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INTRODUCTION



The Gospel according to Thomas is an ancient collection of sayings of Jesus said to have been recorded by Judas Thomas the Twin. Unlike other early Christian gospels, which typically consist of narrative accounts interpreting the life of Jesus of Nazareth and culminating in descriptions of his death, the Gospel of Thomas focuses specifically upon sayings of Jesus. The document claims that these sayings themselves, when properly understood, communicate salvation and life: “Whoever discovers the interpretation of these sayings will not taste death” (saying 1).

The Coptic text of the Gospel of Thomas came to light with the discovery of the Nag Hammadi library, within which the Gospel of Thomas is to be found as the second tractate, or document, of Codex II. According to Muhammad Ali of the al-Samman clan, who has told his story to James M. Robinson, this remarkable manuscript discovery took place around December 1945.

At that time (so the story goes), several Egyptian fellahin, including Muhammad Ali, were riding their camels near the Jabal al-Tarif, a huge cliff that flanks the Nile River in Upper Egypt not far from the modern city of Nag Hammadi. They were looking for sabakh, a natural fertilizer that accumulates in the area, and so they hobbled their camels at the foot of the Jabal al-Tarif and began to dig around a large boulder that had fallen onto the talus, or slope of debris against the cliff face. Much to their surprise, they uncovered a large storage jar with a bowl sealed on top of it as a lid. Muhammad Ali hesitated before opening the sealed jar. Apparently he feared that the jar could contain a jinn, or spirit, that might be released to haunt him and do mischief. Yet he also reflected upon the legends concerning treasures hidden in the area, and his love of gold overcame his fear of jinns. He smashed the jar with his mattock, and as he has explained it, a golden substance flew out of the jar and disappeared into the air.

As we “demythologize” his story, we conclude that what he saw was probably neither a jinn nor gold, but rather papyrus fragments that were golden in color and that glistened in the sunlight. For he had discovered the thirteen papyrus books (“codices”) of the Nag Hammadi library, and the Gospel of Thomas within the library.

Prior to this manuscript discovery, scholars knew of scattered statements in the church fathers referring to a document called the Gospel of Thomas. We suspect that some of these testimonies may well refer to the Infancy Gospel of Thomas, an early Christian document that presents a series of legendary tales about the miraculous feats of the child Jesus. Other testimonies suggest that a Gospel of Thomas was used or even written by the Manichaeans, who were mystical, gnostic followers of the teacher Mani. In his Catechesis 6.31, Cyril of Jerusalem claims that the Thomas who wrote the Gospel of Thomas was not one of the followers of Jesus but instead a wicked follower of Mani. The fairly extensive parallels between the Gospel of Thomas from the Nag Hammadi library and Manichaean literature may substantiate that there was a connection between the Nag Hammadi Gospel and a gospel in use among the Manichaeans.

Other testimonies in the church fathers refer more obviously to elements in the Gospel of Thomas from the Nag Hammadi library. The most secure of these references occurs in the third-century author Hippolytus of Rome. In his Refutation of All Heresies 5.7.20–21, he cites a statement from a Gospel of Thomas that was in use among the Naassene gnostics and that bears considerable similarity to part of Gospel of Thomas saying 4. The passage in Hippolytus reads as follows:



<And> not only the mysteries of the Assyrians and the Phrygians <but also those of the Egyptians>, they say, bear witness to their doctrine about the blessed nature, both hidden and revealed, of what has been and is and is yet to be, which, he says, is <the> kingdom of heaven within humankind that is sought, concerning which they explicitly teach in the Gospel entitled According to Thomas, saying thus, “One who seeks will find me in children from seven years, for there, hidden in the fourteenth age, I am revealed.” And this comes not from Christ but from Hippocrates, saying, “A child of seven years is half a father.” Hence, having placed the generative nature of all in the generative seed, and having heard the Hippocratic (saying) that a child of seven years is half a father, they say that one is revealed at four<teen> years according to Thomas. This is the unutterable and mystical doctrine they have.


Later, in Refutation 5.8.32, Hippolytus quotes another Naassene statement that is not explicitly said to derive from the Gospel of Thomas but resembles a portion of Thomas saying 11: “So they say, ‘If you ate dead things and made them living, what will you do if you eat living things?’”

