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Foreword

I am sure many
Christians have asked: What was it really like when Jesus was here
on earth? What was it like for his disciples to walk with Jesus and
witness what he said and did in his three and a half years of
ministry here on earth? What did someone like the disciple Thomas
really see? The Thomas Letters is a refreshing and innovative
literary insight into the life of Jesus as viewed by Thomas, often
described as ‘doubting’ Thomas. The exchange of letters between
Thomas and Marcus provides the reader with a powerful and real
understanding of what happened in Thomas’s life, through from the
time he first met Jesus to becoming one of his disciples. His
experience must have been so similar to what many of us experience
today in our day by day walk through spiritual, emotional, and
practical issues in our relationship with and commitment to
Jesus.

The Thomas
Letters also provides a most interesting insight into the times
that Jesus actually lived from a social, political and economic
viewpoint. The references to Jesus in what he said and did find
confirmation in the Word of God, but the representations in this
book of the man Thomas add so much reality to what must have
happened in those times and provide many challenging answers to the
questions as to who Jesus was, and the understanding of what Jesus
did. The letters also provide an understanding of the experience
that one would have gone through when witnessing the miracles Jesus
did, listening to him talking with great wisdom and insight, and
thereafter to go through the traumatic experience of seeing Jesus
unjustly tried and crucified. Then to witness the excitement and
indescribable joy when the promised resurrection was witnessed and
Thomas himself was able to verify that death was conquered forever!
The challenge! When you look through the eyes of Thomas, what did
he really see? Read on......

 


Pastor Terry
Scott

General
Manager, Rhema Bible Church, South Africa.

Bible School
teacher.
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The old man
crouched down in the dirt his attention fixed on what appeared to
be a piece of rusty metal protruding from the surface of the
archaeological digging.

Carefully he
brushed away some of the surface dust and cleaned around the edges
of the metal protrusion. Intense concentration furrowed his brow,
as he painstakingly removed dust, clumps of mud and bits of broken
first century building stone from around the emerging artefact. The
form of the object gradually took shape under his hands, like
something growing out of the ground. By the time he had cleared
away most of the clinging encasing withholding the object’s secrets
from the world, his excitement had communicated itself to the rest
of the digging team, and the object became more shrouded by the
shadows of the expectant watchers than by its earthy bed.

Impatiently he
motioned them to stand aside as he continued to scrape cautiously
at the remaining scraps of dirt holding the object in its nineteen
centuries of dormancy.

At last, in
total silence, he lifted out, inch by inch, a small metal
chest.

With what, to
an inexperienced eye, seemed excessive care, he picked away at the
small bolt holding the chest closed. Like a response to a signal,
fourteen heads bent down to inspect the contents. Inside the chest
lay a silver arm band, a seal with a Roman crest on it, and a
collection of parchments that the skilful eyes of the old man told
him were letters.......

