 1 2- 13). He prayed and 
taught his diSCiples to pray (Mt 6:7- 1 5 ;  lk 1 1 : 1 - 13 ;  22 :39-46). He and his 
disciples gave alms, and he taught others to do likewise (lk 1 1 :41 ;  1 2 :33; 

Jn 1 3:29) . Jesus presupposed the validity of the temple, the sacrifices and 
Israels holy days (Mt 5:23-24; Mk 14 :  14) . He read and quoted from the Jew
ish Scriptures and clearly regarded them as authorit1Hive (Mk 10: 19 ;  1 2 :24-

34; lk 4 : 1 6-22; 1 0:25-28) . Apparently he attended'synagogue services reg
ularly (lk 4: 16); his style and interpretation of Scripture reflect at many 
points the style and interpretation that emerged within the synagogue? 

Predicting that Jerusalem faced disaster, Jesus wept over Israels ancient 
city (lk 1 9:41 -44). Jesus loved his people and longed for their salvation. His 
original diSCiples-all of them Jewish--embraced the same hope. 

Jesus accepted the authOrity of Torah (that is, the Law), He did not re
ject the Torah, as has sometimes been asserted. What Jesus opposed were 
certain interpretations and applications of the Law. In the so-called antithe
ses of the Sermon on the Mount (that is, "You have heard it said, but I say to 
you . . .  "; see Mt 5 : 2 1 -48), Jesus does not contradict the commands of 
Moses; he challenges conventional interpretations and applications of those 
laws. The antithetical "but I say to you" does not oppose the commandments 
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themselves. For example, Jesus agrees that killing is wrong but adds that ha
tred is wrong too. He agrees that adultery is wrong but adds that predivorce 
lust (which often led to divorce and remarriage) is also sin. He agrees that 
swearing falsely is wrong but speaks against the practice of oath-taking in 
his time . Jesus does not oppose restitution ("an eye for an eye"), but he does 
oppose using this command as pretext for revenge. He agrees that people 
should love their own people but adds that they should love other people as 
well, even enemies. 

Jesus may have believed that his own authority, which derived from God's 
Spirit and with which he had been anointed (Mk 1 : lO; lk 4 : 18) ,  equaled 
that of Torah. But his authority did not undermine the authority of Torah; it 
explained it and applied it in new ways conditioned by his strong sense of 
the dawning of the kingdom (rule) of God and the changes that it would 
bring. 

Jesus' innovative interpretation is consistent with parallel innovations ex
pressed by Israel's classical prophets. As did theirs , Jesus' interpretation chal
lenged conventional interpretations and applications of Israel's sacred tradi
tion. For example , in Isaiah 28 the prophet declares that the "loRD will rise 
up as on Mount Perazim, and he will be angry as in the Valley of Gibeon" (Is 
28:2 1) .  Here Isaiah has alluded to stories of David's victory over the Philis
tines (see 2 Sam 5 : 1 7-2 1 ;  5 :22-25 = 1 Chron 14: 13-16) ,  stories that no 
doubt Isaiah's contemporary opponents interpreted as guaranteeing victory 
in the face of a foreign threat. But Isaiah found in this sacred story no guar
antee of Israel's victory in his day On the contrary, the lord will do a "strange 
deed" and an "alien work" (Is 28 :21) ,  by which the prophet means that God 
will give the victory to Israel's enemies. Isaiah says this because he rightly 
perceived that God was God of all people. God was not Israel's private deity 

Jesus also interpreted Israel's sacred story in this manner. In his Nazareth 
sermon (lk 4 : 16-30) Jesus read Isaiah 6 1 : 1 -2 ,  a passage understood to 
promise bleSSing for Israel and judgment for Israel's enemies, and then ap
pealed to the examples of Elijah and Elisha (lk 4:25-27). From these exam
ples, where these mighty figures of old ministered to Gentiles ( 1  Kings 17 :  1 -

16 ;  2 Kings 5 :  1 - 14) ,  Jesus declared that his "anointed" task was t o  bless the 
marginalized and the suspect, not only the righteous of Israel. This kind of 

W i l l  t h e  R e a l  J e s u s  P l e a s e  S t a n d  U p ?  225 

interpretation may have been daring-and surely would have been opposed 
by many teachers-but it presupposed the authority of Israel's SCriptures; it 
did not attack this authOrity Jesus' respect for Jewish SCripture places him 
squarely within first-century Judaism. 

JESUS' CLAIMS 

Probably no feature has been more divisive than the question of the claims 
that Jesus made for himself. This topic is usually referred to as the question 
of Jesus' self-understanding. The main reason that this area of research has 
been so controversial is that Jesus says little about himself, at least directly 
But there are many indicators that he understood himself as a speCial agent 
in God's service . 

He evidently claimed to be a prophet. Jesus himself complained: "No 
prophet is without honor, except in his home country" (Mk 6:4) . This tradi
tion is likely authentic, for it is hard to understand why early Christians 
would make up a saying implying that Jesus' relatives and acquaintances did 
not treat him with respect. Apparently the public also regarded him as a 
prophet: "Some say you are one of the prophets" (Mk 8:28); "A great prophet 
has arisen among us!" (lk 7: 1 6) ;  "If this man were a prophet . . .  " (lk 7 :39). 

This tradition is in all probability historical , for early Christians spoke of 
Jesus as Savior, lord and Son of God; they did not empha�ize his identity as 
a (mere) prophet. And, of course, Jesus was remembered �o have made pre
dictions (Mk 1 3 :2) and uttered what can probably be regarded as prophetic 
indictments against various persons, institutions or groups (Mk 12 : 1 - 1 1 ;  
14:58; Mt 1 1 :20-24; lk 10 : 13- 1 5) .  

Jesus was frequently addressed as "rabbi" (Mk 9:5 ;  lO :5 1 ;  1 1 :2 1 ;  14:45). 

He taught as a rabbi, even though his admirers affirmed that he taught as 
one having much greater authority than did other teachers of his day (Mk 
1 :22,  27). Those outside of his follOwing addressed him as "rabbi" (which 
was understood at this time to mean teacher [Mk 5 :35 ;  10 :  17 ;  12 :  14]) .  Some 
scholars have asserted that the appearance of rabbi in the Gospels reflects an 
anachronistic usage of the title, since it did not become a title until after A.D. 

