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Foreword
Andrew Gregory

this is the third and final volume of printed proceedings of the York 
University christian apocrypha symposium, from the meeting that took 
place in 2015, so it seems appropriate to make some comments about the 
previous two collections in addition to the present book.1 My brief is to 
bring a self-consciously european perspective, if that is possible. That seems 
particularly poignant, as i write this foreword in a week in which i and 
many others who identify ourselves as both British and european are still 
struggling to come to terms with the United kingdom’s vote to leave the 
european Union. Many colleagues (especially scientists) in the University 
of oxford, where i work, and in other British universities, are uncertain 
how this will impact upon co-operation at an institutional level between 
universities in the Uk and elsewhere in europe, and we face the future with 
some trepidation. But none of us is in any doubt that scholarly research 
takes place in an international context, and that the modern equivalent of 
the transatlantic republic of Letters will continue to provide a forum for 
scholarship and research regardless of how exactly one small cluster of is-
lands to the west of mainland europe relates to its continental neighbours.

This brings me to the self-consciously north american perspective of 
the York symposia and their proceedings, which their editor tony Burke 
established out of a desire to raise the profile of scholarship in canada and 
in the United states on christian apocrypha. He notes this in the preface 
to the first volume,2 and explains in the introduction that all those who 
were invited were resident in those two countries.3 as it happened, their 

1. The previous volumes were published as Burke, ed., Ancient Gospel; and Burke, 
ed., Forbidden Texts.

2. Burke, ed., Ancient Gospel, xxiv; echoed in the present volume on p. xix.
3. Burke, “introduction,” 20.
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sole focus was on a debate that took place most keenly in north america 
about the authenticity of the Longer Gospel of Mark, since most of the key 
contributors were based there—a debate that continues in this volume in 
chapters by scott Brown (ch. 6), one of the key protagonists, and by tony 
Burke (ch. 12). That volume made a significant contribution to clarifying 
what exactly were the key questions to be addressed, as Burke claims in his 
preface,4 and ought to be taken into account in any further discussion of the 
topic, whether in north america or elsewhere. But what it did not do was 
to offer any reflection on why the debate was apparently of more interest to 
north americans than to europeans, or how it might have been shaped by 
a distinctively north american context and perspective. did european or 
other scholars simply assume that the debate was closed, and that the Longer 
Gospel of Mark was demonstrably a forgery? or was it the more christian 
culture of the United states (as opposed to a more secular canada and eu-
rope) that made it a particularly fertile ground for debates about a text that 
some read (or misread) as portraying Jesus in a homoerotic encounter with 
a young disciple?

The second volume, however, provided an opportunity for scholars 
resident in the United states and canada to reflect on what it might mean 
to speak of a particularly north american perspective. some contributions 
addressed the topic only obliquely, or in passing, and focussed variously on 
a range of apocryphal texts or on specific issues in the study of those texts, 
and perhaps approached them in ways that others might see as shaped by 
their authors’ social and intellectual context. others, however addressed the 
issue head on, noting not only how north american scholars have built on 
and were influenced by the work of previous generations of european schol-
ars, as well as by their european contemporaries, but also how the north 
american context has shaped the work of europeans working there along 
with american and canadian colleagues.

turning to the present volume, there is much less emphasis on articu-
lating a distinctively north american approach to the study of christian 
apocrypha in general, but the range and vigour of work being pursued in 
canada and in the United states is evident throughout the volume. in his 
introduction Burke repeats the point that the collection, like its two prede-
cessors, is intended to showcase the work of north american scholars (p. 
xix), but he does not labour the point, perhaps because their contribution 
can now hardly be in doubt, if indeed it ever were. Most contributors do not 
draw attention to anything distinctively north american in their approach, 
although Janet spittler (ch. 18) offers a fascinating account of the notion of 

4. Burke, ed., Ancient Gospel, xxiii.
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a married Jesus in american religiosity, with particular reference to Mor-
mon thought and anti-Mormon propaganda, but noting also the influence 
of The Da Vinci Code, and the responses that it has elicited from american 
authors. Bart ehrman, by contrast, notes how many colleagues in north 
america and elsewhere have neglected important scholarship published in 
german on the topic of forgery (p. 44), thus reminding us all of the need for 
an international perspective.

The volume contains much that is of interest, but i limit myself to 
three observations about its content. First, in its focus on forgery, and on its 
discussion of the debate about the now certainly forged text referred to as 
the Gospel of Jesus’ Wife, it picks up on some issues that were prominent in 
the first of these three volumes. scott Brown’s contribution to this volume 
shows that there is more to be said in the debate about the authenticity of 
the Longer Gospel of Mark, as does tony Burke’s, whereas those who survey 
the debate about the Gospel of Jesus’ Wife (chs. 15–18 and, in part, ch. 12) 
show that there are good grounds on which to prove that certain texts are 
modern forgeries—a conclusion that now seems certain, thanks not only 
to careful scholarly analysis of the fragmentary coptic text, but also to the 
work of a particularly determined and resourceful investigative journalist 
who seems to have established beyond doubt the identity of the author and 
the provenance of the text.5 Thus the greatest value of their contribution lies 
in their sophisticated analysis of how much of the debate was conducted, 
rather than in their contribution to the debate itself. as they show, digital 
technology allowed the process of peer review to take place both quickly 
and publicly, and reached a conclusion through the application of proven 
methods in the humanities rather than through scientific analysis of the pa-
pyrus and ink, but could not overcome (and may indeed have exacerbated) 
the limitations of the gendered ways in which scholarship and research is 
often still conducted in the field of early christian studies, which remains 
disproportionately populated and often dominated by men. as caroline 
t. schroeder notes, “as scholarship becomes more digital, as our work is 
increasingly conducted online, our awareness of our own political and 
ideological commitments—and how they matter—becomes increasingly 
important” (p. 305). For, as Janet spittler observes, although the Gospel of 
Jesus’ Wife tells us nothing about the historical Jesus or early christianity, it 
tells us something about ourselves—“about both our moment in religious 
history and our moment as an academic field” (p. 373)—and it may tell us 
things that many of us may find not only difficult to hear, but also difficult 
to respond to in ways that will help to address the structural discrimination 

5. sabar, “Unbelievable tale.”
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embedded not only in human society as a whole but also in the academic 
fields of Biblical and early christian studies.

Yet the Gospel of Jesus’ Wife, as we now know, is but one example of 
a modern forgery, and stands in a long succession of ancient and modern 
texts whose authors have written them with the purpose of deceiving their 
readers. Forgery was a form of literary deceit, as noted by Bart ehrman in 
his useful summary of his much longer monograph on this topic (ch. 2), and 
it existed in various forms, whether its author included an explicit claim to 
be someone else, usually a well-known and authoritative person, or simply 
changed or expanded—and thus forged—the work of another author. The 
phenomenon, as ehrman observes, was both widely practiced and widely 
condemned (p. 44), and he gives a number of examples of what he consid-
ers canonical as well as apocryphal forgeries, as also does tony Burke in 
his survey of forgeries in antiquity, in the renaissance, and in the modern 
world (ch. 1). The history of christian apocrypha, he notes, is intertwined 
with the phenomenon of forgeries, since by their very nature most christian 
apocrypha contain false attributions. But his reminder that they appear to 
have been written to satisfy the needs of different communities at different 
times (p. 15), reflected also in Piovanelli’s claim that “religious pseudepigra-
phy is more often than not far removed from forgery” (p. 60), perhaps serves 
to problematize the sense of moral clarity that ehrman finds embedded in 
ancient attitudes to pseudepigraphic and other forged texts, even if it does 
not directly address or counter his central claims.

second, we may note the wide range of primary sources that the vari-
ous contributors to the volume address. These include not only ancient texts 
in their ancient contexts, but also later works. Brandon Hawk (ch. 11), for 
example, discusses the Latin Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew, possibly written 
in the early seventh century, and drawing on earlier apocryphal traditions. 
tony Burke (ch. 12) discusses a number of forged gospels from the nine-
teenth century, one of which Bradley rice (ch. 13) considers in more detail, 
and eric Vanden eykel (ch. 14) brings us even closer to the present with 
his discussion of novels by living authors. recent collections of apocryphal 
texts produced in europe, most notably the two Pléiade volumes edited by 
François Bovon, Pierre geoltrain, and Jean-daniel kaestli,6 and the recent 
german collection, edited by christoph Markschies and Jens schröter,7 
have already accepted the point that the definition of christian apocrypha 
cannot be restricted to the more limited range of texts previously defended 
by schneemelcher and others, and reflected in earlier collections such as 

6. Bovon, et al., eds., Écrits apocryphes chrétiens.
7. Markschies and schröter, eds., Antike christliche Apokryphen.
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that of J. keith elliott,8 or Wilhelm schneemelcher’s most recent revision 
of Hennecke’s Neuetestamentliche Apokryphen;9 but the contributors to this 
volume ask if the corpus can be extended further still.

Burke, for example, argues that a number of nineteenth-century “lost 
gospels” are little different from other apocryphal texts created throughout 
christian history: “They all claim to be written either by an esteemed early 
christian figure or their disciple, they all draw upon canonical christian 
scripture (variously reinterpreting and augmenting it), and they all seek to 
speak to contemporary situations in ways that the canonical texts do not” 
(p. 263). Vanden eykel goes further still, when he suggests that the apocry-
phal corpus might be expanded even more widely to include twenty-first 
century novels about Jesus, none of which was written with the goal of de-
ceiving their readers into thinking that they are ancient, and all of which 
were written as fiction under the name of their actual authors (p. 283). Thus 
his claim is boldest not because the texts that it seeks to include as christian 
apocrypha are contemporary but because they are unambiguously works of 
modern fiction (i.e., not forgeries, and perhaps in some ways comparable to 
the ancient texts that ehrman describes as literary fictions; pp. 46–47) even 
if they show certain parallels with ancient or medieval apocrypha in terms 
of style, form, and subject matter. it would be a bold move, he concedes, 
to remove from Junod’s influential definition of christian apocrypha the 
requirement that they not only show some connection with events nar-
rated in biblical texts but are also “anonymous or pseudepigraphical texts 
of christian origin,” but he makes an appealing if playful case for doing so 
that other scholars (or even Vanden eykel himself) may wish to develop 
elsewhere, just as others will surely wish to challenge it.

so what of the future? This is the third and final volume of proceed-
ings of the York University christian apocrypha symposium, as the meet-
ing will no longer take place. But that is because it has given rise to the 
newly-established nasscaL, the north american society for the study 
of christian apocryphal Literature, which will establish a new open access 
digital journal, and will lend its weight to a number of projects that seek to 
encourage or showcase ongoing work on these texts, among them an online 
bibliography of research, the More New Testament Apocrypha volumes, to be 
published by eerdmans, and the editions of apocryphal texts published by 
Polebridge Press, together with a new series, studies in christian apocry-
pha, also published by Polebridge Press.10 This is an exciting development, 

8. elliott, ed. and trans., Apocryphal New Testament.
9. schneemelcher, ed., New Testament Apocrypha.
10. For further details, see http://www.nasscal.com.
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and it clearly invites comparisons with the work of a similar european-based 
organisation, L’association pour l’étude de la littérature apocryphe chré-
tienne (aeLac), founded in 1981, whose history and ongoing contribution 
Jean-Michel roessli surveyed in the previous volume of proceedings. some 
north americans, among them contributors to these three volumes and as-
sociated programmes, are already members of aeLac. it is to be hoped that 
scholars based in europe will be able to join members of nasscaL in their 
stated aim of furthering work on christian apocrypha, and that together 
we can give them the attention that they deserve as valuable windows onto 
the way in which christian piety and belief developed in different places at 
different times. as ehrman observes, “all of us who labor in the fields of 
early christian apocrypha know they are white for harvest” (p. 33), so it is 
good for the labourers to work together whenever and wherever they can.
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Preface

the papers in this volume were presented at the York University christian 
apocrypha symposium, “Fakes, Forgeries, and Fictions: Writing ancient 
and Modern christian apocrypha,” held september 25–26, 2015 at York 
University in toronto, canada. The goals of the symposia series from its 
inception was to provide a forum for north american christian apocrypha 
scholars to gather, to discuss possible collaborative projects, and to raise 
awareness of the results of their investigations. Previous symposia in 2011 
and the 2013 were critical successes. The 2011 event gathered together ex-
perts on the controversial Secret Gospel of Mark, a text that many scholars 
consider a modern forgery. The papers from that event were published in 
early 2013 as Ancient Gospel or Modern Forgery? The Secret Gospel of Mark 
in Debate. The 2013 symposium featured over 20 canadian and U.s. schol-
ars to reflect on the north american approaches to christian apocrypha. 
The papers from that event were published in 2015 as Forbidden Texts on the 
Western Frontier: The Christian Apocrypha in North American Perspectives.

as in 2013, the 2015 symposium was organized with Brent Landau 
and in collaboration with Janet spittler. My thanks to both of them for all of 
their work to make the event a success. also contributing to the event were 
Joe oryshak, Peter dunn, and richard Last, who volunteered to chauffeur 
our presenters to and from the airport. Most of all, i want to thank all of 
the presenters, particularly caroline schroeder and Janet spittler for some 
last-minute consultation on the discussion of the Gospel of Jesus’ Wife that 
occurred in July 2016. early in the planning process i was informed that 
our application for government funding, which we enjoyed for the 2013 
symposium, had been denied. rather than cancel the event, i asked the 
presenters to help out by funding their own travel. to my surprise, virtually 
everyone was able to do so. it was gratifying to see such support for the 
symposium. of course, we were not completely without financial support. 
several funding bodies within York University came through for us, so we 
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wish to thank Martin Lockshin and savitri ramjattan in the department of 
the Humanities, the office of the Vice-President research and innovation, 
office of the Vice-President academic and Provost, the Faculty of graduate 
studies, the Faculty of Liberal arts and Professional studies, and the office 
of the Master of Vanier college. Particular thanks go to Janet Friskney, re-
search officer for the Faculty of Liberal arts and Professional studies, who 
provided vital support throughout the grant-writing process and the pursuit 
of alternate funding. 

We are grateful also to all those who attended the symposium and par-
ticipated in the discussions that arose. special appreciation goes to andrew 
gregory who brings an international voice to the project with his foreword, 
to to k. c. Hanson and Matthew Wimer at Wipf and stock Publishers for 
their continued support of the symposium, and to ian creeger at Wipf and 
stock for his patience and diligence throughout the proofing and indexing 
stages of publication.

as i mention at the end of the introduction to this volume, the Ycas 
series is now concluded. Future north american gatherings will take place 
under the banner of the north american society for the study of christian 
apocryphal Literature (nasscaL). Watch for news of these events on the 
society’s web site (nasscal.com). This brings to an end my role as convener 
of Ycas. it is gratifying to see how successful the series has been. it has 
allowed me the opportunity to meet and collaborate with some top-rate 
scholars, many of whom are also fine people. My thanks go out to all those 
who have participated in the symposia over the years.

tony Burke
august 2016
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Introduction
Tony Burke

since their origins, the texts that came to be categorized as christian 
apocrypha have been maligned by critics. today also, many modern writ-
ers consider them inferior—whether theologically or stylistically—to their 
canonical counterparts; some writers even try to discourage their readers 
from seeking them out, worrying that their heretical contents will lead 
christians away from orthodoxy. in my short introduction to christian 
apocrypha, Secret Scriptures Revealed, i describe the efforts of these modern 
apologists: “They characterize the apocrypha as late texts, not early; written 
to destroy christianity—to promote error, not truth. They are fakes, forger-
ies, and fictions.”1 Pleased by my alliteration, i advocated using the phrase 
as the title for the third York University christian apocrypha symposium: 
“Fakes, Forgeries, and Fictions: Writing ancient and Modern christian 
apocrypha.” The plan was to build the symposium around recent discus-
sion of the Gospel of Jesus’ Wife (gJW), a recently published apocryphon 
that according to the emerging scholarly consensus, is a modern “forgery.”2

1. Burke, Secret Scriptures Revealed, 3.
2. The term “forgery,” notoriously difficult to define, is used throughout this paper 

in a general sense for a text written to deceive its intended readers as to its true origins. 
other terms used for some of the material here include hoax, mystification (both of 
which imply the intention of a practical joke), fake, and counterfeit. defined in the 
legal sense, forgery has to do specifically with texts. see russett, Fictions and Fakes, 
6–8. Bart ehrman (Forgery, 31), for his part, defines “forgery” simply as “books with 
false authorial claims,” and thus includes within it such phenomena as pseudonymity 
and pseudepigraphy. His definition, however, does not apply well to modern apocrypha 
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such a classification is problematic in the study of religion. Pseudepig-
raphy is de rigeour in religious literature, since most texts were composed 
long after the events they report. Writing under the name of an illustrious 
figure from the past bridges the gap in history and lends the texts much-
needed authority, and creating new stories of the religion’s founders enables 
contemporary writers to justify developments in the thought and practice 
of the community. Much of the world’s scriptures, then, are forgeries. The 
phenomenon is even more acute with apocryphal texts, which are excluded 
from scripture precisely on the grounds that they are “fakes” or “fictions.”

The goal of the symposium, then, was to place gJW and other apocry-
phal texts within the larger context of the creation of religious literature. The 
meeting brought together nineteen canadian and U.s. scholars to examine 
the possible motivations behind the production of christian apocrypha 
from antiquity until the present day. authors of these texts may have in-
tended to deceive others about the true origins of their writings but it is 
questionable that they did so in a way distinctly different from the authors 
of canonical texts. indeed, what would phrases like “intended to deceive” or 
“true origins” even mean in various historical and cultural contexts? This 
question invites examination of our own context, of how scholars within 
both Biblical studies and christian apocrypha studies have reacted to the 
publication of gJW. Just as ancient and medieval texts provide us with a 
window into the circumstances of their creation and reception, gJW, if it is 
indeed a modern production, reveals much about interests of the twenty-
first century, particularly about the prejudices and proclivities of the schol-
ars who have examined it.

