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Noncanonical Gospels

Jason R. Combs

As a young BYU undergraduate majoring in ancient Near Eastern studies, I was fasci-
nated with extrabiblical texts. My initial fascination was born out of the teachings of
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints that more scripture is yet to come (2 Nephi
29:12-13; Articles of Faith 1:9) and that truth can be found in a noncanonical text (Doctrine
and Covenants 91:1). When I discovered that these texts were called apocryphal, from the
Greek word for “hidden” or “secret,” my interest grew all the more. What Latter-day Saint
wouldn’t want to read a secret ancient text about Jesus? And if there is evidence within such
a text that would support the idiosyncrasies of contemporary Latter-day Saint beliefs and
practices, I thought, all the better! What I did not realize at the time was that the importance
of these texts lay outside their ostensible parallels to our current beliefs and practices. I also
did not realize that these “hidden” texts number in the hundreds and that most are readily
available in English translation.!

This chapter will show how the apocryphal gospels provide us with unique insight into
the world of early Christians. In particular, we will see that some Christians were not content
with the four Gospels that would eventually become part of our New Testament. As Chris-
tianity developed and faced new challenges, some imaginative Christians wrote new gospels
to deal with those challenges or to present new theological understandings of Christ. Before
I introduce some of the important apocryphal gospels, however, it may be helpful to discuss
the terminology used to describe noncanonical texts and to review the history of Latter-day
Saint engagement with these texts.
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Key Terminology

Noncanonical, extracanonical, apocryphal, and pseudepigraphal are all terms used to describe
texts written by Jews and Christians that include some of the same people, places, themes,
and genres of the Bible but are not included in our Bible today. Yet none of these terms is
perfect, and each one can be misleading if not properly understood. The terms noncanon-
ical and extracanonical designate texts existing outside the authoritative books, or canon,
of Christian scripture (Latter-day Saints prefer the term standard works). So it would make
sense for Latter-day Saints, Protestants, or Roman Catholics, for instance, to refer to 1 Enoch
or Jubilees as noncanonical since they do not appear in the editions of the Old Testament
embraced by those faiths. We instantly realize how imprecise the designation “noncanoni-
cal” is when we discover that the Ethiopian Orthodox Church includes 1 Enoch and Jubilees
in their Old Testament canon.

Whats more, at the time that many extracanonical texts were written, the canon we
know today did not exist. Christians, at least as early as the second century AD, began to
develop traditions around the proper use of texts; certain books were accepted for public
use and others for private use.? Yet strict practices distinguishing between authoritative and
unauthoritative texts—that is, between canonical and noncanonical—continued to develop
well into the fourth century and beyond (see chapter 43 herein on canonization).’ In the first
century AD, for instance, the New Testament book of Jude quotes as authoritative—as if it
were canon—a noncanonical tradition about Moses (Jude 1:9) and the noncanonical book
of 1 Enoch (see Jude 1:14-15, quoting 1 Enoch 1:9). A list of canonical books from perhaps
as early as the late second century AD, called the Muratorian Fragment, includes the Apoc-
alypse of Peter in addition to the Apocalypse of John (Revelation) as authoritative, though
it acknowledges that “some of us are not willing that the [Apocalypse of Peter] be read in
church” The term noncanonical is therefore anachronistic.

The terms apocryphal and pseudepigraphal are also used to describe extracanonical liter-
ature. The English word pseudepigrapha (singular, pseudepigraphon) comes from the Greek
adjective pseudes (yevdr|g) meaning “false” and the noun epigraphé (émypaen) meaning
“title” or “ascription”; it designates a text that is falsely titled or ascribed to someone who
did not write it. And the English word apocrypha (singular, apocryphon) comes from the
Greek adjective apocryphos (&ndékpv@og), which means “hidden” or “secret” This term was
used in a positive way by some Christians in antiquity to describe special esoteric teach-
ings. For instance, one noncanonical text is titled Apocryphon of John or Secret Teaching
of John. Other Christians, however, used the term apocrypha pejoratively to describe texts
they considered dangerous. For instance, Irenaeus of Lyons, a late second-century Chris-
tian, describes texts he deems heretical as “an untold multitude of apocryphal and spurious
writings, which they [heretics] have composed to bewilder foolish men and such as do not
understand the letters of Truth>

Today it has become common to distinguish between noncanonical texts relating to
the Old Testament and those relating to the New Testament by labeling the former as “Old
Testament Pseudepigrapha” and the latter as “New Testament Apocrypha.” This distinction
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is artificial and somewhat imprecise because most of the New Testament Apocrypha are
also pseudepigraphal, or falsely ascribed. For instance, the correspondence between Paul
and the Roman philosopher Seneca was written by neither Paul nor Seneca. Yet the author
writes as if he were both of them.® Regardless, in this chapter I follow the standard practice
of referring to collections of texts that incorporate New Testament figures and narratives as
New Testament Apocrypha.