70. But the use of rabbi in the Gospels is informal and evidently reflects Jew
ish usage in the first century, before its later, formalized usage . Why would 
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Christians writing after 70 apply a formal title to jesus, a title used of reli
gious teachers who were becoming increasingly critical of Christianity? If 
anything, the title would have been avoided.  That it is used so frequently 
suggests, in my judgment, that the Gospel tradition is primitive and authen
tic. jesus is called "rabbi" in the Gospels because, like it or not, he was ad
dressed as such during his public ministry. 

Although there is not a hint that jesus referred to himself as a priest or 
that any of his followers so regarded him, ]esus performed some actions usu
ally understood as priestly functions. He declared persons "clean" (Mk 1 :4 1 ;  
Mt 1 1 :5 ;  Lk 7 :22) and "forgiven" (Mk 2 :5 ;  lk 7 :47-48) . He also dared to 
challenge temple policy and practice put in place by the ruling priests. The 
most provocative challenge was the so-called cleansing of the temple. Only 
in the later theology of the church did jesus' death and subsequent interces
sory role in heaven come to be understood in sacrificial and priestly terms, 
as seen, for example, in the book of Hebrews. 

jesus regularly referred to himself as the "Son of Man," an epithet that has 
been hotly debated for many years. This is not the place to go into a detailed 
study of this complicated question, but I will hazard a few brief comments. 
In my judgment, this self-designation, which evidently was jesus' favorite, 
alludes to the "son of man" of Daniel 7. jesus saw himself as this figure, to 
whom kingdom, power and authority were to be given. This self-reference 
suggests that Jesus saw himself as God's vice-regent. In a saying that has 
good claim to authenticity,]esus assures his diSCiples: "I assign to you, as my 
Father assigned to me, a kingdom, that you may eat and drink at my table 
in my kingdom, and sit on thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel" (lk 
22 :29-30). The diSCiples' self-interested request for the seats of honor when 
jesus comes in his "glory" (Mk lO:35-45), which because of its embarraSSing 
nature virtually guarantees its authenticity, in all probability arose out of the 
assumption that jesus was indeed the "Son of Man" through whom Israel 
would be restored and the kingdom of God would be established. 

Did jesus regard himself as the Messiah? The evidence is ambiguous, 
but taken as a whole it supports the contention that he did. He was con
fessed as such by his disciples (Mk 8 :29-30). When john the Baptist asked 
Jesus if he is "the one who is to come," jesus' reply was full of allusions to 
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Isaiah 35 :5-6 and Isaiah 6 1 : 1 -2 (Mt 1 1 :2-6;  lk 7 : 1 8-23) . It is clear that by 
this Jesus answered john in the affirmative . But did john ask jesus if he 
was the Messiah? He probably did, judging by a recently published scroll 
from Qumran (that is, 4Q521) .  This scroll contains parallel allusions to 
the passages from Isaiah and understands them as the works of the Mes
siah.3 In other words, in his reply to John, Jesus has implied that he is the 
coming one (that is, the Messiah) , as is evidenced by the fact that he is 
busy doing the works of the Messiah . 

The blind son of Timaeus hailed Jesus as the "Son of David," which is 
probably a messianic designation (Mk l O:47-48) . When Jesus entered Jeru
salem, the crowd shouted for the coming of the kingdom of David (Mk 1 1  :9-
lO) .  He rode the donkey (Mk 1 1 : 1 -7), as did Solomon, the son of David (l 

Kings 1 :38-40; see Zech 9:9).  jesus also presumed to have authority within 
the temple precincts. This he could do only if he were a ruling priest or Is
rael's king. It is not likely that Jesus was viewed as a ruling priest, for reasons 
we have already looked into. Some commentators have argued that jesus 
quoted and discussed Psalm 1 10 : 1  in such a way as possibly to distance 
himself from son of David tradition (Mk 1 2 :35-37). But jesus seems to be 
saying that the Messiah would be greater than David. Jesus was anointed (Mk 
14:3-9), which was probably a messianic anointing by a devoted follower. 
When asked by the high priest if he was the Messiah,'jesus said he was (Mk 
14 :61-62). And, importantly, jesus was crucified by the Romans as "king of 
the jews" (Mk 1 5 :26,  32). 

The early and widespread belief among Christians that jesus was Israel's 
Messiah, or Christ, suggests that jesus was understood as such from the time 
of his public ministry and not simply from the time of the Easter proclama
tion. It is highly unlikely that the resurrection in itself would have led jesus' 
disciples to confess jesus as Messiah if he had never claimed or accepted 
such identification during his ministry. Would the followers of the well
known second-century Rabbi Aqiba have proclaimed their beloved teacher 
Messiah, had he been resurrected follOwing his martyrdom (c. A.D. l35)? I 
doubt it. The post-Easter proclamation ofjesus as the Messiah strongly im
plies that jesus was understood this way before Easter. 

Did Jesus regard himself as Gods Son? The evidence here also is ambig-
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uous, and it is tied to the question of Jesus' messianic self-understanding. 
David is called "son" in relation to God (see 2 Sam 7 : 14;  Ps 2 :7) .  The Mes
siah is therefore in some sense the "son of God."  In 1 Chronicles 29 :23 Sol
omon is said to have "sat on throne of the LORD," so in a certain sense the 
son of David is expected to sit on the throne of God. This concept would 
add to the conviction that the Messiah would serve as God's vice-regent. 

The most dramatic utterance, and one that ties together the Son of Man 
imagery with the Son of God identity, is found in Jesus' reply to Caiaphas. 
In the attempt to find incriminating evidence against Jesus, the high priest 
asks: "Are you the Messiah, the son of the Blessed [ that is, God] ?" Jesus an
swers: "I am; and you will see the son of man seated at the right hand of 
Power [that is, God] , and coming with the clouds of heaven" (Mk 14 :61-62). 
Because in this exchange Jesus confesses what the Evangelist Mark believes 
him to be (see Mk 1 :  1), some scholars doubt its authenticity That is, they 
think Mark is the author of this confession, not Jesus. They also wonder how 
the disciples would have learned of it, since they were not present but had 
fled (see Mk 14 :50). Others have pointed out the apparent inconsistency in 
having Jesus "seated at the right hand," which is to be stationary, yet "coming 

with the clouds," which is to be moving. Therefore, we may have distinctive 
traditions that have been clumsily (and inauthentically) juxtaposed. So goes 
the argument. 