In addition to these testimonies in the church fathers, three Greek papyri found in a rubbish heap at Oxyrhynchus (modern Bahnasa, Egypt) and published in 1897 and 1904 may also be linked to the Gospel of Thomas. These three papyri, Papyrus Oxyrhynchus 1, 654, and 655, all contain sayings of Jesus. Papyrus Oxyrhynchus 654.1–3 provides an incipit, or opening of the text, that is nearly identical to the prologue of the Nag Hammadi Gospel of Thomas: “These are the [hidden] sayings [that] the living Jesus spoke [and Judas, who is] also (called) Thomas, [recorded].” Other sayings contained in these three papyri parallel Gospel of Thomas sayings 1–7, 24, 26–33, 36–39, and 77. When he published The Sayings of Jesus from Oxyrhynchus in 1920, Hugh G. Evelyn-White conjectured that these sayings in the Oxyrhynchus papyri may come from the Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel of the Egyptians, or the Gospel of the Hebrews. Now that we know of the Gospel of Thomas from the Nag Hammadi library, we can appreciate how insightful Evelyn-White’s observations were: The Oxyrhynchus papyri represent Greek editions of the Gospel of Thomas.

As a collection of sayings of Jesus, the Gospel of Thomas is closer in genre to other ancient collections of sayings than to the New Testament gospels. In the ancient world, Jewish, Greco-Roman, and Christian collections of sayings circulated widely. Sayings are particularly prominent in Jewish wisdom literature. Jewish sages compiled documents like Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, the Wisdom of Solomon, and Sirach, as well as the tractate Pirke Aboth (“Sayings of the Fathers”), which was included within the Mishnah. These documents belong to an exceedingly old tradition of wisdom literature in Egypt and the ancient Middle East, a tradition that extends back to the second and third millennia B.C.E. with such collections as those of Amenemhat, Amenemope, Ptahhotep, Shuruppak, and Ahikar. The Jewish wisdom texts commonly personify Wisdom as a female character (the Hebrew and Greek words for wisdom, hokhmah and sophia, are both feminine) who comes from God and speaks forth in proverbs, riddles, and other sagacious sayings (see Proverbs 8:1–36).

Greco-Roman rhetoricians, especially those with a Cynic proclivity to use clever and incisive sayings, employed memorable statements called chreiai (“useful sayings”) in their pedagogical exercises. Chreiai also were wise sayings, and the determining characteristic of chreiai, according to Greco-Roman rhetoricians, was that they were attributed appropriately to specific speakers. Often these sayings reflect a Cynic wit and a Cynic “bite.” For instance: “Marcus Porcius Cato, when asked why he was studying Greek literature after his eightieth year, said, ‘Not that I may die learned but that I may not die unlearned.’” And: “The Pythagorean philosopher Theano, when asked by someone how long it takes after having sex with a man for a woman to be pure to go to the Thesmophoria, said, ‘If it is with her own husband, at once, but if with someone else’s, never.’” Chreiai continued to be used by scholars of grammar and rhetoric into the Middle Ages, but among these medieval Christian rhetoricians the chreiai seem to have lost their Cynic spark. They became more domesticated exercises meant to serve the serious purposes of Christian theology and ethics.

The most well-known Christian collection of sayings is what Burton Mack calls “the lost gospel” Q (from the German Quelle, “source”), which was used, along with Mark, by Matthew and Luke in the compilation of their gospels. As it has been reconstructed out of sayings in Matthew and Luke, Q was very likely a “gospel” of wisdom very much like the Gospel of Thomas in its literary genre, its orientation toward wisdom, and even some of its actual contents. Like Thomas—and like chreiai—Q ordinarily attributed the wise sayings to a particular speaker, namely Jesus in these early Christian works. Once, however, Wisdom herself speaks forth in Q to announce that she will send forth prophets and apostles (see Luke 11:49; in Matthew 23:34 the words of Wisdom are put on the lips of Jesus). Elsewhere in Q Jesus and John are said to be the children of Wisdom (Luke 7:35; in Matthew 11:19 the reference is to the works of Wisdom). Luke 13:34–35 and Matthew 23:37–39 employ the vivid image of a hen and her chicks to attribute to Jesus a saying reminiscent of Wisdom, and Luke 10:21–22 and Matthew 11:25–27 likewise use motifs typical of Wisdom to have Jesus discuss how the father and the son are to be known. These sayings in Q illustrate how closely Jesus and Wisdom may be associated in a Christian sayings collection.