One more distinction must be made about the term apocrypha. The New Testament
Apocrypha should not be confused with the collection of texts found in some Bibles, often
between the Old and New Testaments, labeled “Apocrypha” or “Deuterocanon.” The biblical
collection called the Apocrypha includes such books as Tobit, Judith, Wisdom of Ben Sira
(Ecclesiasticus), 1 and 2 Maccabees, and additions to the biblical book of Daniel. These
are Jewish works mostly written in the centuries after the Old Testament books had been
completed and prior to the birth of Jesus. Since these texts have more in common with the
Old Testament than the New Testament, some of them also appear in collections of the
Old Testament Pseudepigrapha. What set them apart originally from the rest of the Old
Testament was their language: whereas the Old Testament was written predominantly in
Hebrew, the books of the Apocrypha were written mostly in Greek.” Since the Old Testament
used by most early Christians was entirely Greek, those texts that now form the Apocrypha
were used by some early Christians as authoritative scripture. As Tony Burke notes in his
introduction to New Testament Apocrypha, “It wasn't until the early sixteenth century that
a Bible was printed that was arranged [in such a way] that the books set apart from the Old
and New Testaments acquired the name ‘Apocrypha’ The influential King James Version
followed suit, but most modern Protestant Bibles omit the texts entirely”® Today the Apocry-
pha appears primarily in Roman Catholic and Greek Orthodox Bibles and is labeled “Deu-
terocanonical” to designate it as a secondary (deutero-) canon of scripture.’

History of Latter-day Saint Engagement with Apocryphal Texts

In the twentieth century, Latter-day Saint engagement with apocryphal texts focused on
ancient parallels to the idiosyncrasies of modern beliefs. For instance, BYU professor Hugh
Nibley began his book The Message of the Joseph Smith Papyri by suggesting, “There are
countless parallels, many of them very instructive, among the customs and religions of man-
kind, to what the Mormons do.”* In particular, he argued, “the Near East . . . is littered with
the archaeological and living survivals of practices and teachings which an observant Mor-
mon may find suggestively familiar”!' For Nibley, noncanonical texts were not to receive the
same standing as the standard works; there exists a “world of difference between [them].”’?
He insisted that extracanonical texts were merely pale imitations of the truth.”* Nevertheless,
Nibley believed that ancient parallels to the contemporary scripture, theology, and practice
of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints could be instructive for Latter-day Saints
today." Other Latter-day Saint authors went further with the identification of ancient paral-
lels and argued that these in fact demonstrated the veracity of modern beliefs."
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Mining ancient texts for parallels to the modern beliefs and practices of Latter-day Saints
can, however, be problematic. In an important article about Latter-day Saint approaches to
apocryphal texts, Stephen Robinson offers this caution: “The apocrypha do often prove that
ideas peculiar to the Latter-day Saints in modern times were widely known and widely be-
lieved anciently, but this is not the same as proving that the ideas themselves are true, or that
those who believed them were right in doing so, or that they would have had anything else
in common with the Latter-day Saints”*¢ In order to demonstrate the dangers of searching
through apocryphal texts for evidence supporting modern Latter-day Saint beliefs, Robin-
son draws our attention to the Hymn of the Pearl from the apocryphal Acts of Thomas:

Particularly annoying is the practice of “proof-texting” from the apocrypha, that is, of
selecting certain passages to prove a particular point while ignoring its context and the
rest of the text. For example, I have heard it argued that the Acts of Thomas supports
LDS theology because it contains a beautiful poem called the Hymn of the Soul, or
Hymn of the Pearl, which teaches the doctrine of premortal existence. But the Acts of
Thomas also teaches a transubstantiationist view of the Eucharist, that celibacy is the
goal of all Christians, that sexual intercourse is evil, and that baptism was performed
by sprinkling. . . . Is it not dishonest to represent an apocryphal book as being firm
evidence for the truth when it agrees with us, and yet quietly look the other way when
it does not? The truth is that it’s just as easy to support Catholicism or Lutheranism or
Calvinism by proof-texting the apocrypha as it is to prove our views. It’s all a matter of

which passages one decides to use.”