These objections, however, carry little weight. To assert that Jesus did not 
regard himself as in some sense God's Son makes the historian wonder why 
others did. From the earliest time Jesus was regarded by Christians as the 
Son of God. Why not regard him as the great Prophet, if that is all that he 
had claimed or had accepted? Why not regard him as the great Teacher, if 
that had been all that he had ever pretended to be? Earliest Christianity re
garded Jesus as Messiah and as Son of God, I think, because that is how his 
diSciples understood him and how Jesus permitted them to understand him. 

The objection that the disciples were not present to hear the exchange be
tween Jesus and Caiaphas and so could not have known what transpired is 
naive. Are we really to imagine that the diSCiples, who later became zealous 
proclaimers of their Master and his teaching, never learned what happened, 
that they had no idea on what grounds the Jewish authorities condemned 
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him? This strains common sense . Even if the rules of the Mishnah (c. A.D. 

220) were not in force in the early first century, it is likely that a capital ver
dict would have been made public, as the Mishnah in fact says was required. 
Jesus' claim to be Israel's Messiah would then account for the Roman cruci
fixion and for the posting of the placard (or titulus) that read, "king of the 
Jews." For the claim to be Messiah is a claim to be the Jewish king. It is al
most beyond belief that the disciples would have learned nothing of this. 
The fact that his diSCiples were not present probably does explain, however, 
why the record of the exchange between Jesus and his accusers (Mk 14:  5 5-
65) is so brief and in places so vague. 

Finally, the objection based on the odd juxtaposition of being seated and 
of moving among the clouds carries little weight when it is remembered that 
the throne on which God sits is a chariot. In fact, the throne described in 
Daniel 7:9, on which the Ancient of Days (God) takes his seat and to which 
the son of man figure approaches, is said to have wheels that "were burning 
fire." What apparently shocked Caiaphas was not only that Jesus boldly af
firmed his messianic identity, but that he dared to assert that he would sit on 
Gods throne.4 Not only was Jesus' answer treason in the eyes of Rome, it was 
blasphemy in the eyes of devout Jews who did not hold to such messianic 
ideas-and the Sadducean high priesthood in the time of Jesus held to few 
messianic beliefs. Jesus has claimed that the day will come when Caiaphas 
and company will see Jesus, the "Son of Man," seated at God's right hand, on 
God's chariot throne, thundering through heaven and coming in judgment. 
That a man would dare claim such a thing was indeed blasphemous.s 

JESUS' AIMS 

Closely related to the question of Jesus' claims is the question of Jesus' aims. 

The "Old Quest of the Historical Jesus" (sometimes called the "Nineteenth
Century Quest") was launched when scholars began to question Jesus' in
tentions. Hermann Samuel Reimarus's posthumous writings ( 1 774- 1778) 
argued that Jesus attempted to have himself installed as Israels earthly; po
litical king 6 This provocative thesis led to new, critical readings of the Gos
pels. The twists and turns of the Old Quest were eloquently reviewed and 
assessed by Albert Schweitzer in what has become a classic in its own right, 
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The Quest of the Historical Jesus. 7 With the emergence of form criticism in the ... 
1920s, whose early practitioners thought that much of the Gospel material 
originated in the church and did not derive fromJesus, many abandoned the 
Quest. It was thought to be historically impossible-and theologically ille
gitimate, according to some theologians. But a New Quest, seeking to find 
the link between the Jesus of history and the "Christ of faith," was initiated 
in the 1950s and then yet another phase, now called the "Third Quest," 
emerged in the 1 980s.8 

What were Jesus' actual aims7 They are closely bound up with the ques
tion of what his proclamation of the kingdom (or rule) of God meant. It is 
almost universally agreed that Jesus proclaimed the kingdom of God and 
that he recommended changes of thinking and behavior in view of its ap
pearance. 

Although it is disputed by some, it is likely that Jesus continued John 
the Baptist's call for repentance and that this call for repentance was pre
paratory for the appearance of the kingdom (see Mk 1 : 1 5 ;  6: 12) .  Jesus be
lieved that his miracles were evidence of its appearance: "If it is by the fin
ger of God that I cast out demons, then the kingdom of God has come 
upon you" (lk 1 1 :20).  Jesus urged his followers to have faith in God and 
to forgive one another (Mk 1 1 :22-25; Mt 6 : 14-15) .  These urgings in them
selves do not mark Jesus off from Judaism, of course, but they take on a 
somewhat different nuance in light of Jesus' announcement of the king
dom. Jesus urged his followers to serve one another and not to be like the 
mighty men or the rulers of their day, who lorded it over others and liked 
to be served (Mk 10 :35-45) . 

Jesus promised his disciples that they would sit on thrones judging the 
twelve tribes of Israel (Mt 1 9 :28;  lk 22 :28-30). This saying gives us a clear 
insight into Jesus' aims. He and his disciples expected to set up a new ad
ministration, in God's own time, of course. This expectation coheres with 
the parable of the wicked vineyard tenants (Mk 1 2 :  1 - 1 1 ) ,  which threat
ened Jerusalem's Jewish authorities with the loss of their position. The 
"vineyard, "  that is, Israel, will be "given to others," that is, to Jesus' disci
ples. This does not mean, contrary to some Christian and Jewish interpret
ers, that Gentiles or Christians are supposed to replace the Jewish people. 
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Such an interpretation is anachronistic and inaccurate. Jesus evidently ex
pected his own disciples, at some time known only to God, to form a new 
government, to sit on thrones judging (in the sense of the ruling, not in 
the sense of condemning) the twelve tribes. The reference to the "twelve 
tribes" also implies that Jesus fully expected the restoration of Israel, all Is

rael. This coheres with his call for repentance .  If all Israel will repent, then 
all Israel will be restored. 