 


~~~~~~~

 



Capernaum,
Galilee

Friday 15th
April


To Marcus
Ambivius

From Thomas,
your Judean friend,

 


Greetings! And
best greetings to your family.

As you can see,
we have moved to Capernaum. My father felt that, with the Judean
farm doing so well, we could do even better by leaving the farm in
the care of tenants and expanding into the fishing trade. So here
we are, living in this Galilean backwater, buying fish and
reselling it in Sepphoris and Scythopolis. We are doing well.

I occasionally
go fishing on the Sea of Tiberius with one of our main suppliers -
a family who has a substantial fishing business, run primarily by
two brothers, John and James, who are making quite a reasonable
living between them. We get on well with them, and they have been
very helpful to us as they have been here a long while and they
know the area and its local traders intimately.

The Roman
influence in this part of the world is considerably more in
evidence than in Judea. But Marcus, what an insult to the word city
Capernaum is! You wouldn’t believe that your old friend could end
up living in such a place. There are no public facilities, or
anything, only one synagogue. And the people are mostly peasants
and totally uneducated. In contrast, the social life, housing and
facilities available in Sepphoris and Scythopolis are so vastly
superior to the average Judean or Galilean town that I find myself
hankering to move there instead of Capernaum.

Most people
around here, especially in the central towns, don’t seem to be as
religious as the Jerusalemites — quite a refreshing change.

The country is
still not devoid of Jewish zealots. Just last week I heard of a
seriously religious case called John. He lives out in the desert,
wears camel skins and eats (wait for it!) only locusts and honey.
He is a little different from the others though. He does not seem
to have a political agenda. Unless of course his present activities
are a smokescreen (you would be able to see through that
immediately, I am sure). At present though, he contents himself
with thundering at the Pharisees to repent, and at all the others
to be ready for the Messiah. Of course you know all about that,
Marcus. Our tradition holds that one day this holy prophet in the
style of Moses will come and rescue our people from oppression (do
you see yourself as an oppressor, Marcus?) Anyway, this fellow John
has quite a following. He also dunks the seriously penitent cases
in the Jordan, calling it a “baptism for repentance”.

Our carriage
was passing the place yesterday on the way to Jericho, and there
must have been at least a hundred people all standing at the
water’s edge, listening to this crazy fellow preach. Would you
believe it? I even saw Lucius Norbanus, standing on the edge of the
crowd, looking as if he was really taken in by all this mumbo
jumbo. Someday I think I will go and investigate for myself. It
should be quite entertaining.

This letter is
accompanied by the papers and books you requested, and some
presents from the family. They all send their regards and wish you
well. I hope your grandfather is fully recovered. I miss your
company a great deal. It is not easy to adjust to your absence my
dear friend. You have been my closest companion since before Justus
came to tutor us, and I feel acutely the gap left in my life since
your departure. Remember those days with Justus! And how we used to
tease him with our schemes?


Sunday 24th
April

Well this
letter and the package missed the courier last week, as we had to
go to Jerusalem and only returned yesterday. It will have to go
with Antonius on Tuesday. But what a stir in Judea, Marcus!
Apparently this John fellow has claimed to have seen and baptized
the Messiah. You know our religious traditions, and to what extent
signs and such like, can convince people of the intervention of
Almighty G-d (blessed be his Name) in things. Well this baptising
fellow tells the story that when this man (a carpenter of all
people, and from Nazareth of all places! - an even worse dump than
Capernaum!) , came to be baptized by him, a dove came down from
heaven and settled on him and he claims that God told him that
whoever this happened to, would be his Messiah. I suspect that my
original conclusion that this baptising fellow has no political
agenda may prove erroneous.

John is the
man’s cousin and there are stories going round about the man’s
birth, which his mother claims to have occurred before she had any
sexual relations with her husband. The woman is either foolishly
convinced that this son of hers is the son of God, or she is part
of a carefully laid family hoax, in which the family are planning
to reveal their carpenter as our “Messiah”, descendant of David and
rightful king of Israel. I will be going down to Judea again in two
weeks’ time and will investigate this lineage claim for myself. If
these claims to kingship continue with any degree of persistence,
it could well pose a threat to our nice peacefully governed
country. In which case you had better advise me on how best to
ensure that it is nipped in the bud.


~~~~~~~


Rome, Thursday
9th June


To Thomas, son
of Thomas

From Marcus
Ambivius, son of Marcus Ambivius the elder


My dear friend.
How delighted I was to receive your letter. And how surprised to
hear of your transfer to Capernaum. You may not recall the summer
that my father paid a visit to Scythopolis and Tiberius, and I
accompanied him.