We should take care that our search for truth does not lead us to proof-texting. Section
91 of the Doctrine and Covenants, although it addresses only that collection of texts in the
Bible called the Apocrypha, affirms that truth can be found in a noncanonical text.'® Yet
there is a difference between discovering truth and discovering ostensible evidence to sup-
port what we already believe to be true—the former opens our minds to new understanding;
the latter lulls us away into the false security that we already know all we should ever need to
know." Apocryphal writings are valuable to Latter-day Saints regardless of their similarity
to or difference from the doctrine proclaimed in the Church today. We ought to liken to
ourselves the command given to Joseph Smith that wisdom and understanding should be
sought in all good books and that we should obtain a knowledge of history (Doctrine and
Covenants 88:118; 90:15; 93:53).%°

Survey of Important Apocryphal Gospels

The remainder of this chapter focuses on a small subsection of New Testament Apocrypha,
the apocryphal gospels. In the canonical New Testament today there are four Gospels, yet
one recent collection of extracanonical gospels contains nearly forty distinct entries.” Some
of these entries are nothing more than short fragments of what once might have been gospels
of equal length to canonical Mark or even Matthew. Nevertheless, the number is indicative
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of the great diversity of gospel accounts that _
. . . Select Noncanonical Gospels
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important extracanonical gospels: the Gospel Gospel of the Ebionites (early 2nd cen.)
of Peter, the Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel of ioxgpe. oiflice [biess (ol 2ot
Gospel of Judas (mid 2nd cen.)
Mary, and the Infancy Gospel of Thomas. Gospel of Mary (2nd cen.)
In what follows, 1 will show, first, how Gospel of Nicodemus (early 5th cen.)

Gospel of Peter (mid 2nd cen.)
Gospel of Philip (3rd cen.)
though they were canonical and, second, how Gospel of the Savior (late 2nd cen.)
Gospel of Thomas (early 2nd cen.)

. . Infancy Gospel of Thomas (early 2nd cen.)
down through the ages or rediscovered in Papyrus Egerton 2 (late 2nd cen.)

modern times. Then, we will turn our atten- Papyrus Oxyrhynchus 840 (early 3rd cen.)
Proto-Gospel of James (mid 2nd cen.)

some of the apocryphal gospels were used as

the apocryphal gospels were either passed

tion to the questions of purpose and function:
Why did people write gospels in the names of
Peter, Thomas, or Mary? To answer this ques-
tion, I will show how these writings (1) participated in the second-century debate over the
legitimacy of various Christian groups, (2) adopted the authority of first-century figures to
address second-century problems, and (3) used that authority to answer questions about
material missing from the earliest record, such as Jesuss childhood. In the process of ex-
ploring these issues, we will see how the apocryphal gospels reveal the variety of ways that
early Christians interpreted and continued to develop their unique religious traditions in
dialogue with the scripture and traditions of the past.

The Gospel of Peter

An example of canonical use

Manuscript evidence suggests that in the second century the Gospels of Matthew, Mark,
Luke, and John were used publicly, whereas extracanonical gospels were generally read in
private.”? Yet some Christian communities did engage with apocryphal texts publicly as
though they were authoritative scripture. For instance, we learn from Eusebius’s History of
the Church that some Christians in the town of Rhossus, Syria, used the Gospel of Peter as an
authoritative text.”? In fact, when Serapion, the bishop of Antioch, Syria, visited the church
in Rhossus in the early third century AD, he approved their use of the Gospel of Peter with-
out reading a page—it was, after all, the Gospel of Peter, and if the great apostle Simon Peter
had written a gospel, of course it was appropriate to read! Later, Serapion had a change of
heart when he learned that some Christians in Rhossus were using passages from the Gospel
of Peter to support what he considered to be false teachings. They were teaching that Christ
was fully divine, but not fully human, and that during his mortal ministry he only appeared
to be mortal.” When Serapion learned that this was being taught from the Gospel of Peter,
he studied that gospel himself, identified the problematic passages, and wrote a letter to the
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church of Rhossus. Eusebius includes a quotation from that letter: “I have been able to go
through the book and draw the conclusion that while most of it accorded with the authentic
teaching of the Savior, some passages were spurious additions. These I am appending to my
letter”> Unfortunately, Eusebius does not quote the offending passages from the Gospel of
Peter. For Eusebius, writing in the early fourth century AD, the Gospel of Peter was a forg-
ery and had no place among the authoritative scriptures of Christendom.?® For Serapion,
however, even after discovering problematic passages, he did not forbid its use; “most of it,”
he wrote, “accorded with the authentic teaching of the Savior”* Today we have a better idea
regarding which passages might have offended Serapion and Eusebius. Even though these
Christians did not find the text worthy of preservation, others did, and it has been rediscov-
ered in our own age.

Discovery and identification

Some apocryphal gospels have been passed down through the ages in a similar fashion to the
New Testament Gospels.” Yet others were lost to time only to be rediscovered through ar-
chaeological excavations or by mere happenstance. The Gospel of Thomas, Gospel of Truth,
and Gospel of Philip, for instance, were discovered at Nag Hammadi, Egypt, in 1945 when
a small group of Bedouin were digging for fertilizer and happened upon a skeleton buried
next to a large sealed earthenware jar full of leather-bound books (codices).” The stories
of this discovery and of the codices” journey into the hands of a Coptic Christian priest
and finally the Coptic Museum are full of scandal and intrigue.*® Some key details remain
sketchy. Suffice it to say, the discovery of the “Nag Hammadi library;” as it is now called, was
a watershed for our understanding of ancient Christian history—it has provided insight into
forms of Christianity previously known only through the accounts of their theological op-
ponents.*! Despite its significance for scholars of Christian history, public knowledge of this
discovery was eclipsed one year later by the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls.