One of the shocking and offensive features of Jesus' ministry was his as
sociation with "sinners," that is, with people who either were not or at least 
did not appear to be Torah observant (Mt 9 : 1 0- 13 ;  Mk 2 : 1 5- 1 7 ;  lk 1 5 : 1-2).  
It seems thatJesus believed that forgiveness could be readily and quickly ex
tended to those who violated or neglected the law of Moses. But this forgive
ness required repentance and faith (Mt 1 1 :20-24; 1 2 :39-42 ; lk 7 :47-50; 
1 1 :29-32 ;  1 3 : 1-5 ;  15 :7) .  

Jesus' rejection led to  a new element in  his preaching and teaching. He was 
not greeted by the high priest when he entered Jerusalem (Mk 1 1 : 1- 1 1) .  He 
criticized some aspect of temple policy and practice (Mk 1 1 : 1 5- 1 9) .  Ruling 
priests challenged him and demanded to know by what authOrity he was do
ing these things (Mk 1 1 :27-33) . After his threatening parable of the wicked 
vineyard tenants, lesus was challenged and questioned by various persons and 
religiOUS parties (Mk 12 :  13-34). Jesus again went on the offensive, warning his 
disciples to beware the scribes who devour the estates of widows (Mk 1 2:38-
40). Then, as a living illustration of this warning, he lamented the widow who 
gave her last penny to a wealthy and, in the opinion of some of his contempo
raries, avaricious temple establishment (Mk 12 :41-44). 

When they left the temple precincts, Jesus told his diSCiples that the 
beautiful buildings of the temple mount would be leveled; not a stone would 
be left on another (Mk 13 :  1 -2) . His aims of national repentance (and resto
ration) resisted, Jesus evidently began to speak of coming judgment on the 
city of Jerusalem and its world famous temple (lk 19 :41-44; 2 1 :20-24) . It 
is in this context that Jesus probably uttered the words that were later used 
against him during his hearing before Caiaphas and the ruling council: "We 
heard him say, 'I will destroy this temple made with hands, and in three days 
I will build another, not made by hands' " (Mk 14 :58). 
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JESUS' DEATH 

jesus was most likely put to death was because he made claims that his op
ponents understood as in some sense messianic. The placard that the Ro
mans placed over or near his cross, which read "The King of the jews" (Mk 
1 5 :26), is the principal evidence for this view9 There is other evidence that 

jesus held to messianic ideas, even if he did not assert his messiahship ex
plicitly (which would have been inappropriate, according to jewish expec
tations). This evidence, such as entering jerusalem on a donkey and being 
anointed, we have already looked at. 

The Roman crucifixion of jesus lends important support to the report 
that jesus affirmed his messiahship in response to the high priest's question 
(Mk 14:6 1 -64). Affirming messiahship in itself was probably not blasphe
mous, but claiming to sit on the divine throne, next to God himself, would 
surely have been regarded as blasphemous and would have added incentive 
to hand jesus over to the Romans. 

Another reason for desiring jesus' death was his threat against the tem
ple establishment. He not only hinted in his parable of the wicked vine
yard tenants that the ruling priests would lose their place, he also pre
dicted that because of them the temple would be destroyed .  That the 
ruling priests could be deeply offended by such rhetoric is well illustrated 
in the experience of another jesus, the son of Ananias, who some thirty 
years after the death ofjesus of Nazareth wandered around the city ofjeru
salem, sometimes near the temple, uttering woes based on jeremiah 7 .  
(Remember that jesus' criticism of temple polity also had been based on 
jeremiah 7.) According to josephus (Jewish Wars 6.300-309), this man was 
seized by the ruling priests, who interrogated him and beat him and then 
handed him over to the Roman governor with demands that he be put to 
death. The governor interrogated him further, beat him further and de
cided to release him as a harmless lunatic . 

jesus of Nazareth didn't die because he quarreled with Pharisees over 
matters of legal interpretation. He didn't die because he taught love, mercy 
and forgiveness. jesus didn't die because he associated with "sinners. "  He 
didn't die because he was a good man. jesus died because he threatened the 
political establishment with the prospects of undesired change. His contem-
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poraries foresaw the real possibility of a serious riot, perhaps even a full
scale rebellion. The jewish leaders (who were principally the high priest and 
the ruling priests) were responsible to the Roman governor to maintain law 
and order, and the governor was in turn answerable to Rome. jesus was 
viewed as a troublemaker by both of these authorities; therefore he had to 
go. Because jesus did not have an armed follOwing, there was no need to 
seize any of his followers. Hence, there was no battle and no bloodshed be
yond the crucifixion of jesus himself. 

THE EARLY CHURCH 

Why did the early church begin? This question does not require a compli
cated or lengthy answer. The early church began because of its firm belief 
that jesus had been resurrected and had appeared to dozens, even hundreds, 
of his followers. From its inception the early church proclaimed the resur
rection of jesus. 10 Apart from the resurrection there was no reason to de
velop and maintain a distinctive identity. jesus' teaching had not condemned 
judaism; so there would have been little reason for his followers, which at 
the time of his death probably consisted entirely ofJewish people, to aban
don or modify aspects of judaism, espeCially something as controversial as 
the evangelization of non-jews, without follOwing the norms involved in 
making proselytes. 

It was the unshakable conviction that God had raised jesus, who had in 
turn commanded his followers to continue to preach his vision of the king
dom, which ultimately led to the emergence of the church. The church took 
on the characteristics that it did in order to deal with the. new challenges it 
faced in the years and decades follOwing jesus' death and resurrection. The 
church believed that its Lord and Savior would return. But what should it 
do until he returned? How would it survive, especially in view of its growing 
estrangement from judaism, the parent faith, and in view of increasing per
secution at the hands of the pagan state? The WTitings of the New Testament 
were produced, in part, to answer these questions. 