But gJW is not the first apocryphal text to be declared a forgery, nor 
even the first modern text to be so labelled. The nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries saw the creation of such texts as the Life of Saint Issa, the Letter 
of Benan, and the Essene Gospel of Peace, each said to have been found in 
ancient manuscripts. But the creation of apocrypha did not leap over the 
Middle ages, nor skip the renaissance. This phenomenon is intertwined 
with the history of christian literature and particularly with efforts of 
renaissance-era scholars to reconstruct the past using texts of their own 
creation.

since several, including the fragmentary gJW, do not include claims of authorship.
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BiBlicAl And cl AssicAl Forgery: 
FroM Antiquity to the renAissAnce

if lying is as old as language,3 then forgery must be as old as writing. one 
of the earliest examples from the classical world is the trick played by the 
fourth-century Bce historian anaximenes of Lampsacus, who composed a 
text insulting athens, Thebes, and sparta and attributed it to his rival Theo-
pompus; he then sent copies of the text to each of these cities.4 another trick 
was played on Heraclides of Pontus by dionysius “the renegade” around the 
same time. dionysius created a tragedy entitled Parthenopaeus and attrib-
uted it to sophocles. Heraclides quoted it as genuine only to find out later 
that an acrostic in the text spelled out “Heraclides is ignorant of letters.”5 
Forgery was commonplace, though not tolerated, throughout antiquity, and 
biblical writers were not immune to it.6

The Bible and contemporaneous Jewish and christian literature is 
replete with examples of pseudonymous attributions—some perpetrated 
by copyists and compilers (biblical texts associated with Moses, david, and 
solomon; the new testament gospels), some by the authors themselves 
(daniel, the Letter of Aristeas, the Pastoral and catholic epistles, and a 
wide assortment of apocryphal christian and Jewish texts). The practice 
continued into the Middle ages, primarily occurring in church decretals, 
hagiography, and legal documents; the phenomenon is so widespread, an-
thony grafton writes, that “perhaps half the legal documents we possess 
from Merovingian times, and perhaps two-thirds of all documents issued to 
ecclesiastics before a.d. 1100, are fakes.”7

The practice of what i prefer to call scholarly forgery—the contem-
porary creation of a text with the attendant claim of its discovery in an 
ancient manuscript—begins in the renaissance, when the search for texts 
and inscriptions from the classical world brought a flood of material to the 

3. according to linguistic theorist edgar H. sturtevant (Introduction to Linguistic 
Science, 48–49), language was created out of the desire to deceive. 

4. cited in Metzger, “Literary Forgeries,” 6–7. grafton (Forgers and Critics, 8) be-
gins his overview of forgery a little earlier with examples from Middle kingdom egypt 
(2000–1700 Bce) and ancient israel (the finding of deuteronomy by the seventh-cen-
tury Bce king Josiah as narrated in 2 kings 22). a full range of ancient near eastern 
and greco-roman forgeries are surveyed in speyer, Die literarische Fälschung, 109–49, 
and briefly in Brox, Falsche Verfasserangaben, 45–48.

5. grafton, Forgers and Critics, 3–4. see also ehrman, Forgery, 11–14.
6. grafton, Forgers and Critics, 12–13. grafton notes ancient terms for forgery and 

steps taken to prove and prevent its practice. see also ehrman, Forgery, 31–32. 
7. grafton, Forgers and Critics, 24.
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West “heavily polluted by streams of fraudulent matter.”8 Fragmentary in-
scriptions were filled in by their discoverers and entirely new texts were 
invented to recreate a past “even more to the taste of modern readers and 
scholars than was the real antiquity uncovered by technical scholarship.”9 
This became such a problem that the sixteenth-century spanish jurist anto-
nio augustin wrote an essay on telling true inscriptions from false and said 
“reasonable men agreed that texts should not be cited until they had been 
tested for genuineness and value.”10 among the literary creations of the time 
are: letters of Marcus aurelius fabricated by antoine guevara, archbishop 
of Montenedo, in 1529;11 the Will of Julius caesar retooled from a ravenna 
manuscript in the sixteenth century by French calligrapher Pierre Hamon, 
who was executed for forgery in 1569;12 17 treatises by 11 different writers 
(including Philo and cato the censor) found, according to giovanni nanni, 
on a journey to Mantua in the fifteenth century;13 a number of unsubstanti-
ated manuscripts of genuine, extant classical texts published by simeo Bosius 
in the sixteenth century;14 De Consolatione of cicero, otherwise known only 
in fragments, published by carlo sigonio of Modena in 1583;15 a fragment 
of Petronius’ Satyricon, said to have been found in a library at trau in dal-
matia around 1645, published by Marinus statileus;16 and the complete text 
of the Satyricon published by François nodot in 1693 from a manuscript he 
said was given to him from somewhere in Belgrade.17 spurious discoveries 
continued into the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries: in 1784 gieuseppe 
Francesco Meyranesio published 24 new texts;18 someone writing under the 

8. ibid., 26. chambers (History and Motives, 36, see also 20) remarks that the 
interests of forgers changes with the times: “When, as in the renaissance, men’s minds 
are bent on the classics, he produces classical imitations; when, as at the end of the last 
century, they turn to primitive and forgotten literatures, these become to him a new 
source of inspiration.”

9. grafton, Forgers and Critics, 26.
10. ibid., 30.
11. chambers, History and Motives, 21.
12. grafton, Forgers and Critics, 28; see further delisle, “cujas déchiffreur de 

papyrus.” 
13. grafton, Forgers and Critics, 28 and 54–55; Farrer, Literary Forgeries, 67–81; 

chambers, History and Motives, 20.
14. grafton, Forgers and Critics, 32; see further Pasquali, Storia della tradizione, 

94–95
15. grafton, Forgers and Critics, 45–48; Farrer, Literary Forgeries, 5–10; chambers, 

History and Motives, 20–21.
16. Farrer, Literary Forgeries, 12–21.
17. ibid., 23–24.
18. grafton, Forgers and Critics, 32.
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pen name P. seraphinus published an otherwise-unknown, and decidedly 
christian, fourth book of cicero’s De Natura Deorum in 1811;19 yet another 
portion of the Satyricon, this time from a manuscript in the monastery of st. 
gallen in switzerland, was published in 1800 by Joseph Marchena, who also 
claimed to have found in Herculaneum 40 unpublished verses of catullus;20 
between 1789 and 1794 the abbé Joseph Vella claimed to have found an 
arabic version of the lost books of Livy;21 Philo Byblius’s lost translation of 
Sanchoniathon (a history of Pheonicia) was published by Friedrich Wagen-
feld in 1835;22 and in the nineteenth century Vrain-denis Lucas fabricated 
27,320 letters from such figures as Plato and seneca as well as some of the 
apostles, including a letter of Mary Magdalene to Lazarus, and another from 
Lazarus to Peter, all of which he sold to Michel chasles, a geometrician and 
astronomer.23 in almost all of these cases, no manuscript of the text could 
be produced when requested—the exceptions being Hamon’s Will of Julius 
caesar and statileus’s Satyricon fragment, both of which bear tell-tale signs 
of forgery24—though it must be said that the early Humanists, at least, were 
not careful about preserving manuscripts once they had been carefully cop-
ied and formally published.25

in response to these supposed finds, scholars became quite adept at 
detecting contemporary forgeries. This happened first with “forged” ancient 
and medieval texts, such as the epistles of Phalaris, a sicilian tyrant of the 
sixth century Bce, first published in 1470 but determined by richard Bent-
ley in 1697–1698 to have been written in the second century ce.26 Bentley’s 
work began a new wave of historical pyrrhonism;27 indeed, according to 
Jacob tunstall, after Bentley, the highest aim of classical criticism became 
“the distinguishing of what is genuine and what is spurious, in the several 
writings which are come down to us under ancient and celebrated names.”28 
Bentley’s two Dissertations on the Epistles of Phalaris (1698 and 1699), writ-

19. Farrer, Literary Forgeries, 10–12.
20. ibid., 24–25. chambers, History and Motives, 31–32 mentions two other con-

temporary forgeries of catullus.
21. chambers, History and Motives, 32.
22. Farrer, Literary Forgeries, 191–201; chambers, History and Motives, 35.
23. Farrer, Literary Forgeries, 202–14; sparrow, Great Forgers, 139–49.
24. Farrer, Literary Forgeries, 19–20.
25. see reynolds and Wilson, Scribes and Scoundrels, 139–40.
26. chambers, History and Motives, 11–12; Baines, House of Forgery, 34–35; Levine, 

“‘et tu Brute?’,” 72–74; on Bentley’s wider career see reynolds and Wilson, Scribes and 
Scholars, 184–88. 

27. a connection made by Levine, “‘et tu Brute?’,” 71.
28. cited in Baines, House of Forgery, 35.
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ten to prove the epistles forgeries, is a treasure trove of information on an-
cient and medieval forgeries. several other writers of the time got in on the 
act by presenting their peers with outlines of the methods in development 
for determining the true authorship of texts.29 The skepticism reached such 
a peak that Jean Hardouin, librarian of the Lycee Louis-le-grand in Paris, 
advanced a theory in 1693 that only a handful of ancient works (cicero, 
Pliny’s Natural History, Virgil’s Georgics, and Horace’s Epistles and Satires) 
are genuine; all others were created in the thirteenth-century. Hardouin 
argued also that the Latin Vulgate was the original new testament and that 
the greek manuscripts, becoming popular at the time in text criticism of the 
Bible, were inaccurate translations of the Latin.30

Hardouin’s interest in the origins of both biblical and classical texts 
demonstrates what Bains calls “a strong connection between the two critical 
arts in the period,”31 and how issues of authorship and forgery impacted 
them both. The reformation opened up questions about the authorship 
of biblical texts, though these questions were particularly aimed at texts 
undervalued by Protestants: the epistle to the Hebrews and the catholic 
epistles. efforts were made to establish the original text of the Bible, em-
ploying Hebrew and greek manuscripts, and several of the classicists, 
including richard Bentley, were involved in that process. Medieval texts, 
particularly those that figured in contemporary ecclesiastical debates, also 
came under scrutiny. The Donation of Constantine, in which constantine 
bequeaths a large part of the roman empire to sylvester, Bishop of rome 
was shown by Lorenzo Valla in 1440 to be a creation of the eighth century;32 
the Decretals attributed to isidore of seville proved to be products of the 
ninth, not the seventh century;33 and the genuine epistles of ignatius were 
separated, thanks in part to the work of isaac Voss in 1646, from the larger 
corpus of the letters, which includes six pseudo-ignatian epistles created in 
the fourth century.34

Just as classicists investigated both ancient and contemporary forg-
eries, scholars of christianity also were presented with newly-created 
texts. erasmus, known for his work on the greek new testament and for 

29. see Jones, New and Full Method, which discusses and prints many of the texts, 
and Lenglet du Fresnoy, New Method for Studying History, 1:304–15.

30. chambers, History and Motives, 4; Love, Attributing Authorship, 186–87.
31. Baines, House of Forgery, 34.
32. grafton, Forgers and Critics, 24 and 30; chambers, History and Motives, 15–16; 

reynolds and Wilson, Scribes and Scoundrels, 142–43. For further details on Valla see 
coleman, Treatise of Lorenzo Valla.

33. For detailed discussion see chambers, History and Motives, 131–44.
34. Voss, Epistulae genuinae. For more on Ps.-ignatius see ehrman, Forgery, 460–80.
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determining true writings of Jerome from the spurious and misattributed,35 
apparently created a forgery of his own. in 1530 he included in his fourth 
edition of the works of cyprian a text called De duplici martyrio (“on the 
two Forms of Martyrdom”) which he claimed to have found in an ancient 
library; yet the Latin is much like erasmus’s style, the contents agree with 
his own views of martyrdom, and no copy of the text has ever been found.36 
christoph Matthäus Pfaff claimed in 1712 to have found four fragments of 
irenaeus of Lyons and a few years later published them with an extensive 
commentary. again, the manuscript, said by Pfaff to reside in turin, could 
not be located.37 Then there is the strange case of constantin simonides in 
the nineteenth century.38 simonides sold biblical and classical manuscripts 
to museums and collectors; some of these are genuine but many are believed 
to be forgeries, including portions of the Shepherd of Hermas. simonides 
was associated also with the Mayer Papyri, a collection of biblical manu-
scripts that included fragments of James, Jude, genesis, and a manuscript of 
Matthew that includes a prologue stating that the text was dictated to nico-
laus the deacon in the fifteenth year after the ascension.39 Most interesting 
of all is simonides’ claim to have created codex sinaiticus, a claim made 
in an apparent vendetta against constantin tischendorf, who had exposed 
simonides as a forger in 1856.40 The nineteenth century also saw one of 
the few examples of a forgery related to the Hebrew Bible. in 1883 Moses 
shapira, a Jerusalem antiquities dealer, made efforts to sell fragments of a 
deuteronomy scroll written in Moabite script and containing an eleventh 
commandment (“Thou shalt not hate thy brother in thy heart: i am god, 
thy god”). This so-called “shapira scroll” was determined to be a forgery 
by charles clermont-ganneau and david ginsburg who argued that the 
text was written on strips taken from the lower margin of a disused syna-
gogue roll and then treated with chemicals to look ancient.41

35. discussion in Love, Attributing Authorship, 19–22.
36. grafton, Forgers and Critics, 44–45.
37. ibid., 32; also summarized in carlson, Gospel Hoax, 16. Pfaff ’s discovery was 

countered by scipio Maffei in his own time but was effectively settled by adolph von 
Harnack (Pfaff ’schen Irenäus-Fragmente) in 1900.

38. examined in detail in elliott, Codex Sinaiticus; schaper, Odyssee des Fälschers; 
and somewhat sympathetically in Farrer, Literary Forgeries, 39–66. Brief discussion in 
the context of gJW in Jones, “Jesus’ Wife Papyrus,” 370–71.

39. on the Mayer Papyri—published as simonides, Fac-similes—see Farrer, Literary 
Forgeries, 53–59.

40. Farrer, Literary Forgeries, 59–66.
41. chambers, History and Motives, 35. For further discussion see rabinowicz, 

“shapira scroll”; and Press, “‘Lying Pen of scribes.’”
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as knowledge of the ancient world increases, it becomes easier to 
find anachronisms, stylistic inconsistencies, and other blunders in suppos-
edly forged texts. But better knowledge of the ancient world and ancient 
authors also has led to re-evaluations of the charge of forgery. The croatian 
manuscript of Petronius’ Cena Trimalchionis (“dinner with trimalchio”), 
first published in 1664, is now considered genuine, as are the artemidorus 
papyrus42 and the letters of Brutus and cicero.43 some have argued even 
for a re-evaluation of the shapira scroll in light of the subsequent discov-
ery of the dead sea scrolls.44 curiously, many of the arguments advanced 
for forgery at the time—the unlikelihood of sheepskin surviving for 3000 
years, the confusion of certain letters by the scribe, the size of the strips—are 
no longer valid, since the same phenomena are observable in some of the 
scrolls. The only certain piece of evidence that remains is shapira himself, 
who had been exposed earlier as a forger of artefacts.45

as anthony grafton states, just as a forger’s work often bears the 
stamp of his time period, critics also are influenced by their time: “Many 
ancient and some later documents have fallen criticism only to rise again 
when the critic’s notion of what can and cannot be ‘classical’ or ‘medieval’ 
reveals its limitations.”46 it is noteworthy also that many critics of forgery 
were themselves forgers, and sometimes critics who could detect forgeries 
“showed far less critical discrimination when they dealt with texts that coin-
cided with their assumptions and desires.”47 care must be taken, therefore, 
in evaluating the arguments for forgery, particularly since the motivations 
of those who make the accusations are not much different from those of 
the forgers—as the simonides case demonstrates, false charges can result 
from vendettas, and scholarly careers can be advanced just as much by an 
investigation of a forgery as by its creation.48 in the words of Paul Baines, 
“the discovery of forgery was never neutral.”49 as scholars became more 
adept at uncovering forgeries and more rigorous about the proper care and 
cataloging of manuscripts, the forgers had to become more sophisticated 

42. Listed, along with several artifacts, in Jones, “Jesus’ Wife Papyrus,” 368.
43. Levine, “‘et tu Brute?’,” 89.
44. see allegro, Shapira Affair.
45. For a summary of the early arguments for forgery and their current value see 

Press, “‘Lying Pen of scribes,’” 146–47.
46. grafton, Forgers and Critics, 125–26. 
47. ibid., 95.
48. in this context, sari kivistö (“crime and its Punishment,” 153) discusses the un-

founded accusations of dishonesty made against sixteenth-century humanists giovanni 
gioviano Pontano and angelo Poliziano in the crafting of their critical editions.

49. Baines, House of Forgery, 31.
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in their craft. simonides and shapira, for example, rose to the challenge 
by fabricating manuscripts using ancient papyrus, duplicating ancient ink 
recipes, and imitating forms of script.50 But critics have kept up the pace, 
employing complex methods of scientific investigation to test the validity 
of the evidence.