The discovery of the Gospel of Peter was similarly important. Before its discovery about
130 years ago, little was known regarding its contents since Eusebius had failed to quote
any part of it. In the winter of 1886-87, French archaeologist M. Grébant was digging near
Akhmim, Egypt, a town on the shore of the Nile in the center of Egypt (Upper Egypt) and
to the northwest of Nag Hammadi and Luxor. He was excavating a portion of an ancient
Christian cemetery with graves dating from the eighth to twelfth centuries AD when he
discovered a small book (codex), no bigger than most modern cell phones today, that had
been buried alongside an eighth-century monk.** The book was a collection of texts. One
of them was clearly identifiable as a gospel even though it began and ended mid-sentence.
It contained an account of Jesus’s trial by Herod Antipas and Pilate and an account of his
crucifixion, burial, and resurrection, but it did not match any previously known gospels.

This gospel was soon identified as the Gospel of Peter, the same gospel discussed by
Eusebius in his History of the Church.® Although it did not contain a title, portions of it
were written in first person. For instance, after the crucifixion and death of Jesus, the author
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writes, “I and my companions were grieving and went into hiding” (26). Then, after the story
about the women discovering an empty tomb, the author continues, “But we, the twelve dis-
ciples of the Lord, wept and grieved; and each one returned to his home, grieving for what
had happened. But I, Simon Peter, and my brother Andrew, took our nets and went off to the
sea. And with us was Levi, the son of Alphaeus, whom the Lord . . . ” (59-60).* There the
Akhmim fragment ends, but not before the author identifies himself as Simon Peter.

The conclusion that this was the same Gospel of Peter discussed by Eusebius also comes
from evidence within the text. Scholars have identified at least two passages that could lend
themselves to the sort of “heretical” interpretation that Serapion, and later Eusebius, lob-
bied against. First, in the Gospel of Peter, immediately before Jesus dies, he shouts from the
cross words that echo Mark 15:34 and Matthew 27:46: “And the Lord cried out, ‘My power,
O power, you have left me behind!” When he said this, he (or it) was taken up” (19). The
wording of this passage could have allowed some Christians to draw a distinction between
the divine Christ and the human Jesus. For those who have always heard the words Jesus
and Christ together as though they formed a single name, this idea may sound strange. Yet,
according to Irenaeus, the late second-century Christian and chronicler of heresies (here-
siologist), at least one group of Christians believed that there was a distinction between the
human being, Jesus, and a divine being that possessed Jesus, called Christ.

[Cerinthus] proposes Jesus, not as having been born of a virgin—for this seemed im-
possible to him—but as having been born the son of Joseph and Mary like all other
men, and that he excelled over every person in justice, prudence, and wisdom. After
his baptism Christ descended on him in the shape of a dove from the Authority that is
above all things. Then he preached the unknown Father and worked wonders. But at
the end Christ again flew off from Jesus. And Jesus indeed suffered and rose again from

the dead, but Christ remained impassible, since he was spiritual.*®

It is possible, therefore, that Christians with a similar understanding of Jesus’s humanity
and Christ’s divinity could have understood the passage in the Gospel of Peter where Jesus
cries out about a “power” leaving him behind as describing the divine Christ leaving behind
the body of the human Jesus to die on the cross alone.*

A second passage that could have troubled Serapion and later Eusebius appears in the
account of the Resurrection. The Gospel of Peter is the only extant gospel that provides an
account of Jesus leaving the tomb after his resurrection.

But during the night on which the Lord’s day dawned, while the soldiers stood guard
two by two on their watch, a great voice came from the sky. They saw the skies open
and two men descend from there; they were very bright and drew near to the tomb.
That stone which had been cast before the entrance rolled away by itself and moved to
one side; the tomb was open and both young men entered. . . . [Then] they saw three
men emerge from the tomb, two of them supporting the other, with a cross following
behind them. The heads of the two reached up to the sky, but the head of the one they
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were leading went up above the skies. And they heard a voice from the skies, “Have you
preached to those who are asleep?” And a reply came from the cross, “Yes” (Gospel of
Peter 35-37, 39-42).%