My
recollections of Tiberius are of rather a pleasant seaside town,
with, yes, far more evidence of our Roman infrastructure than is
found in Jerusalem. Your people tend to regard Jerusalem as
untouchable, even to the extent of resisting progress. I wonder at
your father’s choice of Capernaum. We did not go there of course,
but I believe the town to be wholly unworthy of my old friend’s
place of abode. I suppose it was the appeal of a viable fishing
business that decided your father. Nonetheless you certainly do
seem to have landed up in a place conducive to religious intrigue,
with an interesting potential for political skirmishes. I almost
wish I were there with you. Still, my friend, take care that you
don’t carry your scepticism too far. The gods can be unpredictable
in their responses to us if we are disrespectful to them or their
representatives, and your Jewish God, I am sure, would be no
exception, should this man prove indeed to be his son, whether by
natural or unnatural means.

But to come to
our own situation; my grandfather’s funeral was held four days
after we arrived! It was a tremendous blow to my father to find
that he had not only not recovered but had died three days before
we arrived in Rome. Thus our arrival met with all sorts of
confusion from the servants and friends, who were in a quandary,
not knowing whether to proceed with the funeral arrangements or to
wait for us in anticipation of our arriving on time to see to it
all ourselves. It is unwise to hold a funeral above seven days
after the death, and although the wait was necessary to be sure of
no recovery (according to our social law, which would find itself
extremely at variance with yours!) it had become rather an anxious
time for all concerned. And I found myself put rather in the
position of funeral director, my father being so devastated at
having not been there at his departure, as to be of no use in
arrangements. Never having known my grandfather, it only affected
me insomuch as I could feel for my father. So the embalming, pyre
preparations, the procession, the banquet, and appointment of
litter bearers fell mostly to me. My father and I and four of my
grandfather’s freed slaves carried the litter.

I was amazed at
the display of support we received from some of the patrician
families. It seems that my grandfather was very well respected and
liked. The pyre was built on the fringe of the tombs of Rome and
all the mourners were invited to a banquet the following day at the
home of Aelius Septimus, my grandfather’s oldest and greatest
friend. We were very grateful for this although, in retrospect, my
cynical side suggests that it is in his interests now to cultivate
the friendship of the only heir to the vast estates and wealth of
the family!

Because of the
delay in our arrival, the only housing we were able to find at
short notice was a rather small apartment between the Palatine Hill
and the Caelian Hill. However we are aware that this is a temporary
arrangement (the Senate has to read and approve the will before we
can have access to the family home), and things will improve as we
find our feet. Aelius Septimus did offer his own home to us, but my
father refused. My sister has taken it all in her stride and is
busy with all kinds of decorating efforts. And the apartment block,
which was built for Cicero during the time of Julius Caesar, is
well built and comfortable.

We have already
paid a couple of visits to the Forum of Rome and made some new
acquaintances. My father has re-established some valuable contacts
in the Senate and made some new ones, so he is full of optimism
about our political prospects. Although, it seems to me that the
political arena has become rather competitive, and the jostling for
influence with, and avoidance of conflict with, the imperial
connections and power-figures is what seems to motivate most. There
seems to be so much time spent in finding out who is in favour and
who out, and avoiding connections, or even the appearance of
connections, with those out of favour that at first glance I found
myself wondering if any administrative work gets done. My first
impulse, therefore, has been to keep myself out of politics and
focus on trade opportunities in the city of which, I am certain,
there must be myriad.

I have paid all
the necessary visits to the temples of the gods and offered the
required sacrifices, which I am certain will turn the monotheistic
blood of my Jewish friend quite cold. But here in Rome, you cannot
afford to be exclusive. Our return to Rome has highlighted the
complexity of our own religion as opposed to yours and I could
almost wish that it were possible to worship one god instead of so
many. But here I must be careful not to tread carelessly on holy
ground.

Well my friend
this is of necessity a short letter as I have not much leisure to
write just yet. But I need to thank you most particularly for your
trouble in tracing my books and the documents. The documents
especially we have need of, and without the familiarity of the
books I should feel immensely isolated here.