Forgery And christiAn Apo cryphA

While biblical scholars have been hesitant to use the term “forgery” to 
describe biblical pseudepigrapha (often preferring to label them “pious 
frauds”),51 they have been far less timid in their assessment of noncanoni-
cal pseudepigrapha, particularly texts written in late antique or medieval 
times.52 From as early as the late second century, texts not accepted by the 
roman church have been characterized using the terminology of forgery: 
nothōn, pseudos, falsa, and, of course, apokryphōs (irenaeus, Haer. 1.13.1; 
1.20.1; 5.21.2; tertullian, Pud. 10.12; Res. 63; eusebius, Hist. eccl. 2.23.24; 
3.3; 3.25; 4.11.8; 4.22.9; athanasius, Ep. 39).53 But few of these texts actu-
ally bear false attributions—some, like the canonical gospels, were origi-
nally anonymous and acquired apostolic credentials late in the manuscript 
transmission; others are written about early christian figures, not by them. 
They are “false” principally because the early roman church did not like 
their contents, not because of their claims of authorship.54 That said, some 
apocryphal texts have at times approached the canonical in estimation. 
For example, 3 Corinthians, though not valued in the West, was canoni-
cal in eastern churches for centuries; Paul’s Epistle to the Laodiceans ap-
pears in over 100 Vulgate manuscripts;55 eusebius, an authority on canon 

50. For suspicious qualities about simonides’ manuscripts see Farrer, Literary Forg-
eries, 48–49, 55–56; on the shapira scroll, see rabinowicz, “shapria scroll,” 9–10, 14–15

51. Metzger, “Literary Forgeries,” 15–19 surveys some of the literature; see also 
ehrman, Forgery, 35–43.

52. on forgery and apocrypha see chambers, History and Motives, 12–14; Frarrer, 
Literary Forgeries, 126–44; and inter alia ehrman, Forgery.

53. For a comprehensive discussion of the terminology as applied to christian 
apocrypha, see tóth, “Way out of the tunnel?” 50–63; also speyer, Die literarische 
Fälschung, 185–86. speyer incorporates a variety of early christian apocrypha in his 
study but particularly noteworthy is his excursus on apocryphal acts (ibid., 210–18). 
Brox (Falsche Verfasserangaben, 26–36) surveys a range of examples of pseudepigraphy 
in christian apocrypha and church orders, focusing, like speyer on the motives for 
attribution and noting that in some cases, attributions are due to secondary efforts to 
determine authorship rather than an intention to deceive.

54. see Metzger, “Literary Forgeries,” 14–15.
55. The manuscript sources are provided in Berger, Histoire de la Vulgate.
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in the fourth century, considered the Abgar Correspondence to be authentic 
(Hist. eccl. 1.13); and Jerome (Vir. ill. 12) and augustine (Ep. 153.14) felt the 
same about the Epistles of Paul and Seneca. apocrypha clearly created in 
the medieval period, such as the thirteenth-century Epistle of Lentulus and 
the sixth-century Epistle of Christ from Heaven, are frequently dismissed 
and neglected by scholars as “recent forgeries” and thus unworthy of study, 
despite their popularity and impact over the centuries.56 The Gospel of Barn-
abas, too, is often called a forgery, though here at least the deception is more 
acute, since its Muslim author portrays Jesus uttering prophecies about the 
coming of Muhammad.

Within christian apocrypha are three examples, often cited, of texts 
whose true authorship was discovered in antiquity. in the late second cen-
tury, tertullian (Bapt. 17) revealed that a certain elder in the church of asia 
Minor was removed from office when it was discovered that he had written 
the Acts of Paul. an anti-christian “acts of Pilate” of the fourth century is 
accredited to Theotecnus, an apostate from christianity and a persecutor 
of the church at antioch (eusebius, Hist. eccl. 1.9.3–4; 9.2–5; 9.7.1). and 
the Epistle of Pseudo-Titus was proven by Bishop salonius to be written by 
salvian, a priest of Marseilles.57 These examples only add to the perception 
of christian apocrypha as “forgeries” though, in many respects, they dif-
fer little from the similarly-pseudonymous texts contained within the new 
testament. Perhaps the situation would be different if the identities of the 
true authors of the disputed canonical texts were discovered.

The rediscovery of christian apocrypha in the renaissance naturally 
was attended by concern for and accusations of forgery. When guillaume 
Postel introduced Western readers to the Protevengelium of James,58 Henri 
estienne, the well-known printer of Paris, accused him of creating the text: 
“Quant au contenu, il est certain qu’il a été forgé par un tel esprit que celui 
dudit Postel, si d’aventure lui-même n’en est l’auteur, en dérision de la reli-
gion chrétienne.” He said also that “le diable s’est evidemment mocqué de la 
chrestienté” in publishing this text.59 Perhaps estienne was offended more 

56. Beskow, Strange Tales, 25–30 and goodspeed, Strange New Gospels, 96–108; 
New Chapters, 191–96; Modern Apocrypha, 70–75 include the Epistle of Christ from 
Heaven in their discussions of modern apocrypha; goodspeed, Strange New Gospels, 
88–91 includes also the Epistle of Lentulus, which charlesworth (Authentic Apocrypha, 
5–16) calls “an obvious fake” (5) and “inauthentic” (16).

57. For a discussion of Ps.-Titus in this context see ehrman, Forgery, 94–96; see also 
speyer, Die literarische Fälschung, 31; Brox, Falsche Verfasserangaben, 74–75.

58. Postel, Protevangelion.
59. estienne, Traité préparatif à l’apologie pour Hérodote (1566) quoted in amann, 

Protévangile de Jacques, 166.
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by Postel’s theory on the text—that Prot. Jas. was the lost prologue to the 
gospel of Mark—than the text itself. it did not help that Postel published 
only a Latin translation, not the original greek text, and did not name the 
manuscript that he used. The publication of a greek manuscript by Michael 
neander fifteen years later,60 followed by many, many more over subsequent 
centuries, have made it clear that Prot. Jas. is not a renaissance-era forgery.

turnabout, as they say, is fair play, and estienne later was implicated 
by J. M. cotterill in an elaborate forgery plot that involved several nonca-
nonical works. in an 1877 article for the Church Quarterly Review, cotterill 
questioned the authenticity of the Epistle to Diognetus, published first by 
estienne in 1592 from a now-lost manuscript.61 His theory is developed 
further in an 1879 monograph in which he charges that estienne was know-
ingly involved in the dissemination of thirteen texts forged between the 
eighth and thirteenth centuries; these texts included Ep. Diog. along with 
1 and 2 Clement, and the Infancy Gospel of Thomas.62 if true, this would 
mean that the codex alexandrinus, one of the principal witnesses for 1 and 
2 Clement, is a renaissance forgery. also putting strain on the theory is 
that, even in cotterill’s time, five greek manuscripts of Inf. Gos. Thom. were 
known to scholars, along with another in syriac dating to the sixth century; 
since cotterill, the number of witnesses to the text has multiplied to include 
additional greek and syriac manuscripts, as well as Latin, georgian, ethi-
opic, slavonic, and irish. cotterill’s theory was never taken seriously. one 
reviewer at the time called it “a work of great erudition sadly misapplied.”63 
another said that cotterill’s monograph has no “sense of a coherent state-
ment of the case with beginning, middle, and end.”64 The best antidote to 
such theories, it seems, is new manuscript discoveries that render the pos-
sibility of forgery impossible.

60. Michael neander, Catechesis Martini Lutheri.
61. The manuscript, Codex Argentoratensis Graecus 9 (13th/14th cent.) was burned 

in a german attack on strasbourg in 1870. Before its destruction, three transcripts of 
the text were made: one by estienne for his edition, one by B. Haus, and another by J. 
J. Breuer. estienne’s and Haus’s still exist but Breuer’s is lost. see further Foster, “Epistle 
to Diognetus,” 147. James donaldson, after examining the peculiarities of the text, also 
speculated that estienne had created it, but said it was “more likely” that it was created 
“as to write a good declamation in the old style” by greeks fleeing to italy from the 
turks (donaldson, Critical History, 2:126–42, esp. 142).

62. cotterill, Peregrinus Proteus. in an 1884 rejoinder to his critics (Modern 
Criticism), cotterill added clement’s Epistles to Virgins to the list of estienne and co.’s 
forgeries. 

63. in an uncredited review in The Dublin Review 3rd ser. 10 (1883) 226–27.
64. simcox, review of cotterill, Peregrinus Proteus, 205.
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The creation of modern apocrypha began in the late nineteenth cen-
tury and continued sporadically into subsequent centuries. Their produc-
tion seems to have been inspired by two activities in biblical scholarship: 
the publication of manuscripts of legitimate ancient apocrypha and biblical 
texts, particularly those found in high-profile archeological discoveries, 
and the romanticism about eastern religions occasioned by the work of the 
religionsgeschichtliche schule. add to these activities the broader discus-
sion in the academy about the authenticity and reliability of the Bible and 
the search for the historical Jesus, filter it all through the perspectives of 
nineteenth-century occultist movements such as the Theosophical society 
and the result is a steady crop of newly discovered gospels presenting Jesus 
as everything from an essene to a Buddhist to a vegetarian.65 an anxious 
public, their faith eroded by attacks on the biblical gospels and their inter-
est peaked by reports of lost gospels recovered from the egyptian sands, 
provided an eager market for these new texts. as Philip Jenkins remarks, 
the nonspecialist public “had no reliable way of telling whether the new 
offerings represented genuine archeological discoveries scrupulously edited 
by conscientious scholars, or spurious fictions.”66

Modern apocrypha have attracted little interest from scholars, likely 
due to the widespread sense that once proven not to be ancient, they deserve 
little attention. M. r. James, the great english compiler of apocryphal texts, 
mentions several of them (the Life of Saint Issa, the Book of Mormon, and the 
Book of Jasher, along with the apparently-forged fragments of constantine 
simonides) in a lighthearted review of the Archko Volume, which he calls 
“an extremely bad book,” for the Guardian Church Newspaper in 1900.67 He 
returned to the texts (this time mentioning also the Letter of Benan and 
Mendès/greene’s the Childhood of Christ) in his 1823 collection The Apoc-
ryphal New Testament, “more to show my consciousness of their existence 
than because they are at all interesting.”68 The first systematic treatment of 
the texts came in 1931 with edgar J. goodspeed’s Strange New Gospels. The 
volume covers seven of the most well-known nineteenth-century texts (in-
cluding the Life of Saint Issa and one “revealed” text: the Aquarian Gospel) 
and one medieval (the Epistle of Christ from Heaven). Though goodspeed 
was serious in his efforts to examine these texts, he was candid about the 

65. Jenkins, Hidden Gospels, 43–53 captures well this spirit of the times but see 
Maffly-kipp, American Scriptures, vii–xxi for a more sympathetic view.

66. Jenkins, Hidden Gospels, 47. see also goodspeed, Strange New Gospels, 1–9.
67. James, “Mare’s nest.”
68. James, Apocryphal New Testament, 89. other apocrypha collectors have been 

similarly dismissive of modern apocrypha; see, for example, the comments made by 
schneemelcher in New Testament Apocrypha, 1:83–85.
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fact that his treatment of the material is not deep nor comprehensive. “i 
did not seek these curious pieces out,” he wrote, “they were brought to me 
by students and others who had come across them and wished information 
about them.”69 The goal of the survey was to provide “a useful service . . . by 
describing them together, and pointing out their failure to meet the simple 
and familiar tests of antiquity and genuineness.”70 goodspeed returned to 
the texts in 1937 in a chapter of his New Chapters in New Testament Study,71 
adding to his earlier survey the Gospel of Josephus, the Book of Jasher, and a 
critical discussion of The Lost Books of the Bible, a poorly constructed col-
lection of apocrypha based on earlier compendia by William Hone and Jer-
emiah Jones. Finally, goodspeed revised Strange New Gospels in 1956 under 
the title Modern Apocrypha and added to his previous efforts introductions 
to the Death Warrant of Jesus, the Long-Lost Second Book of Acts, OAHSPE, 
the Nazarene Gospel, and the medieval Epistle of Lentulus.72

shortly after, Bruce Metzger took interest in one particular modern 
apocryphon: Paul r. coleman-norton’s “amusing agraphon,” published in a 
1950 article for Catholic Biblical Quarterly. The agraphon, said by coleman-
norton to have been found in a fragment of the Opus imperfectum in Mat-
thaeum, is an expansion of Matthew 24:51, which continues in the fragment 
with a question from the disciples about how those who are toothless can 
“gnash their teeth” at the judgement. Metzger proved the saying to be cole-
man-norton’s creation by noting that coleman-norton knew its contents 
before his alleged discovery.73

a treatment similar to goodspeed’s multiple works was provided in 
1953 by Per Beskow’s Strange Tales about Jesus.74 Beskow envisioned his 
edition as an update of goodspeed, adding texts that had appeared in the 
interim and with a more european focus.75 The most significant of these 
additions, for our purposes, are the Gospel of the Holy Twelve, the Essene 
Gospel of Peace, and Secret Mark. Beskow included Secret Mark because he 
suspected it to be a modern forgery and insinuated that Morton smith cre-
ated the text. smith was so incensed by the accusation, that he threatened to 
sue the publisher; as a result, the edition was withdrawn and then reissued 

69. goodspeed, Strange New Gospels, vii.
70. ibid., viii.
71. goodspeed, New Chapters, 189–219.
72. reprinted in 1968 as Famous Biblical Hoaxes. 
73. Metzger, “Literary Forgeries,” 3–4 (see also Metzger, Reminiscences of an Octo-

genarian, 136–39).
74. originally published in swedish in 1979. 
75. Beskow, Strange Tales, viii. Page references are to the 1983 edition.
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in 1985 with a rewritten chapter on Secret Mark.76 The strength of Beskow’s 
collection is its investigation into the pre-history of those texts that proved 
to be transformations of works of fiction (A Correct Transcript of Pilate’s 
Court, and the Crucifixion of Jesus, by an Eyewitness).77 Beskow also contrib-
uted a study of legends about Jesus in india—Jesus i Kasmir from 1981—and 
most recently a 2011 survey essay of “Modern Mystifications of Jesus,” by 
which he means “unverified speculations about Jesus.”78 Under this um-
brella term he includes, once again, Jesus in india, descendants of Jesus and 
Mary Magdalene, Mary Magdalene as a feminist symbol, and an indictment 
of american scholarship for its willingness to embrace these ideas.

no one within christian apocrypha studies has embraced good-
speed’s and Beskow’s work more than Pierluigi Piovanelli, though he does 
not share with them the need to prove the texts “inauthentic.” Piovanelli 
has criticized modern collectors of apocrypha for their dismissive attitudes 
to these texts. He sees their production as little different from the produc-
tion of antique or medieval apocrypha, all of which were created to rein-
terpret christian mythology for a new era: “the apocryphal reinvention of 
the origins is, in my opinion, an almost universal phenomenon that can 
contribute to save a living tradition from the oblivion that is in store for it, 
constantly reactualizing and re-legitimizing such a tradition as time goes 
by.”79 even modern fiction—such as nikos kazantsakis’ The Last Temptation 
of Christ80—can function the same way. Focusing specifically on the Aquar-
ian Gospel, Piovanelli seeks to show that not every modern apocryphon 
was written by “unscrupulous swindlers”; instead he considers this text a 
thoughtful work of piety.81 The same sympathetic attitude to the literature 
lies behind Piovanelli’s call for a third volume to the well-regarded Pleiades 
series Écrits apocryphes chrétiens, this one compiling a variety of modern 
apocrypha.82 something like Piovanelli’s proposed volume is available in 
Laurie Maffly-kipp’s American Scriptures. The 2010 compilation includes 
excerpts from both “scholarly” (the Life of Saint Issa, the Archko Volume) 

76. Beskow, “Mystifications,” 459–60 looks back at the threat of suit and its 
consequences.

77. Beskow, Strange Tales, 47, 53–54. see the discussion of these texts in ch. 12 of 
this volume.

78. Beskow, “Modern Mystifications,” 460–61.
79. Piovanelli, “What is a christian apocryphal text?,” 39. Much of Piovanelli’s 

remarks on modern apocrypha are contained also in Piovanelli, “Que’est-ce qu’un ‘écrit 
apocryph chétien’?” 178–86.

80. Piovanelli, “What is a christian apocryphal text?,” 37–38.
81. ibid., 34–36.
82. Piovanelli, “Que’est-ce qu’un ‘écrit apocryph chétien’?” 186.
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and “revealed” texts (the Book of Mormon, the Occult Life of Jesus of Naza-
reth, and others) with brief introductions.

Piovanelli would find Maffly-kipp’s sympathetic approach to the lit-
erature congenial; she says of the texts, “These works are compelling and 
historically valuable because they represent the wide range of popular writ-
ings catalyzed by the democratization of religious life in the decades after 
the american revolution, an era when men and women, african ameri-
cans and whites, and elites and nonelites felt empowered to enact and even 
design their own scriptural traditions.”83 it is no surprise that scholars most 
sympathetic toward modern apocrypha are found in the same land that pro-
duced the Book of Mormon. Beskow thinks this is because north american 
scholars are more fanciful in their theories, motivated, at least in part, by the 
“constant pressure . . . to demonstrate their academic efficiency,” whereas 
european scholars focus their attentions on real manuscripts of real texts.84 
Beskow’s generalization is easily challenged—Piovanelli, for one, advocates 
serious study of modern apocrypha but also works on establishing critical 
editions of late antique apocrypha—and describing the texts simply to dis-
miss them as “inauthentic” is no help for understanding the phenomenon 
of apocryphicity, ancient or modern.