The narrative seems to imply that the two “men” or “young men” who entered the tomb
were angels and that the third person who exited the tomb with them was Jesus resurrected.
That it was Jesus is implied not only because he had been buried in that tomb but also be-
cause he is shown to be superior to the two “men”: the angels’ heads only reached the sky,
but Jesus’s head reached beyond. The representation of these angels and Jesus being extraor-
dinarily tall borrows from Greek and Roman depictions of the gods. Throughout Greek and
Roman literature, gods often reveal their divinity by manifesting themselves with extraor-
dinary height.’® Yet the height of Jesus and the angels is not the only unordinary aspect of
this account. Jesus and the angels are followed by a walking, talking cross. Although this
certainly seems strange to us today, the idea that an inanimate object could become miracu-
lously animated is not entirely unheard of in antiquity. In some Greek and Roman accounts
of divine manifestations, the gods take on the forms of inanimate objects and come to life.
In the Homeric Hymn to Dionysus, for example, the god appears first in disguise as a prince
and then manifests himself as a lion, a bear, a vine, and a flood of wine.* If Christians were
reading the account of the Resurrection in the Gospel of Peter as similar to such Greek and
Roman accounts of pagan gods, then they likely interpreted the walking, talking cross to be
another manifestation of Jesus.*” With the manifestation of Jesus as both extremely tall and
in the form of a cross, it is clear how some Christians could have read this account to suggest
that Jesus’s body was not an ordinary human body.

Although neither this account nor the passage about Jesus’s cry from the cross would
have compelled the reader to see Jesus as a being who was not fully human, it is clear how
someone could interpret them in that way. And this was sufficient to suggest to scholars that
the fragment they discovered in Akhmim was the same text read by Eusebius and Serapion.

Question of authorship

The two passages from the Gospel of Peter reviewed above may be sufficiently different from
the four canonical Gospels to convince most Christians today that the Gospel of Peter was
not actually written by Jesus’s disciple Simon Peter. And there is evidence that the Gospel
of Peter was written after the four canonical Gospels had been composed and circulated.*
The Gospel of Peter seems to weave together the author’s memories of stories from the early
(canonical) Gospels, with some unique twists and new stories.*> For instance, the Gospel
of Peter includes the involvement of Herod Antipas in Jesus’s trial, which is unique to the
account in Luke 23:7-12 (Gospel of Peter 1-5). Then the Gospel of Peter adds a narra-
tive explanation for why Jesus’s legs were not broken (14), a detail found elsewhere only
in John 19:31-33. The Gospel of Peter also includes an earthquake following Jesus’s death
(21), which is otherwise found only in the Gospel of Matthew 27:51, 54. In the Gospels
of Matthew and Mark, a Roman soldier declares at Jesus’s death that he “truly . . . was the
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Son of God” (Mark 15:39; Matthew 27:54), but in the Gospel of Peter this proclamation is
postponed until after soldiers guarding Jesus’s tomb witness his resurrection (45). Whoever
wrote the Gospel of Peter seems to have fashioned a new Gospel from his memory of those
written previously. But why?

If the Gospel of Peter was not written by Simon Peter, then who wrote it and why did
the author claim to be Peter? It is impossible to say who wrote the Gospel of Peter, but
something can be said about why the author would write in the name of Simon Peter.*
First, it should be acknowledged that the author could have believed that he was accurately
representing Peter’s “Gospel.” According to 2 Esdras 14, the biblical scribe Ezra received a
revelation from God that allowed him to accurately reproduce the Torah, the five books of
Moses, after every copy had been burned. No reader of 2 Esdras 14 would have understood
this chapter to mean that Ezra forged the Torah. Rather, under inspiration, Ezra faithfully re-
produced the original. Similarly, when Tertullian, a Christian living in Carthage in the early
third century, suggested that the book of 1 Enoch had been destroyed in the Flood and then
miraculously and accurately reproduced by Noah, Tertullian was not suggesting that Noah
was a forger.* Regardless of how the authors of apocryphal literature understood their work,
the result of attributing a text to a famous figure from the earliest period of Christian history
was to claim that figure’s authority for the text. This was one of the most common purposes
for the forgery of all sorts of documents in antiquity. As Bart Ehrman argues in his study
of ancient forgeries, “The single most important motivation for authors to claim they were
someone else in antiquity . . . was to get a hearing for their views. If you were an unknown
person, but had something really important to say and wanted people to hear you . . . one
way to make that happen was to pretend you were someone else, a well-known author, a fa-
mous figure, an authority”* By writing in the name of Simon Peter, the author of the Gospel
of Peter claimed for his gospel the authority of Jesus’s premier apostle. Of course, Peter was
not the only early disciple who was held in high esteem by the second century. So it should
come as little surprise that the authority of other early disciples was likewise co-opted in the
writing of other apocryphal gospels.

The Gospels of Thomas and Mary

Authority in the second century

The question of who had authority within the early Christian church was a matter of debate
in many congregations from the earliest period of Christian history.* In one of Paul’s let-
ters to the saints of Corinth, he describes such a debate: “Now this I say, that every one of
you saith, I am of Paul; and I of Apollos; and I of Cephas; and I of Christ” (1 Corinthians
1:12). This debate continued into the second century with some Christians promoting one
apostle over another.*” We already saw how the Gospel of Peter claims the authority of the
chief apostle, Simon Peter. Other Gospels, however, promoted other apostles as the foremost
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authority on Christ and his message. Here we will consider the Gospel of Thomas and the
Gospel of Mary.