In preserving wise sayings attributed to Jesus, the Gospel of Thomas thus belongs to a rich heritage of sayings collections. The text of the Nag Hammadi Gospel of Thomas is preserved in Coptic, the late form of the Egyptian language in use from the Roman period on. Presumably the Gospel was originally composed in Greek, though a minority of scholars propose Syriac or Aramaic as the language of composition. The differences among the three Greek fragments from Oxyrhynchus and the Coptic text indicate that there were several editions of the Gospel of Thomas in circulation, and that modifications could be worked into these editions with some ease.

The 114 sayings in Thomas, as they are conventionally numbered, are presented in what appears to be more or less random order. At times, however, the sequence of sayings may be due to catchword connections (for example, sayings 25–26 both use the Coptic words for “brother” and “eye”); thematic interests (for example, sayings 12–13 stress the authority of James the Righteous and the preeminent authority of Thomas); formal similarities (for example, sayings 8–9, 63–65, and 96–98 are parables); or a possible reliance upon an oral or written source (for example, sayings 32–33, 43–45, 65–66, and 92–94 employ an arrangement of sayings similar to that in the New Testament synoptic gospels).

Since the earliest of the Greek Oxyrhynchus fragments has traditionally been assigned a date of around 200 C.E., the Gospel of Thomas must have been composed during the second century or even the latter part of the first century C.E. Considering the prominent place of Thomas in Syrian Christianity, we may suppose that the Gospel of Thomas was composed in Syria, possibly at Edessa (modern Urfa), where the memory of Thomas was revered and where, it is said, even his bones were venerated.

Today the papyrus pages of the Gospel of Thomas are housed at several museums and libraries around the world. The Coptic Gospel of Thomas is conserved at the Coptic Museum in Old Cairo, Egypt, and Papyrus Oxyrhynchus 1, 654, and 655 are to be found, respectively, in the Bodleian Library at Oxford University, the British Library in London, and Houghton Library at Harvard University.

 

As a gospel of wisdom, the Gospel of Thomas proclaims a distinctive message. In contrast to the way in which he is portrayed in other gospels, particularly New Testament gospels, Jesus in the Gospel of Thomas performs no physical miracles, reveals no fulfillment of prophecy, announces no apocalyptic kingdom about to disrupt the world order, and dies for no one’s sins. Instead, Thomas’s Jesus dispenses insight from the bubbling spring of wisdom (saying 13), discounts the value of prophecy and its fulfillment (saying 52), critiques end-of-the-world, apocalyptic announcements (sayings 51, 113), and offers a way of salvation through an encounter with the sayings of “the living Jesus.”

The readers of the Gospel of Thomas are invited to join the quest for meaning in life by interpreting the oftentimes cryptic and enigmatic “hidden sayings” of Jesus. They are encouraged to read or hear the sayings, interact with them, and discover for themselves the interpretation and meaning. Saying 2 describes the vicissitudes of such a quest for insight: “Jesus said, ‘Let one who seeks not stop seeking until one finds. When one finds, one will be troubled. When one is troubled, one will marvel and will reign over all’” (Papyrus Oxyrhynchus 654.8–9 adds, “and [having reigned], one will [rest]”). That is to say, the quest for meaning is to be undertaken with commitment; and while the way taken may be upsetting, people will attain insight and rest if only they persevere. For it is in the quest and through the quest that people find themselves and God. Then, according to the Gospel of Thomas, they discover that God’s kingdom is not only outside them but also inside them, that they are “children of the living father” (saying 3), and that they are essentially one with the savior. Saying 108 makes this point by using mystical language: “Jesus said, ‘Whoever drinks from my mouth will become like me; I myself shall become that person, and the hidden things will be revealed to that person.’”

The hidden
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