Rome is a
magnificent city on first acquaintance, larger, grander, and more
opulent than I could have imagined, even though there has been
little opportunity for me to really acquaint myself with it yet.
But now that the funeral and moving arrangements are a thing of the
past, I shall start to do some exploration and give you all the
particulars in another letter.


Greetings to
your family and please keep up the correspondence.

 


~~~~~~~


Capernaum,
Galilee

Monday 4th
July


To Marcus
Ambivius, from Thomas your “Galilean” friend (not to be confused
with the followers of Judas, I hardly need to say – can you see me
as rabid anti-establishment?):

Greetings from
the region of good fish, dates, pomegranates and Jewish
zealots!


Thank you for
your very interesting letter. My sincere condolences on the death
of your grandfather. I was extremely sorry to hear of it and
especially the turmoil you must have been thrown into immediately
on your arrival. I hope that you are now all more settled and
comfortable, and your father less distraught.

So Rome is not
the idyllic existence you thought it would be, and it certainly
sounds as if the political wrangles and plays for power at Caesar’s
court have not altered at all since your father’s last visit ten
years ago. It is good to hear that you are staying out of the
political arena. That could complicate your life considerably if
you were to be commissioned to go and fight for a province, or
defend a client kingdom. The business of a merchant is a much more
rewarding and less hazardous sphere to put one’s efforts into.

Our family
business is doing well, you will be pleased to hear. We have
started making trips to Persia for odd items, which do very well in
Bethsaida, Sepphoris and Scythopolis. Father opened a little shop
in Scythopolis a few months ago. It is mostly run by Benjamin, but
father spends quite a bit of time there. It is doing very well. We
have started investigating the towns of Tyre and Sidon and these
areas have excellent market opportunities. It seems that trade in
Tyre particularly is potentially the best of any area we have
ventured into as yet. If we head into that area, I shall have to
personally oversee the marketing of our goods there, as there is
unfortunately also a rather powerful criminal element and things
can easily get stolen if you are not careful. Timothy is planning
on venturing into Sidon. Rather appropriate, don’t you think, the
twins trading in the twin cities!

I have not had
much time on account of all this expansion planning, to have much
social life; and not having had time to spend with my two fishing
friends has had rather an adverse effect. I hear that they have
begun to be taken up with listening to the reports of this Nazarene
Jesus whom some are beginning to call a “prophet”, and John and
James are now spending quite a bit of their time with him. And hear
this! That fanatic John I told you about from Judea has been
arrested! It seems that he overstepped the mark and criticised
Herod for marrying Herodias. By all the gods, Roman and otherwise!
What a thing to do. As you well know, Marcus, nobody gets away with
getting on the wrong side of Herodias. He is now safely in prison
and this Jesus he was so convinced was the son of God has run to —
guess where! Capernaum! We now have the son of G-d himself on our
doorstep. Hear this Marcus! That is preferable to living in the
same city as the Emperor (Hail Caesar) any day.

I am planning
to investigate this fellow’s activities just as soon as I can be
released from the business for a day. I think I will give him
Justus’ best treatment. You remember all those passages he made us
learn off by heart from the law and the prophets. Well, even though
I don’t set much store by it these days, I have an excellent memory
as you know, and I can still remember every single word. Moses,
Isaiah, Jeremiah, Zechariah, Micah, the lot! This prophet will need
a lot of answers to counter all those tests!

Anyway, I am
quite sure, after four hundred years of silence from any real
prophets, and endless political take-overs in our nation, if God is
going to send any sort of Messiah, it would be a Maccabean-type
political figure with real influence who will have some sort of
substance to him, not this ineffectual mouthpiece. (We won’t
mention the effect that a Maccabean-style Messiah might have on the
peace of mind of the governor or Rome!) Although, I must say it
teases the mind to imagine how the Pharisees would accept
encroachment on their hold on religious power, either way.

It seems that
the carts have arrived from Persia. I shall have to complete this
letter later.


Tuesday 12th
July

Well Marcus,
much has happened since last week. I had not the smallest
opportunity to do my “Justus” test on this Jesus fellow. While I
was handling the Persian deal, he got hold of John and James and
would you believe it! as docile as lambs off they go, leaving their
father to cope with the whole fishing business by himself, which
was just beginning to really make its mark. Left home and comforts,
and are now spending all their time with this pretender, day and
night. I mean, John and James of all people to fall for this. I can
tell you their father is mighty upset. He made a special trip to us
the day before yesterday to ask me if I wouldn’t try to reason with
them. He says that his wife has started listening to the man’s
teaching and is also being influenced.

And I heard
only yesterday that two of their partners in the fishing trade,
known as being solid stable pillars of society, have also just
abandoned a whole fishing trade to follow the man. He had
apparently shown them a place where they could find a lot of fish
after they had spent a whole night unsuccessfully, and they
subsequently had the biggest catch they’d ever had. They tell me
the nets nearly broke with the load and half the fishing fraternity
had to help them haul in. You would think they would stay with the
trade after a haul like that. But no! Off they go, leaving that
huge haul for poor old Zebedee to handle all by himself. What a
waste! Marcus, I say with tears in my eyes, this is serious. What