The Gospel of Thomas, in contrast to the Gospel of Peter, calls into question the knowl-
edge of Peter and promotes Didymus Judas Thomas as the Lord’s special apostle. The Gospel
of Thomas includes a passage that echoes Matthew 16:13-20, Mark 8:27-30, and Luke 9:18-
21, wherein Jesus questions his disciples regarding his identity. In the Synoptic Gospels, it is
Peter who responds properly by identifying Jesus as the Messiah or Christ. In the Gospel of
Thomas, however, Peter’s answer is wrong. “Jesus said to his disciples, ‘Make a comparison
and tell me: who am I like?” Simon Peter said to him, “You are like a righteous angel. Mat-
thew said to him, “You are like a wise philosopher.” After both Peter and Matthew attempt
unsuccessfully to answer the Lord’s question, Thomas declares, “Teacher, my mouth cannot
let me say at all what you are like” Although Jesus corrects Thomas’s honorific address by
explaining, “I am not your teacher,” he also declares that Thomas has rightfully “drunk and
become intoxicated from the bubbling spring that I myself have measured out” The author
makes it clear that Thomas provided the best answer of the three, because Jesus next leads
Thomas away from the other apostles to give him special instruction: “[Jesus] took him,
withdrew, and said three sayings to him” When Thomas returns to his companions, they
all desire to know what the Lord had revealed. Thomas’s response once again sets him apart
as the chosen apostle: “Thomas said to them, ‘If I tell you one of the sayings he said to me,
you will take up stones and cast them at me, and fire will come out of the stones and burn
you” (Gospel of Thomas 13).* This brief narrative demonstrates to the readers of Thomas’s
gospel that he has superior authority and insight into the message of Jesus, supporting the
promise made at the beginning of the gospel: “These are the hidden sayings that the living
Jesus spoke and Didymus Judas wrote down” (preface to the Gospel of Thomas).* According
to the Gospel of Thomas, Didymus Judas Thomas is clearly the most authoritative witness of
Jesus Christ and his message.*

Another Gospel that includes a narrative intended to elevate one particular church
leader over others is the Gospel of Mary. As the fragmentary Gospel begins, the Savior is
providing his final words of instruction to his apostles. He then departs and the apostles
weep. They cry not because their Savior has departed but because they fear his command to
go forth and preach: “How can we go to the gentiles and preach the gospel of the kingdom of
the Son of Man? If they did not spare him, how will they spare us?” (9).> It is Mary Magda-
lene who rises to inspire them and call them to action: “Do not weep or grieve or be of two
minds, for his grace will be with all of you and will protect you” (9).>? In the discussion that
follows, the apostles listen intently as Mary shares with them special teachings that the Lord
had revealed to her alone: “Mary replied, ‘What is hidden from you I will tell you! And she
began speaking these words to them. ‘I; she said, ‘saw the Lord in a vision and said to him,
‘Lord, I saw you in a vision today. He answered me, ‘You are blessed, because you do not
falter at seeing me. For where the mind is, there is the treasure” (10). Even though the Gos-
pel, as it exists today, is missing large portions of Mary’s visionary experience, the apostles’
response to her remains intact. After Mary finishes revealing the Savior’s special teachings,



332 Jason R. Combs

Andrew responds, “Say what you will about what she has said, but I do not believe that the
Savior said these things” (17). Next, Peter addresses his fellow apostles, “Did [the Savior]
really speak with a woman secretly from us, not openly? Should we turn about, too, and all
listen to her? Did he choose her over us?” (17). The scene is ironic since the Gospel of Mary
answers each of Peter’s questions with a resounding “Yes!” The Savior did speak to Mary
secretly, the apostles should listen to her, and Jesus chose her over them—they wavered; she
did not. At the end of the Gospel of Mary, it is Levi who comes to Mary’s defense:

Levi responded and said to Peter, “Peter, you are always angry. Now I see you disputing
with this woman like the adversaries. If the Savior made her worthy, who are you then,
for your part, to cast her aside? Surely the Savior knows her full well. That is why he
has loved her more than us. Let us rather be ashamed, and put on the perfect human
and bring it forth for ourselves, just as he commanded us; and let us preach the Gospel,
laying down no rule or law other than what the Savior has spoken” When Levi said

these things, they began to go out to teach and proclaim. (Gospel of Mary 18-19)

In the Gospel of Mary, Mary Magdalene is clearly the most authoritative witness of Jesus
Christ and his message. The other disciples must humble themselves and listen to her.