Forgery and christian apocrypha are old, constant friends. By their 
very nature (i.e., they contain false attributions), most christian apocry-
pha are forgeries, created to satisfy the ever-changing needs of christian 
communities. Throughout the Middle ages, ecclesiastical voices tried to 
discredit noncanonical texts by declaring them false. When enlightenment 
historians in the West were introduced to new texts from the east, christian 
apocrypha were found among them; and when some of these same scholars 
created texts to fill in the gaps of history, christian apocrypha were cre-
ated also. When fiction writers took up the age-old motif of presenting their 
work as if it were from a lost text found in a newly discovered manuscript, 
new, fictional gospels also came to light. The motif became part of non-
fiction when archeologists and manuscript hunters reported finding legiti-
mate lost gospels, each featuring remarkable new tellings of the lives of Jesus 
and his contemporaries; suddenly early christian history was up for grabs, 
and everyone wanted to create a Jesus that was meaningful to them. and 
the christian apocrypha figured also in battles waged by scholars over the 
authenticity of texts. Just as with classical texts, certain christian apocrypha 
have been targeted by scholars simply because of objections to the contents 

83. Maffly-kipp, American Scriptures, x.
84. Beskow, “Modern Mystifications,” 470–71. a similar distinction between euro-

pean and american scholarship, particularly when it comes to christian apocrypha, is 
made by roessli, “north american approaches,” 32.
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of the texts, and careers were created and destroyed in the process. christian 
apocrypha research, particularly in north america, has focused primarily 
on texts written in the first four centuries, though there is a vigorous effort 
now to broaden the scope of study to late antique and medieval texts. Little 
attention has been paid to renaissance and modern apocrypha, and even 
the small amount of scholarship available on these texts has seen its goal 
as to demonstrate that they are forgeries rather than to understand them 
as products of their time, just like ancient and medieval apocrypha and, 
indeed, all forms of literature. The 2015 York University christian apocry-
pha symposium aimed to address this lacuna in the field by examining the 
means and motives for composing christian apocrypha at various points 
throughout history, including our own time.

the 2015 syMposiuM

The papers collected here represent much of the content of the 2015 sympo-
sium, though they do not appear in the order in which they were presented. 
shifts in the contributors’ schedules led to numerous rearrangements of the 
programme, leading at times to awkward combinations of presenters. it was 
decided that a thematic arrangement of the published papers would be of 
more benefit to readers. two of the papers, by ross Ponder and dominique 
côté, are not included in the volume as the authors were not able to revise 
their papers in time for publication. The following account of the event is 
drawn from my reports posted on the blog apocryphicity; additional over-
views of the symposium have been published in print and online by James 
Mcgrath, timo Paananen, and Bradley rice.85

The first day of the symposium looked at the composing of apocrypha 
at several key points in christian history. The morning session, “Writing 
early christian apocrypha,” began with stanley Porter’s look at our earli-
est material evidence of apocryphal texts: “Lessons from the Papyri: What 
apocryphal gospel Fragments reveal about the textual development of 
early christianity.” Porter’s expertise in nt text criticism and the editing 
of early papyrus fragments is widely acknowledged. Particularly notable 
with regards to apocryphal texts is his work on the unidentified text of P. 
oxy. 210.86 Porter mentions in his paper that it is difficult to identify the 
precise nature of apocryphal “gospel fragments”—are they pieces of lengthy 

85. Mcgrath’s play-by-play of the symposium starts with his post “#Ycas2015 Be-
gins”; Paananen, “York christian apocrypha symposium”; rice, “chronique.”

86. Landau and Porter, “Papyrus oxyrhynchus 210”; Porter, “Poxy ii 210”; Porter, 
“der Papyrus oxyrhynchus ii 210.”
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“gospel” texts? homilies? canonical gospel harmonies? or are they the re-
mains of apotropaic texts (i.e., magical amulets)? The answer may come 
closer to within our reach when the fragments are treated to complete criti-
cal editions based on new, in-person evaluation of the manuscripts, tools 
that Porter thinks are long overdue. also still undetermined, Porter states, is 
how the texts were used by early christian communities; “if these fragmen-
tary gospels were used in a liturgical fashion,” he writes in his paper, “they 
do not appear to have been used in the same way as scriptural readings 
of texts. They were perhaps supplementary episodes, read for edification 
and further elaboration, but not as the scriptural text itself or as a substi-
tute for it” (p. 72). The statement seems to impose a hierarchy upon the 
evidence, with nt gospels necessarily occupying a superior place in the 
early period than noncanonical texts. This viewpoint reflects assumptions 
about early christian literature that are somewhat at variance from those of 
the majority of the symposium’s participants—for example, he believes the 
canonical gospels were all composed prior to the Jewish War. This confes-
sional approach may lie behind his argument that the fragments “reinforce 
a relatively stable text of the greek new testament by the time of their com-
position.” audience members at the symposium, including Bart ehrman, 
found Porter’s statement somewhat puzzling—there is no “greek new tes-
tament” to speak of in the first few centuries, and the gospel fragments only 
show contact with the nt gospels, not the entire nt. Porter’s finished paper 
clarifies the issue somewhat with its substitution of “canonical gospels” for 
“greek new testament” (see p. 77).

some of the questions posed by Porter about the nature of the apoc-
ryphal gospel papyri were answered, at least in part, by ross Ponder, the 
first of three student presenters at this year’s symposium. His draft paper, 
“reconsidering P. oxy. 5072: creation and reception, Visual and Physical 
Features,” examines a gospel fragment that contains a version of the story of 
the gadarene demoniac and a conversation between Jesus and his disciples. 
Ponder notes the presence in the manuscript of several reader’s aids (para-
graphos marker, diaieresis, and slashes) which, Ponder writes, “could mean 
that it was intended for liturgical/public reading.”87 This text, then, could 
have been held in just as high an esteem as those that were later deemed 
canonical, a determination that challenges Porter’s canonical/noncanonical 
dichotomy. after Ponder’s presentation, Bart ehrman again joined in the 
discussion, remarking to stanley Porter that the contents of P. oxy. 5072 
demonstrated the fluidity of the “greek new testament,” not its stability. 

87. For more on Ponder’s thoughts on these aids see Ponder, “Papyrus oxyrhynchus 
5072.”
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The third paper in the session was delivered by Brent Landau, the 
co-convenor of the symposium. The paper, “Under the influence (of the 
Magi): did Hallucinogens Play a role in the inspired composition of the 
Pseudepigraphic Revelation of the Magi?,” directly addresses the issue of 
composition, suggesting that the contents of Rev. Magi may have originated 
in visions. Landau argues that the text contains “references to visionary ex-
periences that some group of early christians underwent” (pp. 79–80) and 
that the star-food mentioned in the text “is best explained by positing that 
the early christians behind Rev. Magi had ingested, quite possibly in a ritual 
manner, a hallucinogenic substance of some sort” (p. 80). The theory places 
Landau among “entheogenists,” a group of scholars studying hallucinogens 
in religious ritual. The group’s theories have not been taken very seriously 
by Biblical studies scholars, and Landau goes to great pains to defend some 
aspects of their work; he is helped in this by Jim davila, who has presented 
a set of criteria for determining whether certain actions in ancient religious 
texts can be identified as evidence for ritual practices.88

The session concluded with a contribution from third-time symposium 
presenter Pierluigi Piovanelli. His paper, “What Has Pseudepigraphy to do 
with Forgery? reflections on the cases of the Acts of Paul, the Apocalypse 
of Paul, and the Zohar,” touches on a number of topics that were revisited 
in later discussions over the course of the symposium. First, he notes that 
accusations of forgery, such as tertullian’s indictment of a certain presbyter 
for the creation of the Acts of Paul, result from the accuser’s distaste of the 
text’s contents. in tertullian’s case, he branded the text a forgery because he 
objected to its support of women performing baptism and teaching. second, 
Piovanelli draws attention to a medieval forgery: the Zohar, attributed to 
rabbi aquiva, but apparently composed in the fourteenth century by Moses 
de Léon. Piovanelli uses gershom scholem’s defense of de Léon’s deception 
to excuse the practice of pseudepigraphy as being “far removed from forg-
ery” and “a legitimate category of religious literature of the highest moral 
order.”89 Leading the response to Piovanelli’s paper, Bart ehrman asked, “are 
you saying that the writers of texts like the Acts of Paul are not trying to 
deceive?” to which Piovanelli replied, “no, they see themselves as inspired” 
and writing in the “school of thought” of the person whose name appears as 
author of the text. ehrman and Piovanelli then discussed the “we” section 
in the canonical acts, which Piovanelli explained as a “historiographical 
device, not a mark of forgery.” ehrman ended the exchange saying, “We 
have a lot to disagree about.”

88. davila, “ritual in the Jewish Pseudepigrapha.”
89. scholem, Major Trends, 204.
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The afternoon began with the session “reusing and recycling chris-
tian apocrypha,” which moved the discussion away from the origins of 
texts to their transformation and transmission in new contexts. Brandon 
W. Hawk spoke first with “‘cherries at command’: Preaching the Gospel of 
Pseudo-Matthew in anglo-saxon england.” The paper examines the use of 
Ps.-Mt. in two medieval sources. The first is an old english sermon desig-
nated Vercelli 6 (created ca. 959–988), which contains an enumeration of 
miracles heralding Jesus’ birth (including golden rings around the sun and 
the roman emperor forgiving all people) followed by excerpts from Ps.-Mt. 
on Jesus’ birth, the slaughter of the innocents, and the flight to egypt. The 
second source is the eleventh-century sacramentary of robert Jumièges, 
which contains 13 illuminations, two of which feature iconography related 
to Ps.-Mt. Hawk’s paper effectively demonstrates the ongoing integration 
of canonical and noncanonical traditions in the life of the church. timothy 
Pettipiece followed Hawk with “Manichaean redaction of the Secret Book 
of John.” in his paper, Pettipiece laments the neglect in scholarship of the 
Manichean codices found at Medinet Madi in 1929; compared to the similar 
discovery at nag Hammadi, Pettipiece writes, the “editing and publication 
of these manuscripts has proceeded at a somewhat glacial pace” (p. 195). 
The Secret Book of John, he states, “reveals substantial evidence of both 
Manichean reception and redaction” (p. 195), including the presentation 
of “the First Man” accompanied by five powers. similar evidence is found, 
he says, in other codex ii texts, such as On the Origin of the World and the 
Hypostasis of the Archons, but he cautions that some nag Hammadi texts 
contain anti-Manichean statements. Pettipiece promises to investigate these 
phenomena further in additional papers on Manichaean readings of the 
nag Hammadi texts.

session three focused on apocrypha written, or believed to have been 
written, in the last few centuries. i started the session with “apocrypha and 
Forgeries: Lessons from the ‘Lost gospels’ of the nineteenth century.” The 
paper grew out of an interest in the theories of forgery advanced for Secret 
Mark. i wondered how evidence for the text would stack up against other 
texts considered to be modern creations, asking what proof led scholars 
of these other texts to declare them forgeries and how does evidence for 
Secret Mark compare? The recent publication of the Gospel of Jesus’ Wife 
added a second contested apocryphon to the discussion. By the time of the 
mounting of the symposium it seemed quite clear that gJW was indeed a 
modern, not ancient, text but i conclude in my paper that both Secret Mark 
and gJW urge us to question our motivations in debunking these texts, to 
“ask what these accusations say about our own assumptions about antiquity, 
and how much the need to declare a text a forgery—or even ‘apocryphal’—is 



Fakes, Forgeries, and Fictions20

motivated not so much by a desire to understand its origins as by a distaste 
for its contents” (p. 264). in the discussion that followed, stanley Porter 
asked about richard J. arthur’s theory that the Gospel of Judas is a modern 
forgery created by members of the national geographic team who prepared 
the first critical edition of the text. He wondered why this theory did not 
catch on since, as i describe in the paper, arthur invokes the same kind 
of evidence against this text as used against Secret Mark and gJW: suspi-
cious knowledge of a known copy of a text from antiquity, an awareness 
of modern issues in christianity, and it reads like a patchwork assembly of 
other texts. i can only assume it did not receive support because of the solid 
reputations of the national geographic team—there was no Morton smith 
among them.

Bradley rice, our second student presenter, followed with a look at one 
particular modern apocryphon in his paper, “The apocryphal tale of Jesus’ 
Journey to india: nicolas notovitch and the Life of Saint Issa revisited.” one 
of the qualities of the text highlighted in rice’s discussion is its rejection of 
Jewish culpability in Jesus’ death and rice connects this modern viewpoint 
to the Jewish experience of late nineteenth-century russia, thus reinforcing 
the notion that modern apocrypha have much to tell us about their time of 
composition. rice concludes, “as we continue to investigate modern apoc-
rypha in the years to come, perhaps the question ought not be ‘What do 
they say about Jesus?’ but ‘What do they say about us?’” (p. 284).

eric Vanden eykel followed rice with “expanding the apocryphal 
corpus: some ‘novel’ suggestions.” His paper looks at four works of fiction 
(Bruce Longenecker’s The Lost Letters of Pergamum, christopher Moore’s 
Lamb: The Gospel according to Biff, colm toíbín’s The Testament of Mary, 
and naomi alderman’s The Liar’s Gospel) that share some things in common 
with ancient apocrypha. Vanden eykel’s excerpts from the novels, particu-
larly Moore’s comedic Lamb, were well-received, coming as they were near 
the end of a long day of presentations. He declared at the time that studying 
the novels is “boring” since there is little mystery as to their authors’ identi-
ties, the novels’ sources, etc. (see p. 301 in the finished paper). But the novels 
are still valuable because, despite being clearly fictional, they affect one’s 
understanding of Jesus and early christian history. Vanden eykel wonders 
if reading ancient apocrypha had the same affect on early christians—in-
deed, that is precisely the fear of such early heresy hunters as irenaeus and 
epiphanius.

The session ended with scott Brown’s “Behind the seven Veils, ii: 
assessing clement of alexandria’s knowledge of the Mystic gospel of 
Mark,” a sequel to his paper from the 2011 symposium. Brown is one of the 
leading scholars on Secret Mark but he has grown weary of defending the 
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authenticity of the text. He began his presentation stating, “this is probably 
my last paper on Secret Mark.” The paper gives thought to the interpreta-
tion of Secret Mark that clement promises to deliver at the end of his letter 
to Theodore. Brown draws upon clement’s unchallenged works to see how 
clement would have interpreted the longer version of Mark’s gospel. “if this 
is not possible,” Brown says, “then we have reason to doubt that clement 
read and expounded this story himself, and, by extension, that he authored 
the letter” (p. 97). Brown finds that “the richness and consistency of the 
resulting spiritual interpretation and its concordance with both every facet 
of clement’s program of perfection and the life setting for the mystic gos-
pel described in the letter . . . satisfy any reasonable standard of proof that 
clement knew the mystic gospel and therefore wrote the Letter to Theodore” 
(p. 127). Brown asked the audience at the symposium if they felt his argu-
ments were convincing; no one equivocally responded yes or no, but the 
silence was due likely to the fact that few of us have Brown’s facility with 
clement’s writings. discussion turned to other arguments for authenticity, 
with stanley Porter commenting that he spoke to Morton smith once about 
the response to his work on the text and smith voiced “disbelief ” about the 
mounting accusations of forgery.