THE GOSPELS 

In my view, even though the Gospels are written from a perspective of faith 
in jesus, they are reliable. Faith and truthful hiStory are not necessarily at 
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odds. Criteria of authenticity, which are remarkably vigorous in their appli
cation to the Gospels, confirm the essential core of Jesus' teaching. It is not 
necessary to claim that the Gospels are inerrant, though for theological rea
sons many Christians accept them as such, and that every saying and deed 
attributed to Jesus is true to history But claims that the Gospels are unreli
able, full of myth and legend, and so biased that knowledge of what Jesus 
really said and did cannot be recovered are excessive and unwarranted. Even 
the Jesus Seminar, as extreme as its conclusions have been and as mistaken 
and wrongheaded as many of its assumptions and methods are , has "authen
ticated" a good portion of this essential core . The Seminar has presented the 
public with a skewed view of Jesus, to be sure, but its members have con
cluded, nonetheless, that Jesus proclaimed the kingdom of God and associ
ated with sinners. 

It is true that the Gospels may tell us much about the concerns of their 
respective authors (which is the task of redaction criticism) and may even 
tell us something about early Christians who handed down the tradition 
(which is the task of form criticism), but the authors' principal concern was 
to publish the teachings and deeds of Jesus. His words and example were 
considered normative. Indeed, there is evidence early on that the words of 
Jesus were considered on par with Scripture, which in a Jewish context is 
remarkable . 

Given such a high regard for Jesus' words, it is not likely that early Chris
tians would have freely invented sayings and then attributed them to Jesus. 
In fact, the oft-heard assertion that many of the sayings were generated by 
questions and issues that the early church faced is called into doubt by the 
observation that many of these questions and issues (as seen in the New Tes
tament letters) are nowhere addressed by the sayings ofJesus. There was dis
agreement over the question of circumcision, eating meat sacrificed to idols, 
spiritual gifts, Jew-Gentile relations, and qualifications for church office, but 
not a saying of Jesus speaks to any of these questions. This shows that the 
Gospel writers were not in the habit of making things up. There is every rea
son, then, to conclude (again, without invoking theological dogmas) that 
the Gospels have fairly and accurately reported the essential elements of 
Jesus' teaching, life, death and resurrection. 
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CHRISTIAN FAITH AND THE JEWISH STORY 

The earliest followers of Jesus were Jews. The church was predominantly 
Jewish until after the first major war with Rome (A.D. 66-70), and not until 
after the catastrophic Bar Kokhba war (A.D. 1 32-1 35) did the Jewish church 
ofJerusalem come to an end and a Gentile bishop succeed the Jewish bishop 
there. It would be many centuries before the Ebionites Oewish Christians) 
would finally cease as a distinct and viable denomination within Christian
ity. Accordingly, for Jewish and Christian scholars today, the origins of Juda
ism and Christianity constitute a complex and interesting story whose inter
woven threads should not be unraveled. 

The story of Christian origins is a Jewish story. Indeed, many Messianic 
Jews today believe that Christianity remains a Jewish story. The original Gos
pel proclamation-"Jesus is risen! "-was part of this Jewish story. Christian
ity was a Jewish movement rooted in the conviction that God had at last ful
filled his promises to Abraham and David, that he had at last fulfilled 
countless prophecies, and that he had at last inaugurated the kingdom of 
God. This new and energetic Jewish movement reached out to capture the 
Gentiles, to bring them into submission to the teachings ofJesus the Jew, the 
Messiah of Israel . Israel was now indeed the "light unto the nations" (Is 49:6) 
and was engaged in a task that would redound to its glory (lk 2:32) .  

Ironically, the mighty Roman Empire , which smashed the state of Israel 
in a series of punishing wars (from A.D. 66-1 35), was itself overrun by a mes
sianic faith rooted in Israel's sacred Scriptures and its ancient belief in the 
God of Abraham. Those Gentiles who have been invited to play a part in this 
exciting story should never forget its Jewish authors and players. 

The true story of the historical Jesus is exciting and inspiring. The true 
story may well be an old story, but it is far more compelling than the newer, 
radical, minimalist, revisionist, obscurantist and faddish versions of the 
Jesus story that have been put forward in recent years. Ongoing archaeology 
and ongoing discovery and study of ancient documents will continue to 
shed light on this old story These discoveries may require an adjustment 
here and there. But thus far these discoveries have tended to confirm the re
liability of the Gospels and disprove novel theories. I suspect that ongoing 
honest, competent research will do more of the same. 



Appendix 1 

AGRAPHA 

Free-Floating Sayings of jesus 

T he so-called agrapha (or extra canonical sayings) were popularized many 
years ago in a small book by joachim jeremias. l Of the hundreds of candi
dates, jeremias isolated eighteen sayings "whose authenticity admits of seri
ous consideration." But Otfried Hofius's recent critical survey is much less 
optimistic, rightly judging many of these agrapha as representing nothing 
more than embellishments or variations of sayings extant in the Synoptic 
tradition or elsewhere in the New Testament writings.2 

In the opinion of Hofius only nine agrapha-half the number proposed 
by jeremias-have any hope of being authentic. They are as follows: 

How is it then with you? For you are here in the temple. Are you then 
clean' . . .  Woe to you blind who see not! You have washed yourself 
in water that is poured forth, in which dogs and swine lie night and 
day, and washed and scoured your outer skin, which harlots and flute 
girls also anoint, bathe, scour, and beautify to arouse desire in men, 
but inwardly they are filled with scorpions and with [all manner of 
evjil. But I and [my disciplesl , of whom you say that we have not 
[bathed, have bathled ourselves in the liv[ing and cleanl water, which 
comes down from [the father in heavenl .  (POxy 840.2) 

As you were found, so will you be taken away (Syriac Liber Graduum 

3 .3 ;  1 5 .4 ;  24.2 ;  see justin, Dialogue with Trypho thejew 47.5 :  "In what
ever things I take you, in these I shall judge you"; see Apocalypse of 

Ezekiel 4 [?]) 
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The kingdom is like a wise fisherman who cast his net into the sea; he 
drew it up from the sea full of small fish; among them he found a large 
(and) good fish; that wise fisherman threw all the small fish down into 
the sea; he chose the large fish without regret .  (Gospel of Thomas 8) 

Ask for the great things and God will add to you the little things. 
(Clement of Alexandria Stromateis 1 .24. 1 58 ;  Origen Commentary on 

Psalms 4.4; De Oratione 2 .2 ;  14. 1 ;  Eusebius Commentary on the Psalms 

1 6.2) 