would happen to the country’s economy if everyone were to abandon
their trade and head for the nearest self-styled Messiah.

And worst of
all, Lucius Norbanus has started telling his staff not to bother
the man, because “he is a holy man of God.” Lucius Norbanus!
Marcus, can you credit it? I almost wish you were here to bring
your incisive logic to the man’s mind. In any case all of this has
made my mind up, and I will certainly pay the “holy man of God” a
visit and apply my law and prophets method to him. I feel certain
that after an exposure like that, he will have his following
somewhat reduced.

Well, on to
more relevant news, we have just concluded a magnificent trade
agreement with the Persians, in rugs that have to be seen to be
believed, and some really good ceramic wares. We feel quite
confident of bringing in some really good profits on them. The
palace at Sepphoris, we heard from a man who had done some
carpentry there, is sorely in need of some floor covering. Maybe we
can even give Rome or Alexandria a trial run someday - these wares
are really worth shipping. Actually Athens would probably be our
most profitable venture to start with. What do you say to that?

Father is also
negotiating some long term agreements with the Persians and we may
end up being able to trade in Syria as well. For the present, most
of the wares have been going to the shop at Scythopolis. We will
need to train some more slaves, as we are beginning to feel the
need of more manpower. Trade is good, and for the first time I am
beginning to think all the hard work worth the returns. I wonder
how you are faring in Rome, these days. Has your family had any
openings politically yet? Any possibility of your father being
elected to the Senate? Politically and trade wise, Rome must be a
supremely interesting place to be.


Thursday 14th
July

Well, Marcus, I
was there! And I heard first hand this “prophet” Jesus. Only I
couldn’t get anywhere near him. There must have been at least five
thousand people around him. You have never seen such a crowd. There
were even people from Syria and beyond. People were bringing lepers
and the seriously sick and diseased to him to heal them. It was
almost unbelievable.

One thing that
did shake my scepticism, was a man I personally saw with my own
eyes, covered in leprosy, pushing through this huge crowd to get to
this man Jesus. Of course I kept a very healthy distance from him,
so I might have been mistaken, but I could almost swear I saw the
same man a while later with not a trace of leprosy on his body.
That was when I decided I had to get closer to see for myself what
was really going on, and to Sheol with those I pushed out of the
way.

Marcus, I have
never seen anything like this in my life. Hundreds of sick and
diseased and injured around him, some pushing rather rudely and
some just waiting patiently till he came round to them. He would
just touch most, and some he would put an arm around. One man he
just pointed to and spoke something – I couldn’t hear what, and the
man jumped up and did a sort of a jig on the spot. I don’t know if
they were mesmerised by him or what.

Then, when
everyone was settled, he started speaking and this is what actually
unsettled me a little: one expected him to rant and rave, like that
Baptist fellow, or one of those other zealots, but he speaks in a
very controlled manner. No! Controlled is not the word. He speaks
calmly and yet with such conviction, such authority, you almost
think to yourself: “This man has been around the prophets” I can’t
explain it. I almost felt like I was in the presence of Elijah or
Moses or someone. I had to kick myself to make sure I wasn’t being
hypnotised or mesmerised.

He did not
speak to the crowd for long. He just said a few words then started
up the mountain. Not many followed him. I followed for a while,
wondering why he had to choose such an inaccessible place to go,
only reached after a hot and very uncomfortable climb. Surely if
the man wants a following he should position himself where people
can get to him easily. But he didn’t seem concerned about who was
following him, he just carried on. There must have been only about
twenty or so still climbing when I turned back. Heat, discomfort
and crowds of people are all my unfavourite elements.

My friend, I
wish you were here to give your view. I cannot figure this man out.
He just doesn’t fit any of the classical mad prophet or zealot
moulds. He doesn’t even encourage people to talk about him; in fact
he discourages them. None of it makes any sense at all. I find
myself wondering what Justus would have made of him. Our scribes
are probably the best for assessing these things, though I have a
sense that his easy, unconscientious manner would be rather
provocative to them. Anyway enough of that. I must now attend to
several business matters that have been neglected because of the
loss of a whole day. And more of a loss in that I did not even
succeed in doing even one scripture test on the man. Although
somehow I had the uncomfortable feeling anyway, that it would be
inappropriate.

Both my father
and Timothy have asked after you and send their greetings. Dulcia
asks that if you chance to see some attractive Roman silver
jewellery you would contrive to get some for her. She has a fancy
that Rome is the place for that sort of thing. I am not sure about
that. But if so, could you let us know. We have a slave whom we are
planning to send to Rome with my father next year for training in
Roman housekeeping. He is very good, and devoted to the family.
Perhaps if you manage to find something, you could let us know the
cost and we’ll send you the funds and you could send it back with
him.

The roads
around Capernaum and northern Galilee have been upgraded again and
it is almost a pleasure to travel these days. One of the local
merchants whose name I forget tells me he lost a total of three
carriage wheels last year before the roads around Capernaum were
attended to. He was going to diversify into the wheel trade, but
now that is no longer a profitable consideration.

It would be
good to hear from you, Marcus, if you get an opportunity to write.
Stay well and write soon.