Following in the tradition of previous York symposia, the first day 
concluded with a keynote address. once Brent and i settled on the theme 
of the 2015 event (“Facts, Fictions, Forgeries”), Bart ehrman seemed to 
us the perfect fit as our keynote speaker, since he had recently published 
two books on forgery in antiquity: his scholarly monograph Forgery and 
Counterforgery: The Use of Literary Deceit in Early Christian Polemics (in 
2013) and its popular-market counterpart, Forged: Writing in the Name of 
God—Why the Bible’s Authors Are Not Who We Think They Are (in 2011). 
ehrman is often criticized for his popular work, both by conservatives who 
object to his positions on the instability of the text of the new testament 
and his support of the Bauer Thesis , and by liberals who object to his sim-
plification of complex issues. nevertheless, he commands a certain amount 
of respect and awe, and his presence at the symposium brought palpable 
energy to the entire event. ehrman’s address is reproduced in this volume in 
much the way it was presented—i.e., it reflects his conversational tone and 
is supplemented with a minimum of bibliographical references. The aim of 
his talk is to discount the widely-held view that plagiarism did not exist 
in antiquity. He proposes a universal taxonomy of forgery, ranging from 
falsification (including additions to texts, such as Luke’s bloody sweat), to 
fabrication (representing historical events that are fictions), to literary fic-
tions (pseudonymity, pseudepigraphy, and forgery). ehrman’s key point, as 
stated in Forgery and Counterforgery, is that “Forgery was not an acceptable 
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practice in the ancient world, any more than other forms of lying and de-
ception were acceptable practices.”90 This point is restated at the end of his 
paper: “deceit comes in many guises, and we do well to recognize it for what 
it is and not to call it something that it is not” (p. 49). ehrman said at the 
start of his talk that he was pleased to be among scholars for a change in-
stead of the often-hostile audiences that attend his debates. But scholars too 
are passionate about their views, and several members of the audience took 
issue with ehrman’s views on forgery. Philip Harland (of York University) 
questioned ehrman’s “value-laden” terminology; in calling the texts “lies” 
and “deceptions,” he said, ehrman was not acting as a responsible historian. 
in response, ehrman said that he was not attaching value to the terminology 
at all—a lie can be told for good reason, but it is still a lie, and a writer put-
ting someone else’s name on a text is certainly deceptive. He countered also 
that he can find no one in antiquity who writes in support of the practice, 
including christian writers. Pierluigi Piovanelli, continuing his exchange 
with ehrman from earlier in the day, raised another objection to ehrman’s 
typology by citing inspiration—i.e., the writers do not see themselves as 
being deceptive, instead they believe they are inspired to write in others’ 
names. even so, ehrman’s argument that pseudepigraphy was universally 
condemned in antiquity cannot be denied.

day two of the symposium began with a thematically-fluid session 
entitled, “reimagining the Past in christian apocrypha.” gregory Fewster, 
the third of our student presenters, began the session with “Paul as Letter 
Writer and the success of Pseudepigraphy: constructing an authorial Paul 
in the apocryphal corinthian correspondence.” The paper is a response 
to alberto d’anna’s argument that discrepancies between 3 Corinthanians 
and other Pauline letters “reduces a lot . . . the possibility of success for the 
fiction.”91 But, as Fewster demonstrates, 3 Corinthians actually was success-
ful, so much that it was included in some nt canons, even the occasional 
Latin codex. it seems that constructing a believable Pauline pseudepigra-
phon was relatively easy, given that even in the second century Paul was 
known more for his letter-writing practice than for the contents of his let-
ters. so, despite the discrepancies, Fewster says, “one could thus believe that 
Paul wrote this response letter because Paul is the type of person who would 
have written this letter” (p. 175).

attention shifted from Paul to Peter in a paper by Pamela Mullins 
reaves (colorado college): “Pseudo-Peter and Persecution: (counter-) 
evaluations of suffering in the coptic Apocalypse of Peter (nHc Vii,3) and 

90. ehrman, Forgery, 132.
91. d’anna, “Third epistle,” 142.
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the Letter of Peter to Philip (nHc Viii,2).” reaves focuses much of her paper 
on Apoc. Peter, noting how it reflects intra-christian conflict over suffering. 
But both works recognize in Peter a figure associated with martyrdom and 
use him, not as a spokesperson for a particular christian group or theology, 
as we have come to expect in apocryphal texts, but as a site for debate over 
suffering. This use of an apostle’s legacy is similar in some ways to the teach-
ings of Paul in 3 Corinthians, which, like Paul’s canonical letters, articulates 
views on resurrection.

after a short break, our lone Francophone presenter, dominique côté, 
presented a draft of his paper, “in the name of James and clement: The 
Brother of Jesus in the Pseudo-Clementines.” côté has worked extensively 
over the years on the Pseudo-Clementines. in this presentation he focused 
on how the entire novel is presented as a lengthy letter to be sent to James 
and wonders why it was necessary to use the epistolary motif to circulate the 
novel. He concluded that James is used in the Pseudo-clementine Homilies 
(here seen as representing well the sources used by both the Homilies and 
the Recognition) in an effort to harmonize christianity with Judaism. The 
same motivation is attributed to rufinus, the Latin translator of the Rec-
ognitions, though for different reasons: “to affirm the continuity between 
the church of Jerusalem, founded by James and appointed bishop by Je-
sus himself, and the church of rome, founded by Peter, designated as the 
foundation of the church by Jesus himself.” rufinus, however, was intent on 
showing continuity in church leadership, not on allying christianity with 
Jewish thought and praxis.

The morning session concluded with anne Moore’s paper, “‘days of 
our Lives’: destructive Homemakers in the Passion of Andrew.” The first 
three papers of the session are somewhat cohesive, each focusing on a cer-
tain pillar of the church and how the figure is used by writers of apocrypha. 
But Moore’s paper is quite different. it focuses on the Passion of Andrew 
and characterizes the text as having a similar setting, plot, and characteriza-
tion as a modern soap opera. The acts and soaps also share a similar social 
function. “The [apocryphal acts] offer an alternative to the traditional roles 
of wife and mother,” Moore writes. “analogously, the soap operas provided 
women of the 1960s (and thereafter) with an alternative to the traditional 
role of housewife and mother” (p. 179). The Passion of Andrew features the 
type of household typical of soap operas, with characters vying with one 
another for sexual dalliances and thus threatening the honor of the family. 
Moore’s paper focuses on the minor characters of the narrative, the slaves 
iphidama and euclia, and how they play out the role-sets expected of them 
in the roman domus. iphidama introduces her mistress Maximilla to an-
drew, which leads to the breakdown of the household and the loss of the 
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family’s honor. euclia is tasked by Maximilla to have sex with her husband 
aegeates. euclia is thus fulfilling one of the roles of a female slave, but the 
mistress of the house is usually presented in contemporary literature as try-
ing to limit these interactions; instead, Maximilla “is assuming the role of a 
pimp providing her husband with sexual release” (p. 189). This could lead to 
an additional challenge to the family honor: the creation of a non-elite heir. 
clearly, Moore’s paper stands out not only from the papers in the morn-
ing session, but also from the symposium on the whole. But this difference 
worked to Moore’s benefit, as the audience responded to her paper very 
positively, so much that it became one of the highlights of the event.

The final session of the day was devoted to the controversial Gospel of 
Jesus’ Wife. given the text’s exposure in the media—during the planning of 
the symposium and then reinvigorated in the final days leading up to the 
event—it seemed wise to incorporate it into the program as a way to draw 
the attention of non-scholars to the symposium. But we wanted to avoid 
arguments of authenticity, in part because that was the focus of other gath-
erings on the text and because with a year between planning and mounting 
the symposium, there was no telling where the discussion on authenticity 
would go. We decided to focus instead on the reception of the text in schol-
arship, in particular the role of bibliobloggers in the study of the text.

after a brief introduction from Brent Landau, the session began with 
caroline schroeder’s presentation, “gender and the academy online: The 
authentic revelations of the Gospel of Jesus’ Wife.” she drew attention to 
several “markers of authenticity” related to the text, including: the privileg-
ing of scientific studies of the manuscript over traditional humanistic ones; 
issues of provenance and the resulting political and ethical ramifications of 
working with unprovenanced materials; issues of status, gender, and identity 
and how these affect the academic production of knowledge; and attitudes 
in the field toward digital scholarship and digital publishing. schroeder 
juxtaposed traditional publishing methods (typically slow to release results 
and employed by higher-status scholars like karen king through print pub-
lications such as Harvard Theological Review) vs. digital publishing/blog-
ging (with speedy dissemination and featuring the voices of independent 
scholars and scholars at less high-profile institutions). regarding gender, 
schroeder noted that women are discouraged from online scholarship be-
cause of intimidation and rape threats and that there are fundamental bar-
riers to the presence of women’s voices in the field, including the problem of 
the “leaky pipeline” (very few women complete their Phds). Furthermore, 
she criticized Harvard University for helping to create the hostile environ-
ment surrounding discussion of the text; “Harvard bears no small amount 
of responsibility in this controversy,” schroeder writes in the finished paper, 
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“for winding it up and exposing king to the resulting maelstrom” (p. 324). 
But schroeder also criticized king for agreeing to keep the identity of the 
owner of the text a secret (though admitting that, in similar circumstances, 
she may have done the same) and urged scholars to consider carefully the 
ramifications of working with unprovenanced texts: “as we move forward as 
a scholarly community, we need to apply self-scrutiny when we use the ‘pur-
suit of knowledge’ to rationalize what we now know to be ethically murky 
work” (p. 313). schroeder finished with a defense of social media and digi-
tal publishing as genuine scholarship and urged female scholars to become 
more involved online, despite the risks, though she called for other scholars, 
particular senior scholars, to support female colleagues online.

James Mcgrath followed schroeder with “slow scholarship: do 
Bloggers rush in Where Jesus’ Wife Would Fear to tread?” Mcgrath had 
positive things to say about the speed of online scholarship on gJW and, 
echoing schroeder, about how the internet democratizes scholarship by 
allowing in voices of non-experts. That said, among the 27 bloggers who 
commented on the text, Mcgrath was most interested in the number of 
well-known scholars in the group and called this embrace of digital media 
“a noteworthy moment in the history of scholarship” (pp. 331–32). But Mc-
grath also had plenty of criticism of online scholarship. He noted that the 
consensus that emerged on gJW as a forgery is likely correct, but was wary 
about the nature of the consensus. First, the bloggers who argued for forgery 
may have been right but they were right before the evidence was presented 
that proved it so. “Within three days (and in some cases significantly less),” 
Mcgrath writes in his finished paper, “there were scholars who felt that they 
were in a position to comment with confidence on a question pertaining to 
a papyrus which had not been subjected to scientific testing, which they had 
not studied in person, and about which experts in papyrology had expressed 
a range of opinions” (p. 330). Mcgrath is not calling for a “slow scholarship 
movement,” rather he urges bloggers to work “as scholars” using appropriate 
scholarly methodology, “to move as quickly as we can while still being care-
ful” (p. 336). The second point Mcgrath made about the consensus was that 
it may not be fully representative of the opinions in the field, in part because 
bloggers “tend to have views that are a minority stance in the guild,” and 
because “consensus building takes time” (p. 336). and third, Mcgrath drew 
attention once again to the tone of the discussion online; because blog posts 
are written typically in a more relaxed style than traditional scholarship, 
snide or offensive remarks slipped into the articles.

Mark goodacre took a step back with his presentation “Jesus’ Wife, 
the Media, and The Da Vinci Code,” looking for the “perfect storm” envi-
ronment in popular culture that could have given rise to the creation of 
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gJW. He presented an overview of Mary Magdalene in Jesus films, noting a 
significant change in her portrayal after the publication of dan Brown’s The 
Da Vinci Code in 2003—going from a prostitute to a prominent disciple. 
goodacre threw a jab also at his frequent sparring partner simcha Jacobo-
vici who has appealed to gJW for support of his contention that Jesus was 
married (as seen in his work on the excavation of the talpiot tomb and in 
his controversial interpretation of Joseph and Aseneth in his book The Lost 
Gospel). goodacre responded also to Jacobovici’s characterization of his 
critics as “underwear bloggers,” described as “people that i imagine sitting 
in their underwear, eating out of pizza boxes and spending their days and 
nights attacking me and others personally.”92 goodacre finished his presen-
tation with the conclusion that “it is The Da Vinci Code that gives gJW its 
frisson, its cultural significance, its media clout,” though he stopped short of 
declaring that gJW’s appearance in the post-Da Vinci Code world necessar-
ily means it is a forgery, since life often imitates art purely by coincidence.

The discussion of the gJW presentations began with a response by 
Janet spittler, who also had a hand in organizing the panel. The response 
was at once entertaining and scathing in its criticism of attitudes toward 
gJW, of the fallacy of feminist support of a married Jesus, and of treatment 
of women online. spittler stated she was in agreement with much of schro-
eder’s presentation and said that the “positive, heartwarming” message from 
her discussion was that humanities methods were more effective in deter-
mining authenticity than scientific studies. on goodacre’s presentation, 
spittler noted that a married Jesus goes as far back as the mid-nineteenth 
century in Mormon circles, though this view was not sanctioned in the 
church. she then turned to the connection between The Da Vinci Code 
and Jesus’ marital status as a feminist issue. Though Brown’s novel claims 
that Jesus was the first feminist, spittler’s comic reading of the excessive 
“mansplaining” from ch. 58 of the novel illustrates that Brown is no feminist 
himself. spittler added that the belief that feminists want a married Jesus 
is a “weird notion”—“that’s right, guys,” she said, “we want to marry you” 
(see pp. 363–66) in the finished paper). regarding Mcgrath’s presentation, 
spittler agreed with his calls for improvement in the level of scholarship and 
discourse on blogs, noting also that of Mcgrath’s list of 27 bloggers who 
contributed to discussion on the text, only one is a woman. “The chatter on 
blogs is openly misogynist,” she said, “so it is not a pool i want to jump into.”

Before taking questions from the audience, the presenters were invited 
to respond to spittler’s comments. at this point goodacre mentioned that 
he had copied christian askeland’s joke (calling the Lycopolitan manuscript 

92. Jacobovici, “Underwear Bloggers.”
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of John an “ugly sister-in-law” to the gJW fragment on his own blog think-
ing it was funny; once he realized that it was offensive, he apologized online 
for repeating the joke. He added that he was grateful for the openness of the 
conversation on the panel. He said also in regards to Secret Mark that, as a 
forgery proponent, the association of arguments for forgery with homopho-
bia made him “uncomfortable.” spittler responded that you cannot ignore 
that connection, given that the accusation of forgery is so tied to smith’s 
sexuality—a gay gospel created by a gay man must be a fake, though no one 
ever accuses straight men of creating texts that feature a straight Jesus; and 
similarly, some commentators saw something suspicious in a female scholar 
editing a text that featured a married Jesus. From there the audience turned 
from gJW to a lengthy discussion of schroeder’s comments on the acad-
emy’s “leaky pipeline” and the difficulties that female scholars experience in 
the guild. This conversation about how scholars treat one another may be 
the most positive outcome of the whole gJW controversy.

The 2015 symposium came to a close with a small reception officially 
launching nasscaL, the north american society for the study of chris-
tian apocryphal Literature, an association founded with the goal of foster-
ing collaboration between north american scholars of christian apocrypha 
as well as scholars of cognate disciplines. The origins of nasscaL go back 
to a discussion at the end of the 2013 symposium of how we might more 
effectively work together. The intervening time was spent establishing a 
founding board, selecting an executive, and creating a website (nasscal.
com) to enable interested scholars to join the group. one of the outcomes of 
creating the society is that the York christian apocrypha symposium will 
now transform into a bi-annual nasscaL meeting to take place at various 
locations in the U.s. and canada. 

But the story of gJW is not over. Just a month before this volume went 
to press, ariel sabar revealed the identity of the owner, and perhaps creator, 
of the fragment in an article for The Atlantic.93 sabar had followed the story 
of gJW from the beginning, interviewing king in 2012 in preparation for 
an article in the Smithsonian, and accompanying her to rome to cover her 
announcement of the text. He returned to the story last year to investigate 
suspicions he had about the ownership documentation accompanying the 
fragment and used it to track down the man who brought gJW to king: 
Walter Fritz, a german expatriot now living in Florida. earlier in life, Fritz 
was a Master’s student at the Free University of Berlin and for a short time 
the head of the stasi Museum in east Berlin. in interviews with sabar, Fritz 

93. sabar, “Unbelievable tale.”
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admitted to being the owner but not the creator of the fragment. sabar was 
not convinced:

By every indication, Fritz had the skills and knowledge to forge 
the Jesus’s-wife papyrus. He was the missing link between all the 
players in the provenance story. He’d proved adept at decipher-
ing enigmatic egyptian text. He had a salesman’s silver tongue, 
which kept Laukamp and possibly others in his thrall. Perhaps 
most important, he’d studied coptic but had never been very 
good at it—which could explain the “combination of bumbling 
and sophistication” that king had deemed “extremely unlikely” 
in a forger.94 

But what would be Fritz’s motive? Fritz and his wife, anitra Williams-Fritz, 
have an interest in esoterica: she claims to channel the voices of angels, 
which she recorded in a self-published book titled Spiritual Evolution Uni-
versal Truths, and Fritz confessed to sabar an interest in gnostic gospels, 
stating, “The gnostic texts that allow women a discipleship and see Jesus 
more as a spiritual person and not as a demigod—these texts are probably 
the more relevant ones.” Fritz even tried to convince sabar to collaborate 
with him on a religious thriller with a plot very much like dan Brown’s 
The Da Vinci Code. and in 2009 Williams-Fritz’s online business cute art 
World was selling pendants containing scraps of papyrus she claimed origi-
nated in the second century. The Fritzes seemed to have been in it simply for 
the money. Before publishing his story, sabar approached karen king for 
her reaction to his investigation. at first she was hesitant to comment, but 
after the article appeared, she declared that the evidence “tips the balance 
towards forgery” and that she felt she had been deceived by Fritz.95

reaction to sabar’s article was swift. Within two weeks of its publica-
tion, nine scholarly bloggers—including caroline schroeder, Mark goo-
dacre, christian askeland, and roberta Mazza—had posted comments.96 
several of these were of the “i told you so” vein, with askeland stating that 
he and several other scholars were aware of Fritz since october 2015 when 
owen Jarus consulted with askeland for an article written for Live Science.97 

94. ibid.
95. sabar, “karen king responds.” of interest also is an article in The North Port 

Sun, Fritz’s home-town newspaper, in which Fritz responds to his portrayal in sabar’s 
Atlantic article. see Lawson, “Jesus’ Wife evidence.”

96. For overviews see grondin, “Jesus’ Wife Fragment 2016”; and goodacre, “Last 
chapter.”

97. askeland, “More on the gospel of Jesus’ Wife”; Jarus, “origins.” Jarus does not 
mention Fritz in the article as he had not yet confirmed Fritz was the owner of the 
fragment. after sabar’s piece appeared, Jarus wrote a second piece (“Likely a Fake”) 
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reportedly, Jarus was close to publicly associating Fritz with the text but 
sabar beat him to the scoop. several early commentators, and their read-
ers, remarked that king was targeted by Fritz specifically for her interest 
in apocryphal texts as well as, in their view, her “feminist interests.”98 The 
delicate issue of so-called “feminist criticism” observable in early discus-
sion of the text (see schroeder’s and spittler’s comments in this volume, pp. 
318–19, 363) is misrepresented by the recent commentators, with charlotte 
allen stating “once the fragment’s authenticity was questioned, a wagon-
circling by feminist scholars . . . shielded her from criticism by accusing the 
critics of sexism,”99 and timothy Pettipiece remarking that “accusations of 
sexism were brought forward to silence critics”—a statement later changed 
in response to criticism to “accusations of sexism further complicated the 
discussion.”100 in fact, the accusations of sexism were directed at objection-
able, gendered language used by a select few commentators and were not 
raised in defense of king or gJW authenticity. The juxtaposition of feminist 
critics and gJW authenticity on one hand and critical text critics and forg-
ery on the other is a false dichotomy that makes for a sensational narra-
tive of scholarly conflict, but it is not an accurate depiction of the nuances 
involved in the discussion. By far the most outrageous comment generated 
by sabar’s investigation was made by Leo depuydt who, in an interview for 
the Boston Globe, suggested that king should lose her job for her role in the 
affair: “i see that king is still at Harvard. Unbelievable.”101

The participants in the York symposium who added their voices to 
the discussion primarily reiterated points they made in their presentations 
on the text. interviewed on cBn (christian Broadcasting network) news, 
goodacre mentioned his skepticism about the text in light of interest in a 
married Jesus sparked by the publication of The Da Vinci Code. When asked 
about the biases of scholars who argued for the authenticity of the text, he 
remarked that “the owner of this fragment wanted to give it to somebody 
who would be really interested in the contents of the fragment” and that 
the choice of king was “a natural decision on the owner’s front.” goodacre 
also expressed surprise at details about Fritz revealed in sabar’s article: “The 

revealing the full extent of his own investigative work.
98. see e.g., allen, “Jesus’ Wife?,” who attributes king’s “downfall” to “an ideological 

commitment to those theories about suppressed early christian voices that clearly 
trumped objective assessment of the ‘Jesus’ wife’ fragment.”