New theological ideas and questions

As with the Gospel of Peter, the Gospel of Thomas and the Gospel of Mary are not actu-
ally the writings of the historical disciples Thomas and Mary.® These Gospels adopted the
authority of Thomas and Mary, important figures in the first century of Christian history, in
order to present new theological ideas or address theological questions that came to the fore
during the second century.

The Gospel of Thomas, unlike the canonical Gospels, presents a Jesus who saves pri-
marily through his teachings.* There is no atoning sacrifice in the Gospel of Thomas, no
narrative of his death or bodily resurrection; Thomas’s Jesus is a revealer of wisdom. Yet
much of the Gospel of Thomas sounds like the canonical Gospels. In fact, two recent stud-
ies have independently and convincingly argued that the author of the Gospel of Thomas
copied numerous passages from the canonical Gospels.”® The Gospel of Thomas, even more
directly than the Gospel of Peter, shows signs of reliance on the earlier Gospels now found
in our New Testament. For instance, compare the unique saying of Jesus in Luke 14:26-27
to Gospel of Thomas 55:

Whoever comes to me and does not hate father and mother, wife and children, broth-
ers and sisters, yes, and even life itself, cannot be my disciple. Whoever does not carry
the cross and follow me cannot be my disciple. (Luke 14:26-27 NRSV)

Jesus said, “Whoever does not hate his father and his mother cannot be a disciple of
mine; and whoever does not hate his brothers and his sisters and take up his cross the

way I do, he will not be worthy of me.” (Gospel of Thomas 55)
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This is only one example of the numerous parallels between the New Testament Gospels
and the Gospel of Thomas. So why copy the sayings of Jesus from the canonical Gospels
but leave out the climactic narratives of Jesus’s death and resurrection? Mark Goodacre has
argued, “The Gospel of Thomas’ genius is that it conveys its radical difference from the Syn-
optic Gospels by hiding its theology in words and images it derives from them? In other
words, the Gospel of Thomas borrows not only the authority of Thomas to present its unique
theology but also the authority of earlier Gospels already accepted by many Christians.

The Gospel of Mary does not evince the same dependence on the canonical Gospels
as the Gospel of Thomas. And yet it likewise borrows the authority of an important figure
from first-century Christianity in order to address a new audience in the second century.
Karen King, in her study of the Gospel of Mary, explains: “The Gospel of Mary seems most
concerned with challenges to the truth of its teaching by other apostles within the Christian
community. . . . Those challenges were basically of two kinds: 1) the rejection of new teach-
ings based on prophecy or private revelation, and 2) gender”*” As the church grew and cer-
tain leaders attempted to create unity and consistency through the assertion of hierarchical
authority from Rome or from other major metropolises, individual claims to “prophecy or
private revelation” became problematic.”® In this context, female authority was also viewed
as increasingly problematic. By the end of the second century, Tertullian rails against Chris-

«c

tians who allowed women to teach and perform ordinances in the church: “It is not allowed
for a woman to speak in church; but also neither to teach, nor to baptize, nor to offer [the
Eucharist], nor to claim a share of any male function, much less of priestly office, for her-
self”*® In one instance, Tertullian complains that Christians are justifying this behavior by

appealing to an apocryphal text that he insists is a forgery:

But if certain Acts of Paul, which are falsely so named, claim the example of Thecla for
allowing women to teach and to baptize, let men know that in Asia the presbyter who
compiled that document, thinking to add of his own to Paul’s reputation, was found
out, and though he professed he had done it for love of Paul, was deposed from his
position. How could we believe that Paul should give a female power to teach and to
baptize, when he did not allow a woman even to learn by her own right? Let them keep

silence, he says, and ask their husbands at home.®

Although the Gospel of Mary does not make any claims about women’s authority to
baptize, it nevertheless participates in this debate over women’s authority within the church,
which came to the fore in the second century.® Like the Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel of
Mary also borrows the authority of a key figure from the earliest century of Christian history
in order to address new theological ideas and questions relevant in the second century.

Filling in the Blanks: The Infancy Gospel of Thomas

Sometimes apocryphal gospels also address questions about what is missing from the ear-
liest Christian records. For instance, none of the earliest Gospels has much to say about
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what Jesus was like as a child. Mark and John say nothing about Jesus’s early life. Matthew
includes Jesus’s birth in Bethlehem and a brief account about a journey to and from Egypt,
but says nothing about Jesus’s childhood. Luke also describes Jesus’s birth and includes only
a brief account about Jesus and his parents visiting Jerusalem for Passover when he was
twelve (Luke 2:41-51). In Luke, the rest of Jesus’s childhood is summarized by the statement
“And Jesus increased in wisdom and stature, and in favour with God and man” (Luke 2:52;
see 2:40). Certainly Christians must have wondered what Jesus was like as a child. Indeed,
at least one apocryphal gospel was written in part to satisfy that curiosity: the Infancy Gos-
pel of Thomas. This infancy gospel ends in the same way as Luke’s childhood narrative of
Jesus: it tells the story of Jesus’s time in the Jerusalem temple as a twelve-year-old boy and
concludes with the summative statement “And Jesus grew in wisdom and stature and grace”
(19.5).%* Leading up to that story, the Infancy Gospel of Thomas includes accounts of Jesus’s
youth, beginning with him as a precocious and somewhat temperamental five-year-old child
(2.1). One story tells how Jesus was walking through his village when another child, running
past, bumped into him.