~~~~~~~

 


Rome, Italy

Friday 2nd
September


To Thomas son
of Thomas

From Marcus
Ambivius, son of Marcus Ambivius the elder


Greetings from
Rome, the seat of the Empire as all are calling it now, having, in
deference to the emperor himself, virtually ceased the pretence of
a Republic. I can see that there are still some of the older men in
the Senate with whom it sits uneasily to use these appellations,
although there is no longer even a semblance of Republican rule
anywhere, and the departure from a Republican system and Augustan
ethics is disappointingly universal. Do you remember our
instruction in the Twelve Tables by Justus? And his insistence on
the Roman government being republican in nature? There is almost no
evidence of that in reality here, or anywhere else, for that
matter.

Although I try
as best I can to avoid political complications to my trading
pursuits, in almost every sphere there seems to be the requirement
to pay at least token homage to those persons in positions of
political influence, and my father, reluctant to discuss his
political experiences outside the family, inevitably confides his
concerns to me. I can see that he is more disturbed than he cares
to admit, at the current political climate.

The Senate at
present seems to be composed largely of sycophants who have
attached themselves to the preferences of the Emperor, or of
cowards too afraid to bring in any dissenting voices in opposition
to his extraordinary motions, most of which seem to be intent on
eliminating his own family. (I know that if not out of friendship
alone I can trust you with this communication, I am able to do so,
because your communications to me are of an equally sensitive
nature! Forgive me if I come across less than trusting, but the
atmosphere in Rome at
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