99. ibid.
100. Pettipiece, “Publish or Perish.”
101. Wangsness, “Papyrus Likely Fake.” 
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guy that turns out to be the owner of this fragment is a pornographer; he’s 
someone that is clearly involved in shady dealings of all sorts.”102

timothy Pettipiece focuses his comments on the issue of academic 
prestige, noting the apparent dismissal of scholars critiquing the text online: 
“Predictably, the academic establishment dug in its heels. after all, who 
were a bunch of precariously employed adjuncts and bloggers to question 
the tenured wisdom of the ivy League?”103 He also comments on the current 
emphasis being placed upon academic partnership with sensationalist me-
dia and the harm that results: “The oft-repeated cliché used to be publish or 
perish. today, it seems to me, this has been replaced by a new imperative—
publicity or perish . . . in this age of academic celebrity and infotainment, a 
cV without at least a History Channel appearance or a National Geographic 
special seems second rate and decidedly lacking in scholarly star-power.”104

academic prestige is revisited also in a series of posts by caroline 
schroeder.105 she takes issue particularly with Fritz’s scornful comments 
about critics of the text (sabar says he derided them as “‘county level’ schol-
ars from the ‘University of eastern Pee-Pee Land’”).106 and after a few days 
of reading bloggers’ comments on the Fritzes’ titillating sexual proclivities, 
schroeder cautioned scholars to resist the temptation of “imprint[ing] upon 
the fragment whatever ‘sketchiness’ or ‘skeeviness’ we attribute to the owner. 
does the fact that the owner was involved in pornography necessarily mean 
the fragment is inauthentic?”107 at schroeder’s request, and with the con-
sent of our publisher, i made her article in this volume available for view-
ing on the nasscaL website and this led to additional discussion online, 
culminating in schroeder’s third and final post on the text. Here schroeder 
expands on her discussions about the value of academic blogging, the role 
played by humanities methods in determining the authenticity of the text, 
the ethics of working with unprovenanced texts and artifacts, and the need 
for scholars to “assert control over our digital identities.” in this regard 
schroeder notes that the Harvard divinity school website on gJW, hav-
ing languished since 2014, was finally updated on June 21 with a statement 
from Hds dean david n. Hempton acknowledging sabar’s article and stat-
ing that “the preponderance of the evidence now presses in that direction” 

102. The interview is available online at http://www1.cbn.com/cbnnews/
world/2016/june/debunking-the-myth-of-jesus-wife.
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(i.e., towards forgery).108 schroeder criticises Harvard for their silence on 
scholarship (primarily appearing online) in the intervening years, stating 
“through omission, the institution misrepresented the state of the field rath-
er than publish notice of research that contradicts their faculty. arguably, as 
of this writing, it continues to do so by addressing only the sabar piece.” The 
danger in this for scholars is that an institution’s efforts to publicize research 
can reflect upon the work and practices of scholars; thus schroeder warns 
“individual academics need to consider how much their own personal iden-
tity and reputation will be wrapped up in their university’s media exposure. 
While we may want personal exposure, it may come at a price.”

in the end, gJW’s lasting impact may be in what it has taught schol-
ars about the importance of provenance. king has been criticized for not 
using basic electronic research tools to learn more about Fritz. When 
confronted by sabar with his discoveries she declared, “i haven’t engaged 
the provenance questions at all,”109 and in her response to sabar’s article 
she told the author, “Your article has helped me see that provenance can 
be investigated.”110 roberta Mazza remarks that king’s comments “demon-
strate a shocking unawareness of the importance of verifying the collection 
history of an object before publication.”111 ideally, all material related to 
a text or artefact’s history should be made public. But, as Malcolm choat 
points out, king is not alone in not following this practice—along with 
general comments about museum policies, he cites two recent examples, 
one by dirk obbink in 2014 and another by geoffrey smith in 2015, of 
scholars guaranteeing manuscript owners anonymity.112 indeed, choat says 
that king provides more information in her HTR article than is usual and 
notes that supporting documents typically are not revealed until or unless 
authenticity is challenged. 

Finally, perhaps we all have one more thing to learn from gJW, 
something directly related to the contributions to this volume, which focus 
more on the reception of the text than its origins or content. choat ex-
presses this lesson well, in the concluding words to his assessment of sabar’s 
investigation:

Finally, among the disquieting aspects of this affair was the tone 
evident in some of the discussion: language that was variously 

108. The Hds web site dedicated to gJW can be found at http://gospelofjesusswife.
hds.harvard.edu/introduction/.
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unfortunately chosen, polemical, hyperbolic, sexist, loaded, and 
sometimes wholly unnecessarily vicious was used on all sides of 
the debate. not always, certainly, and assuredly not by everyone: 
but with noticeable frequency. The motives, backgrounds, affili-
ation (in academic, confessional, and socio-political terms) of 
some of the scholars involved in the debate was subject to impu-
tation, implication, and worse . . . in part, this tone was a result 
of the debate playing out across the media and the internet, 
when anonymous commenting and the ability to say whatever 
comes into one’s head allow a far less regulated discussion . . . 
Much of this democratisation of discussion is for the better; but 
this does not mean that the manner in which this debate was 
often conducted should model future such discussions.
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Apocryphal Forgeries
The Logic of Literary Deceit

Bart D. Ehrman

all of us who labor in the fields of early christian apocrypha know they 
are white for harvest. But even as significant advances are made in produc-
ing critical editions, new translations, and significant studies, there are still 
some preliminaries that require our attention.1 one of them involves de-
vising and agreeing upon a sensible taxonomy of literary deceit, a set of dis-
crete terms to refer to the wide range of literary phenomena confronting us 
when we deal with deceitful or potentially deceitful literary practices.2 The 
problems of recognition, definition, description, and delineation should be 
clear to all of us at this symposium, and if not, i’d at least like to explain why 
they are clear to me.

For openers, many scholars simply don’t recognize the various an-
cient phenomena for what they are, and others don’t agree on what to call 
the phenomena once they identify them. as an example of the former, i 
cite a popular publication of the Jesus seminar, which proclaimed with 

1. caveat lector: this paper was delivered as the keynote address of the sympo-
sium. i have not revised the paper out of an oral into a literary form, but have simply 
adding documentation as necessary. it stills bears all the marks of a public presentation.

2. i provide a much fuller discussion in ehrman, Forgery and Counterforgery, 29– 
67, esp. 43–67.
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characteristic boldness that: “The concept of plagiarism was unknown 
in the ancient world.”3 That claim, as many of you know, and as i’ll be 
stressing later, is quite demonstrably false. our good colleagues in the Jesus 
seminar simply didn’t know this because they weren’t familiar with ancient, 
explicit discussions of the phenomenon.4

i would group the concept of forgery itself among those that scholars 
sometimes deny to antiquity, at least to christian antiquity, or at least to 
early christian antiquity, or at least to new testament antiquity. But truth 
be told, the letter allegedly written to titus in the new testament is just as 
much a forgery as the letter allegedly written by titus that shows up in later 
times. a forgery is a forgery. But what is a forgery?

That’s my second point. not only do many scholars not recognize the 
various ancient phenomena for what they are, others—including many of us 
here—simply don’t agree on how to differentiate among and label these phe-
nomena. We are lacking a universally agreed-upon taxonomy. Just as one 
example, it is sometimes pointed out that one of our earliest explicit discus-
sions of forgery occurs in that famous passage of tertullian, On Baptism 17:

But if the writings which wrongly go under Paul’s name claim 
Thecla’s example as a license for women’s teaching and baptiz-
ing, let them know that, in asia, the presbyter who composed 
that writing . . . after being convicted, and confessing that he 
had done it from love of Paul, was removed from his office 
(trans. Thelwall, 677).5

if, as i think most plausible, tertullian is speaking of the Acts of Thecla, or 
at least an early form of the Acts of Thecla, he is not stating that their author 
was accused of falsely writing a literary work in the name of Paul (which, 
as i will argue, is what we should call forgery). The Acts of Thecla is not an 
account that Paul is alleged to have written. Paul is the subject of these writ-
ings, not their reputed author. at least as they have been handed down to 
us, assuming that what we have is what tertullian is referring to—the Acts 
of Thecla are anonymous. The presbyter is being faulted, then, for making 
up stories about Paul that are not historically accurate. That’s not literary 
forgery; that’s fabrication.

i will define those two terms more closely soon enough. For now i 
simply want to stress that they refer to different phenomena, one in which 
an author makes a false authorial claim, stating in writing that he is an 

3. Funk, ed., Five Gospels, 22.
4. on plagiarism, see my discussion in ehrman, Forgery and Counterforgery, 

52–55.
5. see my discussion in ibid., 59–60.
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otherwise well-known person even though he is not, the other in which an 
author invents an ostensibly historical narrative that is, in fact, his or her 
own fiction. Whether anyone agrees with the taxonomy that i will be urging 
in this talk, or whether, instead, some other taxonomy is deemed better, my 
overarching point is that we ought to have a taxonomy, one that we all agree 
on.

and so let me lay out for you a group of related categories, some of 
them comprising works that are clear literary deceits and others that can 
at least be construed in many instances as literary deceits. some of my 
categories are actually subcategories. together they include the following: 
falsification, fabrication, pseudonymity, pen names, pseudepigraphy, false 
attribution, forgery, redacted forgery, embedded forgery, and non-pseude-
pigraphic forgery. i’ll start, then, with falsification.6

i first became interested in the field of apocrypha and christian liter-
ary forgery about twenty-five years ago, when i was principally obsessed 
with new testament textual criticism. almost everyone else at the time who 
was also obsessed with textual criticism was principally obsessed with one 
question only: how do we establish the original text of the new testament? 
i too, at the time, was largely interested in that question, but i realized as 
well that the reality is that we are not ever likely to get closer to the autho-
rial texts of the new testament than we already are, barring some amazing 
discoveries (such as the autographs) or some astounding transformations of 
method. and so i became interested in a different area of research to which 
had been paid but scant attention. i was intrigued with the textual variants 
in our tradition not as chaff to be discarded as we tried to find the wheat of 
the original text, but as important in and of themselves as literary produc-
tions of the scribes who created, or at least preserved them.7

The first textual variant i discussed in print was the famous passage 
of the so-called bloody sweat in Luke 22:43–44.8 in this passage, Jesus is 
shown to be in prayer prior to his betrayal by Judas iscariot and his arrest. 
Jesus tells his disciples to pray so as not to enter into temptation; he leaves 
them to pray in private, and he begins to pray. as he prays, he falls into deep 
agony, his sweat becomes like great drops of blood falling to the ground, 
and an angel comes to minister to him. He finishes his prayer, returns to the 
disciples, and again tells them to pray so as not to enter into temptation. at 

6. see ehrman, Forgery and Counterforgery, 61–67.
7. This resulted in my book, ehrman, Orthodox Corruption of Scripture.
8. ehrman and Plunkett, “angel and the agony.” i returned to the discussion in 

ehrman, Orthodox Corruption of Scripture, 187–94.
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that point Judas arrives with the troops, Jesus is arrested, and the passion 
narrative proceeds to its inevitable climax.

as widely noted, it is a passion narrative without much passion. Jesus 
does not seem to suffer much in Luke’s version of the events. He is calm 
and in control the entire time, up until he breathes his last. His only agony 
appears to occur during his prayer before his arrest, sweating great drops as 
if of blood. But there is a textual problem at just this point. The two verses 
that discuss the agonizing sweat and the ministering angel are missing from 
some of our oldest and best manuscripts of the gospel of Luke. and in fact 
there are compelling reasons, which i am happy to provide to anyone who is 
interested, for thinking that they were not found in the oldest version of the 
gospel of Luke. They were added by a scribe.

Here, then, is the key point i want to make: when a scribe added these 
words, he was, in a sense, putting words on the pen of an author who did 
not write them. He was, in effect, making a false authorial claim, claiming 
that the words that he produced were written by another author. as i will 
argue more fully, the term “forgery” is best reserved for literary deceits that 
involve false authorial claims, for when an author claims that his words were 
written by someone else. and in a sense, that is just what scribes did when 
they altered the texts they were copying—at least if they changed or added 
words to the text.

one could argue that since the Third gospel is anonymous, the scribe 
was not forging a small piece of text in the name of another author, since the 
text’s author has no name. about that i would make two points. The first is 
that the scribe would be passing off his own words as if they were another’s, 
even if the other is not named. in that case he would be implicitly claiming 
that his words were the words of the unnamed author of this gospel. That 
is what i would call a non-pseudepigraphic forgery, a text forged as if it 
were written by a different, unnamed author. But second, if the scribe made 
this falsification at a time when it was thought in his community that Luke 
was the author of the Third gospel, then more directly he would have been 
putting his words on the pen of another allegedly known writer: Luke, the 
companion of Paul.

some people might object that the term falsification is too negative 
and that ancient christians (and ancient others) did not ascribe motive 
to this kind of textual change and did not look askance at it. anyone who 
thinks that, in my view, should simply see what ancient writers say about the 
alteration of texts by scribes who copy them. Judgments against those who 
modify the texts they copy are common and harsh, and involve such pleas-
ant wishes as that the guilty parties roast in hell forever. i use “falsification,” 
then, not to offend post-modern sensitivities but as an emic term, to convey 
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the ancient sense of scandal at intentional alterations of the text away from 
what an author wrote. i should stress i am not saying that these altered texts 
are more false in their truth claims than any other text. and i’m not saying 
that such changes were always made with the intent to deceive a reader. 
They may often have been that; they may often have not been that. some of 
these changes could even be seen as purely accidental. That’s not the issue 
i am trying to address. i’m simply saying that they represent alterations of 
older forms of the text.

There are, of course, hundreds of such alterations in the textual tradi-
tion of the new testament, far more by a vast margin than in any other 
literature that has come down to us from antiquity. But there are also plenty 
of alterations in the apocryphal texts that many of us work on. indeed, it 
may be practically impossible and theoretically naïve for us to talk about 
an original text in any of these cases but it is possible to say that a scribe 
has altered a text in this, that, or the other place, and any such alteration, by 
the term i’m suggesting, is a falsification of what the scribe inherited from 
his predecessors. on another level these scribal changes are also sometimes 
something else. The story of Jesus’ bloody sweat is also an ostensibly histori-
cal narrative that in fact someone simply made up. in that sense, it is also a 
“fabrication.”

This then is my second term. a fabrication, as i’m using it, is a narra-
tive or collection of narratives that implicitly claims to represent historical 
events when it is, in reality, a fiction.9 i should repeat that when i earlier 
used the term falsification it was not in order to contrast an alteration with 
the “truth” found in the untouched original text; it was simply used to refer 
to an alteration of a text. so too with fabrication: i’m not saying that the 
episode of the bloody sweat was made up in contrast to the rest of the narra-
tive. it’s not that Luke’s gospel is necessarily historically reliable otherwise. 
it too, at least in my judgment, is largely made up of fabrications: history-
like stories that in fact never happened. so the insertion of the bloody sweat 
could well be seen as a fabrication within a fabrication.

again, it would be practically impossible and theoretically naïve to say 
that we can point a finger at a culprit who is guilty for devising this, that, 
or the other false historical tale and say that this author is the fabricator. 
False stories—by which i mean stories that narrate events that did not really 
happen (which, one could well argue, is true of all stories)—are made up 
all the time, and not always with the intention to deceive. Whoever came 
up with the bloody sweat may well have thought that it was something that 
happened. so too, in theory, the person who devised the tales of Paul and 

9. see my discussion in ehrman, Forgery and Counterforgery, 55–61.
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Thecla may have thought that they, or something very close to them really 
happened. Maybe he heard such stories from someone who heard them 
from someone who heard them from someone who, and so on. so, who 
knows who made them up? But wherever they came from, they are almost 
certainly history-like tales with implicit claims to historicity that are, by 
contrast, either pure or relatively pure fiction. That too is the case with the 
tale of Paul and the baptized lion, or the tale of the infant Jesus withering 
a playmate, or the tale of the healing of king abgar, or the tale of the con-
verted Pontius Pilate, or—well, pick your apocryphal tale. We have to call 
these stories something; they are not history. if someone in antiquity were 
charged with making up such stories that did not happen, they would typi-
cally be maligned for it. since such stories have been made up, i call them 
fabrications. i will not go here into our modern-day question of whether all 
history writing, in a deeper sense, is also made up.

it is important to note that “falsifications” entail an inherent false au-
thorial claim, whether the book into which they were inserted was anony-
mous, pseudonymous, or orthonymous. Fabrications do not necessarily 
make any such claim. if they do implicitly or explicitly make such a claim, 
then they are more than fabrications: they are also pseudepigraphic. This 
would be true, for example, of the Acts of Pilate, known also in its Latin 
form as the Gospel of Nicodemus. as everyone here knows, this is a text filled 
with wonderful, entertaining, and even glorious tales that didn’t happen 
(fabrications, in my term): from the standards that bow before Jesus when 
he enters, twice, into Pilate’s presence, to the tale of Joseph of arimathea’s 
wrongful imprisonment and miraculous escape, to the account found in 
tischendorf ’s B text of the harrowing of hell.10

But among the striking literary features of the Acts of Pilate is that it 
not only contains fabricated accounts, like, for example, the Acts of Thecla, 
but, unlike the Acts of Thecla, it makes a false authorial claim. in fact, it 
makes a double-false authorial claim. The first-person narrator of the text is 
allegedly a man named ananias who was a member of the procurator’s body 
guard, writing in the year 424–425 ce. it seems unlikely that the name ana-
nias was meant to mean anything in particular to its reader, so this would 
not be a forgery in the way i am using the term; it would be a pseudonymous 
work written under a pen name. at the same time, ananias falsely claims 
that he is not composing this work but is translating into greek a text writ-
ten originally in Hebrew by none other than Jesus’ follower nicodemus. 
That’s different from a writing produced under a pen name.