Jesus was aggravated and said to him, “You will go no further on your way” Right away
the child fell down and died. Some of those who saw what happened said, “Where
was this child born? For everything he says is a deed accomplished!” The parents of
the dead child came to Joseph and blamed him, saying, “Since you have such a child
you cannot live with us in the village. Or teach him to bless and not to curse—for he is

killing our children!” (Infancy Gospel of Thomas 4.1-2)

Christians today would likely balk at the idea that Jesus, even as a child, could have
been so vengeful and violent. One might ask, How could a believing Christian, even in an-
tiquity, ever imagine Jesus cursing and killing other children? For some time, even scholars
of the Infancy Gospel of Thomas concluded that the Gospel must have been heretical be-
cause Jesus’s “actions were . . . ‘violent and vindictive, ‘bizarre and completely spiteful, or
‘offensive and repulsive””® Yet, as Stephen J. Davis suggests in his study of these accounts,
“just because a story appears peculiar to our eyes does not mean that it would have been
equally out of sync with the (diverse and often fractious) sensibilities and expectations of
ancient readers”** This particular story seeks to demonstrate that, even in his youth, Jesus’s
words were powerful and he ought to be revered as the Lord (Infancy Gospel of Thomas 9.3;
17.2)—otherwise one might face dire consequences.®

The depiction of Jesus in the Infancy Gospel of Thomas is based in part on traditions of
Jesus as an adult. For instance, another story from this gospel suggests that the rivalries and
controversies of Jesus’s adulthood had begun already in his youth. When the young Jesus
was playing by a stream and made some pools of water, another boy approached, took a
willow branch, and used it to scatter the water.

Jesus was irritated when he saw what happened, and he said to him: “You unrighteous,

irreverent idiot! What did the pools of water do to harm you? See, now you also will be
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withered like a tree, and you will never bear leaves or root or fruit” Immediately that
child was completely withered. Jesus left and returned to Joseph’s house. (3.2-3)

The child who had scattered the pools of water is identified at the beginning of the story
as “the son of Annas the scribe” (Infancy Gospel of Thomas 3.1).° In context Annas’s son
was not merely acting out of childish spite, but stood with those who had accused the five-
year-old Jesus of “doing what is forbidden on the Sabbath” (2.3-4). It was the Sabbath when
Jesus had formed those pools of water from a flowing stream, “things he ordered simply by
speaking a word” (2.1). Jesus had then used those pools to make “some soft mud and [fash-
ion] twelve sparrows from it,” which at his command came to life and flew away chirping
(2.4). The actions of the scribe’s son against the child Jesus in the Infancy Gospel of Thomas
mirror the harsh reactions of scribes and Pharisees toward Jesus as an adult in the canonical
Gospels.”

Conclusion

Latter-day Saints can sometimes imbue ancient Christian apocryphal texts with an air of
mystery. Despite the meaning of the term apocryphal, these texts today are neither hid-
den nor secret—nor do they provide exclusive access to esoteric or deep doctrines of The
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. In fact, the apocryphal gospels themselves reflect
a practice in antiquity that is somewhat similar to this modern pursuit of esoteric teach-
ings. Whereas some Latter-day Saints have searched through ancient texts in order to piece
together evidence supporting the unique beliefs and practices of the Church in the twenti-
eth and twenty-first centuries, some ancient authors reworked the traditions of the earliest
Christian texts in order to support their own unique beliefs and practices in the second
century AD. This second-century engagement with early Christian authorities resulted in
part in the creation of the apocryphal gospels. In other words, even though the apocryphal
gospels do not provide evidence to legitimize our modern beliefs, they do reveal that the
desire to legitimize contemporary beliefs by appealing to ancient authorities is not unique
to Latter-day Saints.

These writings are valuable to Latter-day Saints regardless of their similarity to or dif-
ference from the doctrine proclaimed in the Church today. Apocryphal gospels provide us
with unique insight into the world of early Christians. In particular, we have seen that some
Christians were not content with only those four Gospels that would eventually become ca-
nonical. As Christianity developed and faced new challenges, some imaginative Christians
wrote new gospels to deal with those challenges, to present new theological understandings
of Christ, or to address gaps of knowledge in the earliest accounts. As historical artifacts of
some of the earliest Christian traditions, we ought to read them. Indeed, we ought to “be-
come acquainted with all good books” (Doctrine and Covenants 90:15)—especially those
found at the foundations of Christianity.
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