Be approved money-changers. (Origen Commentary on job 19 .7 ;  je
rome Epistulae 99. 1 1 .2 ;  Clementine Homilies 2 . 5 1 ;  3 .50;  18 .20) 

On the same day he saw a man performing a work on the sabbath. 
Then he said to him: "Man! If you know what you are doing, you are 
blessed. But if you do not know, you are cursed and a transgressor of 
the law." (Codex D, in place of Luke 6 :5) 

Whoever is near me is near the fire; whoever is far from me is far from 
the kingdom. (Origen Homilies on jeremiah 20.3;  see Gospel of Thomas 

82;  Didymus the Blind Commentary on Psalms 88.8) 

And never be joyful, save when you look upon your brother in love. 
(Gospel of Hebrews 5; see jerome Commentary on l::phesians 3 [on Eph 
5 :4])  

[He thatl stands far off [todayl will tomorrow be [near youl . (POxy. 
1224.2) 

The first five agrapha resemble the character and quality of the SynoptiC 
tradition; they are probably no more than variations and conflations of it. 
For example, the first agraphon is probably modeled on the woe found in 
Matthew 23:27-28 (see Mt 7 :6) and the sayings about living water in the 
Fourth Gospel (see jn 4 : 1 0- 1 2 ;  7:37).  The second agraphon may represent 
a summary of apocalyptic warnings, such as those found in Matthew 24:27, 
40-4 1 ;  Luke 1 7 :24, 26-30, 34-35 .  The third agraphon, which speaks of the 
"wise fisherman," has probably been modeled after the parables of the pearl 
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and the dragnet ,  which are juxtaposed in Matthew 13 :45-46, 47-48. The 
fourth agraphon probably represents a variation of Matthew 6:33 and its 
parallels. The fifth agraphon could be based on an interpretation of Pauls 
admonition in 1 Thessalonians 5 :2 1 -22.  Evidently Dionysius of Alexandria, 
one of Origen's pupils, knew of the saying; but he derived it from an "apos
tolic voice" and not from Jesus (see Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 7 .7 .3) .  
Hofius regards the authenticity of this agraphon "quite improbable ."  

However, Hofius believes that "there are no well-founded objections 
against" the last four agrapha.  None of these agrapha appears to be deriva
tive from canonical or apocryphal sources. All have a Palestinian or Jewish 
flavor. Nevertheless, Hofius has strong reservations about the sixth agra
phon. I have reservations about the seventh agraphon. It coheres with Syn
optic sayings (Mk 9 :49; Lk 1 2 :49) and is reminiscent of a rabbinic saying: 
"Aqiba, he that separates himself from you separates himself from life" 
(Babylonian Talmud Qiddushin 66b; Babylonian Talmud Zevahim 1 3a). 
However, interesting parallels can also be found in Greek literature : "He who 
is near Zeus is near the lightning" (Aesop); "Far from Zeus and far from the 
lightning" (Diogenianus). Thus, the agraphon may be no more than an ad
aptation of a well-known proverb. The eighth agraphon appears to be inde
pendent of the love command (Mk 12 :31 ) ,  while there is no parallel to the 
ninth agraphon. Both the eighth and ninth agrapha are consistent with Jesus' 
teaching. Perhaps they are genuine . If they are, they really do not add any
thing new to what is known of Jesus' teaching. 

From his review of the agrapha Hofius finds little evidence supporting 
the assumption held by some scholars that there was a substantial amount 
of material on a level of quality approximating that of the Synoptic tradition 
that survived independent of the canonical Gospels. Hofius quotes Jeremias 
with approval: "Our four canonical Gospels embrace with great complete
ness almost all the early Church knew of the sayings and deeds of Jesus in 
the second half of the first century.") Hofius further concludes that the evi
dence of the agrapha militates against the view that the early church freely 
invented dominical sayings. 

It is apparent that the agrapha cannot be used to portray the historical 
Jesus as appreciably other than he is depicted in the New Testament Gos-
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pels. Our primary sources for Jesus research, in the attempt to reconstruct 
the life and times of Jesus of Nazareth, are the Gospels that were eventually 
canonized by the church. 
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WHAT SHOULD WE THINK 

ABOUT THE GOSPEL OF JUDAS? 

Thursday April 6, 2006, the National Geographic Society held a press 
conference at its Washington, D.C. ,  headquarters and announced to some 
1 20 news media the recovery, restoration and translation of the Gospel of Ju
das. The story appeared as headline news in dozens of major newspapers 
around the world and �as the topic of discussion in a variety of news pro
grams on television that evening and subsequent evenings. A two-hour doc
umentary aired on the National Geographic Channel on Sunday, April 9 ,  
and has aired several times since. 

What is the Gospel ofJudas? Why all the fuss, and what should Christians 
and others think about it? 

THE D ISCOVERY OF THE GOSPEL OF JUDAS 

At the best investigators can determine, a leather-bound codex (or ancient 
book) , whose pages consist of papyrus, was discovered in the late 1970s, 
perhaps in 1978, in Egypt, perhaps in a cave. For the next five years the co
dex, written in the Coptic language, 1 was passed around the Egyptian antiq
uities market. In 1983 Stephen Emmel , a Coptic scholar, acting on behalf of 
James Robinson, formerly of Claremont Graduate University and well 
known for his work on the similar Nag Hammadi codices, examined the re
cently discovered codex in Geneva. Emmel was able to identify four tracta
tes, including one that frequently mentioned Judas in conversation with 
Jesus. He concluded that the codex was genuine (that is, not a forgery) and 
that it probably dated to the fourth century. Subsequent scientific tests con
firmed Emmel's educated guess. 

After the seller was unable to obtain his asking price, the codex jour-
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neyed to the United States, where it ended up in a safe deposit box in Long 
Island, New York, and it suffered serious deterioration. Another dealer 
placed it in a deep freezer, mistakenly thinking that the extreme cold would 
protect the codex from damaging humidity. Unfortunately, the codex suf
fered badly, with the papyrus turning dark brown and becoming brittle. 

Happily, the codex was eventually acquired by the Maecenas Foundation 
in Switzerland and, with the assistance of the National Geographic Society, 
was recovered and partially restored. I say "partially restored" because an 
unknown number of pages are missing (perhaps more than forty) and only 
about 85 percent of the much talked about Gospel of Judas has been recon
structed. 