10. For the greek text and a new translation, see ehrman and Pleše, Apocryphal 
Gospels, 419–63.
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Here we are getting into terminological complications. it is easy 
enough to differentiate between falsifications and fabrications, but now that 
we are into authorial claims we are dipping into muddy waters. There are a 
range of related phenomena when it comes to authorial claims, and i would 
propose that we differentiate between them clearly in our heads and in our 
writings. Here is the taxonomy i prefer. it involves the differentiation among 
the terms pseudonymity, pseudepigraphy, pen names, false attributions, and 
forgery—with several kinds of forgery being possible.

By way of ground-clearing i should say that there should be no real 
ambiguity (even if there are sometimes practical problems) with the terms 
orthonymity, homonymity, and anonymity. an orthonymous writing is a 
work that really was written by the person who claims to have written it. 
The practical problems usually involve establishing if the claim is true; but 
if it is so established, the work is orthonymous. Hermas really wrote the 
Shepherd, irenaeus really wrote Against the Heresies, augustine really wrote 
the Confessions, and so on.

Homonymous writings are those that are written in the name of an au-
thor who shares the name with someone else who, unlike the writer, is well-
known.11 That appears to be the case, for example, with the new testament 
book of revelation. it quite plainly claims to be written by a prophet named 
John. But we aren’t told which John it was. John, of course, was a very popu-
lar name, and one of the persons who bore it was John the son of Zebedee, 
one of Jesus’ disciples. it was a much-disputed point in some learned circles 
in the early church whether the John of revelation was that John, as noted 
most memorably by eusebius in his discussion of the writings of dionysius 
of alexandria, who argued—in convincing fashion—that whoever wrote 
revelation, it was not the author of the gospel of John (eusebius, Hist. eccl. 
7.25). That much is true. dionysius, however, went on to argue—sensibly in 
his own context—that therefore revelation was not written by John the son 
of Zebedee, the author of the Fourth gospel. That is an unfortunate leap in 
logic, at least for modern critical scholars, since John the son of Zebedee 
almost certainly did not write the gospel, given the fact that as an unedu-
cated, aramaic-speaking peasant from the rural backwaters of galilee, John 
could almost certainly not write anything, let alone an extended narrative 
in cultured greek. But still, the point should be taken. The John who wrote 
revelation may well have simply been someone named John; later church 
leaders came to think, dionysius’s arguments notwithstanding, that this 
John was John the son of Zebedee. it is a case of mistaken identity, or, when 
speaking of literary authorship, a case of homonymity.

11. For fuller discussion see ehrman, Forgery and Counterforgery, 47–49.
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Homonymity was a surprisingly wide-spread phenomenon in antiqui-
ty; or perhaps it is not so surprising given naming practices. But widespread 
it was, as anyone who has spent a quality afternoon perusing diogenes 
Laertius knows. no one took the problem more seriously than demetrius 
of Magnesia, who, as diogenes tells us (Vit. phil. 1.38.79; 1.73.169), devoted 
an entire book to the issue, not only to differentiate among homonymous 
writers but also to tell anecdotes about them.

Finally, anonymous writings are simply works that have no authorial 
name attached to them.12 such writings might be falsely attributed to some-
one who didn’t write them; or they might, as i will argue, make implicit false 
authorial claims—but technically speaking no name is attached. i should 
add that rarely did anonymous writings remain anonymous, since authorial 
names almost invariably came to be attached to works that were originally 
put in circulation under the cloak of anonymity. But that process almost 
never was the author’s fault, and so clearly there was no deceit involved at 
least on his part, even if there could conceivably have been deceit involved 
on the part of the one making the false attribution. i see that as an impor-
tant distinction. When such attributions were made, i would say that these 
works were not merely anonymous but also falsely attributed. and so one 
might contrast the Epistle to Diognetus, which remained anonymous until 
discovered in the fifteenth century, possibly because it didn’t circulate at all, 
or relatively not at all, and the Epistle of Barnabas, which was attributed to 
Paul’s apostolic companion as far back as we have a record of its existence. 
in sum, there should be no problems, in theory at least, with the terms or-
thonymous, homonymous, and anonymous.

With the other terms i have mentioned, there are greater complica-
tions, occasioned in no small part by the fact that scholars use them in dif-
ferent ways. and so now i would like to discuss the terms pseudonymity, 
pseudepigraphy, and forgery, along with several related terms. i start with 
pseudonymity. i prefer to use this as the broadest umbrella term we have 
for works circulating under a false name. By false name i mean the name of 
an author who in fact did not write it. Let me stress that i am now speaking 
of literary texts that circulate under names of authors who did not actually 
write them. in some instances, the author does not actually make a false 
authorial claim, as we have just seen with the Epistle of Barnabas; in other 
instances, she or he does. it is important to keep the distinction clear.

as i use the term, there are two broad kinds of pseudonymity: there 
are works that are written by someone using a pen name and there are other 
words that circulate under the name of a well-known person who did not 

12. see ibid., 49–50.
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write them, whether the person is well-known widely or only locally. The 
use of a pen name sometimes functions simply to keep an author’s identity 
secret, or a thinly disguised secret, as when samuel clemens wrote as Mark 
twain. sometimes there are more profound reasons, as when Mary ann 
evans wrote as george eliot, in part, at least, in order to get published in an 
otherwise rigidly patriarchal literary culture. so too in antiquity, motives 
could have been complicated, or not. ronald syme has shown that the six 
purported authors of the Historia Augusta were in fact pen names of a single 
learned but somewhat mischievous scholar from around 400 ce, who fab-
ricated a good deal of information, much of it for his personal enjoyment. 
and he was remarkably successful in his endeavor to cover up his identity: 
up to the end of the nineteenth century his work was held to be authentic 
and basically reliable.13 sometimes a pen name serves a fairly obvious pur-
pose, as when Xenophon wrote his Anabasis in the name of Themistogenes, 
an alleged general of syracuse; Plutarch (Moralia 345e) points out that 
Xenophon was able to give himself greater credence and glory by discuss-
ing his own military activities in the third person by a purported outsider 
who would be particularly well positioned to know what had taken place. 
at other times the choice of a name is a real puzzle, as when iamblichus 
wrote On the Mysteries as abamon.14 in any event, pen names are not an 
overwhelming concern for those working on early christian apocryphal 
texts, as the names authors choose when writing pseudonymously are by 
a wide margin those of well-known figures, almost always figures of the 
apostolic past.

at this point i need to make one of the fundamental categorical differ-
entiations between what i am calling pseudonymity and what i am calling 
pseudepigraphy. in german circles these two terms are sometimes differ-
entiated by making the former, pseudonymity, refer to pen names, and the 
latter, pseudepigraphy, refer to the false use of the name of a well-known 
person. i do not like that particular usage, because it seems to me that 
pseudepigraphic writings—literally writings that are falsely inscribed, or 
inscribed with a lie—are also pseudonymous, that is, literally, they go under 
a false name. and so i prefer to use pseudonymity as a broad umbrella term, 
referring to any work that circulates under a name other than the name of 
the actual author (whether a pen name or a known name), and pseudepigra-
phy to be a sub-category of pseudonymous writings. Thus a pseudonymous 
writing could be produced under a pen name, or it could circulate under the 

13. syme, Emperors and Biography, 1–16.
14. i discuss some of the options in ehrman, Forgery and Counterforgery, 46.
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name of a known person who was not its actual author. The latter is, for me, 
a pseudepigraphical writing.

either to complicate or clarify things further, there are also two sub-
categories of pseudepigrapha. some pseudepigraphical writings—that is, 
writings circulating under the name of a famous person who did not in fact 
write them—are anonymous writings that have been falsely attributed, as i 
have already discussed. other writings are produced by people making an 
explicit false authorial claim. Those are two very different phenomena, and 
as i said, i think it is highly important to differentiate between them. 

The discussion of false attributions goes back in antiquity almost as 
far as we have any critical literary discourse at all.15 already in the fifth 
century Bce Herodotus (Hist. 2.117; 4.32) expressed his doubts concerning 
the attribution of the cyprian poems to Homer, based on their material 
discrepancies with the Homeric epics themselves. sometimes false attribu-
tions were simply somebody’s best guess as to whom the author was. This 
is probably the case for the assignation of Against All Heresies to tertullian 
or the anonymous treatises the Exhortation to the Greeks and the Oration to 
the Greeks to Justin. Hundreds of sermons came to be attributed to chryso-
stom, most of them wrongly. in other instances, however, the attributions 
were not at all innocent. Whoever assigned the five books of the torah to 
Moses, or the four gospels to Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, were not sim-
ply picking names out of a hat. With respect to the gospels, it is no accident 
that two of them are attributed to Jesus’ earthly disciples, and the other two 
to close companions of the chief apostles Peter and Paul. The logic for the 
latter choice is somewhat unwittingly expressed by tertullian, who tells us 
that, “that which Mark produced is stated to be Peter’s, whose interpreter 
Mark was. Luke’s narrative also they usually attribute to Paul. it is permis-
sible for the works which disciples published to be regarded as belonging to 
their masters” (Marc. 4.5.3–4; trans. evans, 271). 

as a side note i should clarify what tertullian is saying, since this 
passage is often misquoted by those who want to see literary forgery as an 
innocent undertaking in antiquity, or at least in christian antiquity. tertul-
lian is not—he is decidedly not—saying that it was acceptable for a disciple 
to write a treatise in the name of his teacher. That is a common claim, a 
claim that many of us were fed in graduate school when we were learn-
ing that Paul did not really write the Pastoral epistles, but that that was 
not a problem, because it was a common practice for disciples to write in 
the name of their teachers, with complete impunity. as it turns out, that 
claim is demonstrably false: ancient authors who wrote in the names of their 

15. see ibid., 50–52.



Ehrman—apocryphal Forgeries 43

teachers who were found out were not treated with impunity, but just the 
opposite.16 But in any event, the quotation from tertullian has nothing to 
do with the matter. tertullian is not saying that Mark could write as Peter 
and Luke as Paul. He is saying that these authors represent the views of their 
teachers. Mark’s gospel, however, was not called the gospel according to 
Peter and Luke’s was not called the gospel according to Paul. The authors 
did not write in the names of their teachers. according to tertullian they 
wrote their own accounts with the authority of their teachers. That’s a differ-
ent matter altogether. When we are dealing with issues of pseudepigraphy, 
we are concerned with authorial claims.

in any event, to return to my point, sometimes those authorial claims 
are not made by the authors themselves, but by later readers and writers 
who assign anonymous works to this or that famous person. and sometimes 
such false attributions were not made innocently but in order to provide 
greater authority for the work in question. one could make the argument 
that this is ultimately what lay behind the aforementioned assignment of the 
Epistle of Barnabas to Paul’s apostolic companion. The attribution happened 
at least by the time of clement of alexandria, and so some time in the late 
second century. as we all know, that was a key time for all sorts of chris-
tian debates, including one central to the thematic interests of the letter: 
the status of the old testament. Barnabas’s understanding of the old testa-
ment was hugely different from that of other figures from roughly the same 
time, including Marcion and some leaders of various gnostic groups. Like 
the proto-orthodox, Marcion claimed Paul as an ultimate authority for his 
views, but unlike the proto-orthodox he maintained that the Jewish Bible 
was a book only for the Jews, not for the christians. not so for the Epistle of 
Barnabas. even though the book is vitriolic toward contemporary Jews and 
historical Judaism, it is not at all opposed to the old testament. The prob-
lem, as this author presents it, is that the Jews have always misinterpreted 
the old testament. For him, the old testament is not a Jewish book and 
never has been. it is a christian book. and so, given this dispute over the 
status of the old testament, a dispute for which the writings of Paul were 
being invoked on all sides, it can scarcely be surprising that this anonymous 
letter came to be attributed, at the very height of the debate, to one of Paul’s 
closest companions, Barnabas. Here, again, the disciple is representing the 
view of his teacher, but now that disciple is named as the book’s author.

and so, to repeat myself in the faint hopes of clarity: “pseudony-
mous” writings can involve either a pen name or the circulation of a writ-
ing under the name of someone who is well known. “Pseudepigrapha,” in 

16. examples scattered throughout ibid., e.g., ch. 2.
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my terminology, are specifically pseudonymous writings circulated under 
a well-known name. But further, pseudepigrapha come in two varieties: 
falsely attributed writings and writings that make a false authorial claim. it 
is this latter kind of pseudepigraphon that i am calling forgery. a forgery is 
a writing that falsely claims to be written by a well-known person, whether 
he is well known broadly or simply within a small community.

i have already pointed out that many of us learned in graduate school, 
and have heard repeatedly since then, that the use of someone else’s name 
was not a condemned practice in antiquity. My view is that anyone who 
makes that claim simply hasn’t read either what ancient sources have to 
say about the practice or what modern scholars have uncovered about it.17 
no-one can read the great classic works of Wolfgang speyer and norbert 
Brox, or the more recent works of someone such as armin Baum, and 
come away with any such conclusion.18 We could spend the entire evening 
looking at the evidence, but there is no need. The english term “forgery” is 
no more or no less derogatory than the ancient terms used to describe the 
same phenomenon, the three most common greek terms being ψεῦδος (lie), 
νόθος (bastard), and κίβδηλος (counterfeit). and modern condemnations 
and punishments for literary forgery are no more severe than those one can 
readily find in the ancient sources. Forgery was a form of literary deceit. it 
was condemned as lying. it was not socially acceptable. The fact that it was 
widely practiced has no bearing on whether it was widely approved, any 
more than widely practiced iniquitous activities today are socially approved 
(use your own imagination to think of examples; you might start with either 
the internal revenue service or ashley Madison).

and so the activity was condemned, but it was practiced. Hence our 
disciplinary field, where we consider gospels allegedly written by Peter, 
Thomas, and Philip; letters allegedly written by Paul, abgar, and seneca; 
apocalypses allegedly written by Peter and Paul; and, well you know the list 
as well as i do. in these instances someone other than the alleged author 
wrote a book claiming to be the alleged author, almost certainly in order to 
deceive his readers into thinking that he was the alleged author. if a book 
does not make such a false authorial claim, whatever you might think of 
other deceitful schemes the author had in mind, it is not a forgery.

Under this category of forgery though—which is itself a subcategory 
of pseudepigrapha, which is a subcategory of pseudonymous writings—i 

17. see ibid., passim, and esp. 128–37.
18. of course, most english-speaking scholars, even those who write on the topic, 

have not read them. still, the classic is speyer, Die literarische Fälschung; penetrating as 
well, but much briefer, is Brox, Falsche Verfasserangabe; most recent is Baum, Pseude-
pigraphie und literarische Fälschung.
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want to point out that further differentiations need to be made. There are 
three kinds of forgery other than the one i just described, where an author 
makes an explicit authorial claim. These three kinds of forgery have rarely 
been identified, but i think it is helpful to bear them in mind as discrete 
phenomena. These are what i am calling embedded forgeries, redactional 
forgeries, and non-pseudepigraphic forgeries.

1. embedded forgeries.19 some writings do not make the explicit 
claim to be authored by a well-known person, but instead embed first-
person narratives—or other self-identifying devices—in the course of their 
discussions, without differentiating the first person from the author. in 
these instances the reader naturally assumes that the person speaking in the 
first person is actually the writer of the account. a good example occurs in 
the Ascension of Isaiah, whose author does not self-identify at the outset, but 
instead sets out an anonymous historical framework, written to sound very 
much like the prose narrative sections of the book of isaiah itself. Part way 
through the narrative, however, and at key points throughout, the revelation 
given through isaiah begins to be delivered in the first person. The author of 
the account does not indicate that he is now quoting someone else, making 
the reader assume that the author has now begun speaking about what he 
himself experienced. This provides an unimpeachable authority for the ac-
count—it is revealed by none other than isaiah. 