The National Geographic Society wisely commissioned a series of tests to 
be undertaken, including carbon-14 dating, analysis of the ink and various 
forms of imaging, to ascertain the age and authenticity of the codex. Carbon 
14 dates the codex to A.D. 220-340. At the present time most of the mem
bers of the team incline to a date between 300 and 320 (but Emmel thinks 
a bit later) . 

In 2005 the Society assembled a team of biblical scholars, in addition to 
Coptologists Rodolphe Kasser, Gregor Wurst and others, to assist with the 
interpretation of the Gospel of Judas. These added members included Bart 
Ehrman, Stephen Emmel, Marvin Meyer (who also pssisted in the recon
struction of the codex), Elaine Pagels, Donald Senior ;md me 2 With the ex
ception of Rodolphe Kasser, who is ill, all of the Coptologists and consult
ants were present at the aforementioned press release and made statements. 

PUBLICA nON OF THE GOSPEL OF JUDAS 

An English translation of the Gospel of Judas has been published by the Na
tional Geographic Society in an attractive volume by Rodolphe Kasser, Mar
vin Meyer and Gregor Wurst? This volume includes helpful introductory 
essays by the editors and translators, including one by Bart Ehrman, ex
plaining the condition of the codex and the relationship of the Gospel of Ju

das to early Christian literature , including other Gnostic texts. 
The Gospel of Judas is found on pages 33-58 of Codex Tchacos, but there 

are three other tractates (or writings): pages 1-9 preserve a version of the Let-
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ter Of Peter to Philip, which is approximately the same text as the second trac
tate of Nag Hammadis codex 8. Pages 1 0-32 preserve a book ofJames, which 
approximates the third tractate of Nag Hammadi's codex 5, which there is 
titled the First Apocalypse of James. Pages 59-66 preserve an untitled work, 
in which the figure Allogenes ("Stranger") appears. This tractate, which is 
quite fragmentary, does not appear to be related to the third tractate of Nag 
Hammadi's codex 1 1 , which is titled Allogenes. And finally, a fragment not 
related to these four tractates has surfaced recently, on which may appear the 
page number " 1 08."  If so, then we may infer that at least forty-two pages of 
Codex Tchacos are missing. 

THE CONTENTS Of THE GOSPEL OF JUDAS 

The Gospel ofJudas begins with these words: "The secret account of the rev
elation that Jesus spoke in conversation with Judas Iscariot" (p . 33, lines 1 -
3 ) .  The tractate concludes with the words: "The Gospel o f  Judas" (p. 58, 
lines 28-29) .4 These lines are stunning enough, but what happens in be
tween is what has given rise to most of the controversy. 

In the Gospel ofJudas, Judas Iscariot is Singled out as Jesus' greatest disci
ple. He alone is able to receive Jesus' most profound teaching and revelation. 
Jesus laughs at the other disciple's' prayers and sacrifices. They do not fully 
grasp who Jesus really is and from whom and where he has come. But Judas 
is able to stand before Jesus (p. 35, lines 8-9). "I know who you are and from 
where you have come. You are from the immortal realm of Barbelo. And I 
am not worthy to utter the name of the one who has sent you" (p. 35 ,  lines 
1 5-2 1) .  After this confession Jesus teaches Judas in private. 

At the conclusion of this private teaching, in which Judas is invited to en
ter the cloud (and be transformed?), Jesus utters his most startling instruc
tion: "You will exceed them all. For you will sacrifice the man who clothes 
me" (p. 56,  lines 1 8-20). That is, while the other diSCiples are wasting time 
in inferior worship and activity (sacrificing animals in the Jewish fashion, 
presumably), Judas will carry out the sacrifice that truly counts, the sacrifice 
that will result in salvation: He will sacrifice the physical body ofjesus, thus 
allowing Jesus to complete his mission. In this way Judas does indeed be
come the greatest of the diSciples. 
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Accordingly, the narrative concludes with the handing over of Jesus to the 

ruling priests: 

The ruling priests murmured because he Uesusl had gone into the 
guest room to pray But some scribes were there watching carefully, in 
order to arrest him during the prayer, for they were afraid of the peo
ple, for Jesus was regarded by all as a prophet. They approached Judas 
and said to him, "What are you doing here? You are the disciple of 
Jesus." Judas answered them as they wished; and Judas received some 
money and handed him Oesus) over to them. (p . 58, lines 9-26)5 

There is no mention of a trial, execution or resurrection. The Gospel ofju

das has related what it wanted to relate: The obedience ofJudas and how that 
obedience assisted Jesus in fulfilling his salvific mission. Judas has been 
transformed from villain to hero, from traitor to saint. 

THE MEANING Of THE GOSPEL OF JUDAS 

Writing in A.D. 180 lrenaeus inveighs against a group he and others call the 
Cainites, evidently because this group makes heroes out of biblical villains, 
from Cain, who murdered his brother Abel, to Judas, who handed Jesus to 
his enemies. Irenaeus has this to say: 

Others again declare that Cain derived his being from the Power 
above, and acknowledge that Esau, Korah, the Sodomites, and all 
such persons, are related to themselves. On this account, they add, 
they have been assailed by the Creator, yet no one of them has suffered 
injury. For Sophia was in the habit of carrying off that which belonged 
to her from them to herself. They declare that Judas the traitor was 
thoroughly acquainted with these things, and that he alone, knowing 
the truth as no others did, accomplished the mystery of the betrayal; 
by him all things, both earthly and heavenly, were thus thrown into 
confusion. They produce a fictitious history of this kind, which they 
style the Gospel of Judas. (Against Heresies 1 . 3 1 . 1 ) 

In other words, the so-called Cainites identify with the villains of the Old 
Testament. They do this because they believe that the god of this world, in 
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stark contrast to the God of light above, is evil. Accordingly, anyone that the 
god of this world hates and tries to destroy-such as Cain, Esau or the peo
ple of Sodom-must be good people, people on the side of the God of light. 
The Gospel oj Judas shares this perspective. 

The Gospel ofJudas makes a meaningful contribution to our understand
ing of second-century Christianity, especially with regard to the question of 
diversity. We have here what may be an early exemplar of Sethian Gnosti
cism, a form of Gnosticism that may have roots in Jewish pessimism that 
emerged in the aftermath of the disastrous wars in A.D. 66-70 and 1 1 5-1 1 7 .6 

It is highly unlikely that the Gospel ofJudas preserves for us authentic, in
dependent material ,  material that supplements our knowledge of Judas and 
his relationship to Jesus. No doubt some popular writers will produce some 
fanciful stories about the "true story," but that is all that they will produce
fanciful stories. EvenJames Robinson, who is no traditional Christian by any 
stretch, dismisses the Gospel oj Judas as having no value for understanding 
the historical Judas.7 He is undoubtedly correct . 

Father Donald Senior, a Roman Catholic priest, stated that in his opinion 
the Gospel ofJudas will have no impact on Christian theology or on Christian 
understanding of the gospel story Again, I have no doubt that he is correct. 

The only thing that the Gospel ofJudas has made me wonder about is the 
interesting statement we find in the Gospel of John, where Jesus says to Ju
das, "What you are going to do, do quickly" On 1 3:27) .  The other disciples 
don't understand what Jesus has said. 

What is interesting about this is that we have at least two other instances 
where Jesus evidently made a private arrangement with a few disciples that 
the other disciples know nothing about. We see this in the securing of the 
animal for entry into Jerusalem (Mk 1 1) and in the finding of the upper 
room (Mk 14). Exegetes and historians may rightly wonder if the episode in 
John 1 3  is a third example of a private arrangementJesus had with a disciple 
that was not known to the others. It could be that, as the disciples specu
lated, Jesus was sending Judas to accomplish some task, perhaps relating to 
Jesus' security later that evening. If so, then Judas's appearance in the com
pany of armed men, who seize Jesus and deliver him to the ruling priests, 
was a betrayal indeed. 

W h a t  S h o u l d  We T h i n k  A b o u t  t h e  G o s p e l  of J u d a s ?  
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It  may be that what we have in the Gospel oj Judas is a greatly developed, 

tendential, unhistorical and imaginative expansion of this theme . Yes, Jesus 

had a private understanding with Judas, and yes, Judas handed Jesus over 

to his enemies. But no, that was not a betrayal; it was what Jesus wanted him 

to do. So contends the Gospel ofJudas. 

Of course , whatever arrangement Jesus may have had with Judas (and 

John does seem to be a witness that he may have had some sort of arrange

ment) , Jesus did not instruct Judas to hand him over to the ruling priests. 

Accordingly, the Gospel oj Judas may provide us with a clue that will lead us 

to ask new questions about why Judas betrayed Jesus and exactly how he 

did S0 8 

Writings outside the New Testament and even later than the New Testa-

ment sometimes offer important assistance in going about the task of New 

Testament interpretation. The Gospel ofJudas does not provide us with an ac

count of what the historical Judas really did or what the historical Jesus re

ally taught this disciple, but it may preserve an element of tradition-how

ever greatly distorted and misrepresented-that could serve exegetes and 

historians as we struggle to understand better this enigmatiC disciple.9 



GLOSSARY 

agnostic. a person who is not sure whether God exists 

agrapha. independent sayings of Jesus "not written" in the New Testament 

Antiochus IV. (215-163 B.C.) ruler of the Hellenistic Seleucid Empire 

apocrypha. texts from the New Testament era that are not accepted as Scripture 

canon. the texts accepted by the church as authoritative Scripture; the Bible 

canonical Gospels. the four Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke, John) of the New Tes

tament 

Christology. the theological study of and doctrines related to who Jesus is and what 

he accomplished through his life , death and resurrection 

codex. an ancient book produced on leather (vellum or parchment) or papyrus 

pages 

Cynicism. an ancient philosophy founded by Diogenes (c. 412-321 B.C.) that re

jected the social values of its time 

Dead Sea Scrolls. an important collection of ancient Jewish texts found in caves 

near the Dead Sea between 1947 and 1956 

docetism. an ancient view, deemed as a heresy in the early church , that Jesus only 

seemed to have a body 

Ebionites. an ancient form of Jewish Christianity that tended to enhance the status 

of the law and minimize the divine nature of Jesus 

eschatology. the study of final or last things; God's final accomplishment of his pur

poses 

Essenes. a sect within ancient Judaism that zealously contended for Jewish faith and 
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life , and seems to have viewed themselves as the true Israel; they are probably con

nected to the Dead Sea Scrolls 

Evangelist. an author of a canonical Gospel 

extracanonical Gospels. texts outside of the New Testament that relate stories 

about or sayings of Jesus 

gloss. words added to a text by someone other than the author 

Gnosticism. a religiOUS orientation that focused more on the supposed secret 

knowledge (gnosis) Jesus revealed to an elite for their salvation , and less on faith in 

Jesus as redeemer 

Gospel of Thomas. an esoteric writing purporting to record the secret (or "hidden") 

teachings of Jesus to Thomas and to his other disciples 

inerrancy. the belief that the original writings (autographs) of the Bible contained no 

errors or internal inconsistencies 

Jesus Seminar. a research team of New Testament scholars who, through historical 

and textual evidence , attempt to reconstruct what Jesus did or did not actually say 

and do 

Johannine tradition. the texts of the New Testament that are related to the apostle 

John-the Gospel ofJohn, 1-3 John , and Revelation 

logia. a collection of sayings attributed to Jesus 

messianism. a term referring to the hope of a coming "anointed" descendant of 

David to restore Israel 

Nag Hammadi. a town in Egypt where thirteen leather-bound books, including 

some of the Gnostic Gospels , dating to about A.D.  350-380 , were found sometime 

near the end of 1945 

Oxyrhynchus. an archaeological site in Egypt , first discovered at the end of the nine

teenth century, where thousands of papyri and fragments , mostly Greek, have been 

found , including Old and New Testament documents and apocryphal texts 

Pastoral Letters. the New Testament letters 1-2 Timothy and Titus 

Q. a hypothetical sayings source containing material common to Matthew and Luke 

but not found in Mark 

Synoptic Gospels. the canonical Gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke 

triple tradition. material common to Matthew, Mark and Luke 