This kind of embedding strategy shows how blurry the lines of distinc-
tion can be between forgery and other kinds of writing. in many ways an 
embedded forgery is comparable to the use of speeches invented by his-
torians and placed on the lips of their protagonists; but in those cases it is 
clear that the author has moved from narrative description to an (alleged) 
speech—even though the speech is invented. in an embedded forgery the 
narrator simply slips into a different guise and becomes the authenticating 
figure. in another sense this kind of forgery is not so very different from 
fabrications of sayings that an authoritative figure is reported to have said, 
but which are actually the inventions of the author or of the unknown tra-
dents who have passed them along in the oral tradition—such as many of 
the sayings of the Gospel of Thomas or later (or earlier) gospel materials. But 
there again the sayings are attributed to another person and are presented 
by a narrator who is distinct from the speaker, unlike what happens in the 
embedded forgery. so such materials may entail fabrication, but not forgery. 
For an embedded text, the narrator becomes the speaker (or participant 
in the action of the narrative). The Ascension of Isaiah, then, is a kind of 

19. see ehrman, Forgery and Counterforgery, 264–65.
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forgery; the speaker who describes his experiences to the scribe recording 
the account is allegedly none other than isaiah of Jerusalem himself.

2. redactional forgeries.20 There are a number of instances in which 
a book was originally circulated as an anonymous work, and was known in 
that form for some time, before a later editor and/or scribe altered the text 
to make it present an authorial claim. The book is not, then, a forgery from 
its inception, but it becomes a forgery in the course of its transmission—not 
in the sense that the (original) author made a false authorial claim but in the 
sense that a later redactor reworded the text in such a way as to make the 
author (unwittingly) make such a claim. This is the case for example with 
the Infancy Gospel of Thomas. in the oldest parts of the textual tradition, 
this account of Jesus the mischievous wunderkind is simply narrated apart 
from any authorial claim. only in later manuscripts is the name Thomas 
attached to it. Presumably this Thomas is to be taken as Jesus’ twin brother 
Judas didymus, a particularly qualified authority to recount the miraculous 
childhood of the son of god. But as stephen gero has argued, the attribu-
tion is late, probably from the middle ages.21 The author himself made no 
authenticating claims.

3. non-pseudepigraphic forgeries.22 There are other instances in 
which a book makes clear, but false, authorial claims without actually nam-
ing an author. This is true of one of the forgeries of the Hebrew Bible, the 
book of ecclesiastes, which is allegedly authored by the “son of david,” who 
is ruling as the king in Jerusalem, a man both inestimably rich and wise. 
obviously the author means his readers to take him to be solomon; but 
he never calls himself by name. This, then, creates an ironic situation: the 
author claims to be a famous person without actually naming himself. and 
so the book is a forgery (solomon did not actually write it) but it is not, tech-
nically speaking, pseudepigraphic, since it is not inscribed with the false 
name. a similar situation obtains much later in christian circles in a book 
such as the Martyrdom of Marian and James, whose author claims, falsely, to 
have been a personal companion of these two estimable martyrs, but never 
identifies himself by name.

Before bringing this paper to a close, i want to speak about two other 
literary phenomena that are related to the literary deceits i have been de-
scribing but require distinct categories of their own.

1. Literary Fictions. it is widely recognized by scholars today, as it evi-
dently was in antiquity, that some writings that make false authorial claims 

20. see ibid., 34–35.
21. gero, “infancy gospel of Thomas,” esp. 59.
22. see ehrman, Forgery and Counterforgery, 35.
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were not meant as deceptions but as literary fictions.23 This is particularly 
the case in certain letter collections and epistolary novels written in the 
names of well-known figures—especially philosophers—but probably as 
rhetorical exercises rather than attempts to deceive a reading public. in 
many instances, however, it is difficult to tell whether deception was part 
of the intent. as Patricia rosenmeyer points out in her thorough and il-
luminating study, verisimilitudes were typically part of the exercise, as these 
letters speak about the mechanics of writing, sending, sealing, receiving, 
and so on, for one major reason: to make the letter sound more convinc-
ing.24 But that makes it difficult to draw a very clear line in some instances 
between the attempt at verisimilitude and pure literary deception.

one might consider, for example, the two sets of socratic epistles, 
one connected with antisthenes, which urges a rigorous life-style, and the 
other with aristippus, which supports hedonism. Both advocate their own 
perspective and inveigh against the other. and why is that? it is because, in 
rosenmeyer’s own words, “a treatise on the subject would be rejected as just 
another (mis)interpretation of the philosopher; but a letter in the voice of 
the great man himself, or in that of his most highly-regarded disciple, would 
be hard to refute.”25 That is exactly right; but it is also the reason that some 
of these fictions may be seen as going a step further in wanting their readers 
really to believe them to be actual letters written by the philosopher himself. 
it is at least possible, that is, that some of these works were produced not 
simply as rhetorical exercises but in order to perpetrate a literary deceit. 
However one judges that issue, fictions of this kind were difficult to keep in 
check. in any event, with only one or two possible exceptions—possibly the 
letters of Paul and seneca?—there are probably no literary fictions among 
the early christian writings produced simply as rhetorical exercises. 

2. Plagiarism. as i noted at the outset of this paper, it is sometimes er-
roneously stated that plagiarism was either non-existent or non-problematic 
in greek and roman antiquity. in reality, plagiarism (usually discussed in 
terms of literary “theft”) was known, discussed, and condemned in ancient 
sources. There is, for example, the case of the fourth-century-Bce Hera-
clides Ponticus, who, according to diogenes Laertius (Vit. phil. 5.92–93), 
not only published extensively works of his own but also occasionally pub-
lished works of others as if he had written them. This was plagiarism by a 
man who, strikingly, wrote two separate treatises περὶ ἀρετῆς. or consider 
his athenian predecessor aeschines, who stole dialogues of socrates after 

23. see ibid., 43–45.
24. rosenmeyer, Ancient Epistolary Fictions.
25. ibid., 202.
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the great man’s death and was calumniated for it on more than one occa-
sion (Vit. phil. 2.60). at other times authors complained about writers who 
plagiarized their own work, none more memorably than Martial: “You mis-
take, you greedy thief of my works, who think you can become a poet at no 
more than the cost of a transcript and a cheap papyrus roll. applause is not 
acquired for six or ten sesterces” (Mart. 1.66; trans. ker).

When plagiarism was detected in antiquity, it often had actual social 
repercussions. Thus we learn of the expulsion of empedocles from the 
school of Pythagoras, on the grounds of plagiarism (diogenes Laertius, Vit. 
phil. 8.54). at other times the perpetrator was subject to harsh condemna-
tion, as one explicitly finds in the writings of Polybius, Vitruvius, and Pliny 
the elder, who in his Natural History discusses his own practices of citation 
in contrast to those who are “of a perverted mind and a bad disposition” 
(Pref. 20–23; trans. rackham) and steal the work of others to pass off as 
their own.

The ancient discourse on plagiarism is relevant to the “unacknowl-
edged borrowings” found throughout early christian literature. For the 
neutestamentlers among us, let me refer to a canonical instance. assuming 
the two-source Hypothesis, Matthew and Luke both acquired considerable 
amounts of their material—often verbatim—from Mark and Q, and used 
it without acknowledgment. But if plagiarism is defined as taking over the 
work of another and claiming it as one’s own, possibly the charge does not 
apply in these cases, as all the writings in question are anonymous. That is 
to say, the later synoptic authors are not claiming anything as their own, as 
they do not even name themselves. The same would apply to the extensive 
and often verbatim reproduction of the Protevangelium of James in such 
later texts as the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew, in that the later author does 
not claim the earlier work as his own, since he is, in fact, writing pseudony-
mously. a comparable situation obtains in the wholesale incorporation of 
the Didascalia Apostolorum, the Didache, and the Apostolic Traditions in the 
fourth-century Apostolic Constitutions. But here the situation is somewhat 
more complex. two of these earlier works are anonymous, making it dif-
ficult to give credit where credit is due. The Didascalia, on the other hand, 
was inherited as a forgery—it falsely claims to be written by the apostles—
and is itself embedded in another work that is also a forgery, also allegedly 
written by the apostles. Why would a forger need to credit an earlier work 
that he allegedly (but in fact did not) write? 

in all these instances we are dealing with complex literary relations 
that do not neatly line up in taxonomies of fraudulence, either ancient or 
modern. But taxonomies we must have, as i have been urging in this paper. 
if we can agree on the terms we use, we will make our task easier and more 
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efficient. i am arguing for a variety of forms of literary deception, some of it 
intended and some of it probably not. among the kinds of false claims that 
may not be deceptive are literary fictions and false attributions. But both of 
these may, in some other instances, in fact involve intentional deception. 
so too may pen names. i would argue that forgery itself, in almost every 
instance, involves an intent to deceive. This deception either comes through 
an explicit authorial claim to be someone other than who one actually is, or 
through embedding devices designed to make the read think the author is 
someone else, or through redactional activities in which an editor changes 
the wording of a text in order to make the finished form make authorial 
claims not found in the text that the redactor inherited. This latter kind of 
editorial activity can only be distinguished with difficulty from the scribal 
practice of falsification; if push came to shove, i would say that redaction 
tends to be a more thorough form of editing, and falsification tends to be 
a more piecemeal and occasional alteration of a text. all of these activities 
may involve, but in most instances do not involve, the fabrication of histori-
cal narratives, a practice that can be deceptive on its own terms.

although it may be a challenge to keep these categories straight—the 
difference between pseudonymity, pseudepigraphy, forgery, embedded 
forgery, redacted forgery, non-pseudonymous forgery and the like—it does 
seem to be a useful procedure to devise such categories and to be clear in our 
heads what we are talking about when we are discussing individual cases of 
literary deceit. deceit comes in many guises, and we do well to recognize it 
for what it is and not to call it something that it is not.26

26. on the morality of deceit within the early christian tradition, see ehrman, 
Forgery and Counterforgery, ch. 16.
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What Has Pseudepigraphy  
to Do with Forgery?

Ref lections on the Cases of the Acts of Paul, the 
Apocalypse of Paul, and the Zohar

Pierluigi Piovanelli

every student of apocryphal literature is probably familiar with 
tertullian’s offhand dismissal of the Acts of Paul. in his treatise On Baptism, 
written ca. 198–200 or 200–206 ce (in any case, before his Montanist radi-
calization), the hot-tempered north african apologist claims that a pres-
byter was convicted in asia of having compiled the document and that he 
had done this out of his love for Paul (17.5). such amazing information 
is provided at the end of a chapter dealing with those christians who are 
authorized, in tertullian’s opinion, to administer baptism.

17.1 superest ad concludendam materiolam de observatione 
quoque dandi et accipiendi baptismi commonefacere. dandi 
quidem summum habet ius summus sacerdos, si qui est epis-
copus: dehinc presbyteri et diaconi, non tamen sine episcopi 
auctoritate, propter ecclesiae honorem quo salvo salva pax est. 
2 . . . episcopatus aemulatio schismatum mater est. omnia licere 
dixit sanctissimus apostolus sed non omnia expedire. 3 sufficit 
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scilicet in necessitatibus [ut] utaris sicubi aut loci aut temporis 
aut personae condicio compellit: tunc enim constantia succur-
rentis excipitur cum urguetur circumstantia periclitantis, quo-
niam reus erit perditi hominis si supersederit praestare quod 
libere potuit. 4 petulantia autem mulieris quae usurpavit docere 
utique non etiam tinguendi ius sibi rapiet, nisi si quae nova bes-
tia venerit similis pristinae, ut quemadmodum illa baptismum 
auferebat ita aliqua per se [eum] conferat. 5 quod si quae acta 
Pauli, quae perperam scripta sunt, exemplum Theclae ad licen-
tiam mulierum docendi tinguendique defendant, sciant in asia 
presbyterum qui eam scripturam construxit, quasi titulo Pauli 
de suo cumulans, convictum atque confessum id se amore Pauli 
fecisse loco decessisse. quam enim fidei proximum videtur ut is 
docendi et tinguendi daret feminae potestatem qui ne discere 
quidem constanter mulieri permisit? taceant, inquit, et domi 
viros suos consulant. (ed. evans)

17.1 to round off our slight treatment of this subject it remains 
for me to advise you of the rules to be observed in giving and 
receiving baptism. The supreme right of giving it (i.e. baptism) 
belongs to the high priest, which is the bishop: after him, to the 
presbyters and deacons, yet not without commission from the 
bishop, on account of the church’s dignity: for when this is safe, 
peace is safe. 2 (. . .) opposition to the episcopate is the mother 
of schisms. The holy apostle has said that all things are lawful 
but all things are not expedient (1 cor. 6:12): 3 which means it is 
enough that you should use <this right> in emergencies, if ever 
conditions of place or time or person demand it. The boldness 
of a rescuer is acceptable when he is constrained to it by the 
necessities of the man in peril, since he will be guilty of a man’s 
destruction if he forbears to give the help he is free and able 
to give. 4 But the impudence of that woman who assumed the 
right to teach is evidently not going to arrogate to her the right 
to baptize as well—unless perhaps some new serpent appears, 
like that original one, so that as that woman abolished baptism, 
some other should of her own authority confer it. 5 But if cer-
tain 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 de-
posed 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 
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silence, he says, and ask their husbands at home (1 cor. 14:35). 
(trans. evans)

as ernest evans aptly summarizes, tertullian’s point of view is that, 
“[t]he right of administering baptism belongs to the bishop: priests and dea-
cons may baptize, but only with the bishop’s license; laymen baptize only in 
urgent necessity; women not at all.”1 contravening this rule amounts to dis-
turbing ecclesiae honorem, “the church’s dignity,” the preservation of which 
is essential to ensure the peace of the christian community (quo salvo salva 
pax est). actually, every threat to the bishop’s authority is an open door to 
heresy; in tertullian’s words, episcopatus aemulatio schismatum mater est, 
“jealousy towards (better than ‘opposition to’) the episcopate is the mother 
of schisms.” in exceptional cases, however, the carthaginian Father is ready 
to justify the right of male non-ordained christians to baptize, for example, 
when the life of the fellow who should receive the sacrament is in danger. to 
the constantia succurrentis, the “firmness of character of a (male) rescuer,” 
tertullian opposes the petulantia . . . mulieris, the “impudence of a woman” 
who, having already assumed the right to teach, claims now the right to 
baptize as well. He remarks also that while, ironically enough, on the one 
hand the anonymous heterodox (?) woman who provoked the writing of his 
treatise—quaedam de caina haeresi vipera venenatissima, “a certain female 
viper from the cainite sect,” at least if we accept adolf von Harnack’s conjec-
ture and read caina instead of canina of codex trecensis 523 and gaiana of 
Martin Mesnart’s 1545 Parisian editio princeps—wished to abolish baptism 
(more probably, she denied that baptism could wash away the sins of the 
soul),2 on the other hand another woman (a “straw woman”?) now wishes 
to administer it.

1. tertullian, Tertullian’s Homily on Baptism (ed. evans), 97.
2. 1.2 atque, adeo nuper conversata istic quaedam de caina haeresi vipera ven-

enatissima doctrina sua plerosque rapuit, imprimis baptismum destruens. plane secun-
dum naturam: nam fere viperae et aspides ipsique reguli serpentes arida et inaquosa 
sectantur. 3 sed nos pisciculi secundum ἰχθὺν nostrum iesum christum in aqua nas-
cimur, nec aliter quam in aqua permanendo salvi sumus. itaque illa monstrosissima, cui 
nec integre quidem docendi ius erat, optime norat necare pisciculos de aqua auferens. 
“and in fact a certain female viper from the cainite sect, who recently spent some time 
here, carried off a good number with her exceptionally pestilential doctrine, making 
a particular point of demolishing baptism. evidently in this according to nature: for 
vipers and asps as a rule, and even basilisks, frequent dry and waterless places. But we, 
being little fishes, as Jesus christ is our great Fish, begin our life in the water, and only 
while we abide in the water are we safe and sound. Thus it was that that portent of a 
woman, who had no right to teach even correctly (1 tim. 2:12), knew very well how to 
kill the little fishes by taking them out of the water” (ed. and trans. evans).
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it is at this point that mention is made of Thecla’s exemplary role in the 
Acts of Paul. Let’s read again this difficult passage, recently reexamined by 
anthony Hilhorst.3

But if certain acts of Paul (quae Acta Pauli), which are falsely 
so named, claim the example of Thecla for allowing women to 
teach and to baptize, let them know that in asia the presbyter 
who compiled that document, thinking to add of his own to 
Paul’s reputation (quasi titulo Pauli de suo cumulans), was con-
victed and having confessed that he had done it for love of Paul 
(id se amore Pauli fecisse), was deposed from his position. 

Beside discussing some difficult interpretations—should we read “But if 
certain acts of Paul (. . .) claim the example of Thecla” and “thinking to 
add of his own to Paul’s reputation,” with ernest evans, or “But if certain 
women (quae for aliquae mulieres) refer to the acts of Paul (. . .) and claim 
the example of Thecla” and “thinking to add Paul’s reputation to his own,” 
with François refoulé and Maurice drouzy?4—Hilhorst makes a compel-
ling case for completing the textual dossier of this passage with the help of 
an (apparently) faithful quotation of it found in Jerome’s Lives of Illustrious 
Men 7.

igitur περιόδοι Pauli et Theclae et totam baptizati Leonis fabu-
lam inter scripturas apocryphas computemus. Quale enim est 
ut indiuiduus comes apostoli inter ceteras eius res hoc solum ig-
norauerit? sed et tertullianus, uicinus illorum temporum, refert 
presbyterum quemdam in asia, σπουδαστὴν apostoli Pauli, 
conuictum apud ioannem quod auctor esset libri et confessum 
se hoc Pauli amore fecisse, loco excidisse. (ed. ceresa-gastaldo)

Therefore the Acts of Paul and all the fable about the lion bap-
tized by him we reckon among the apocryphal writings, for how 
is it possible that the inseparable companion of the apostle in 
his other affairs, alone should have been ignorant of this thing. 
Moreover tertullian who lived near those times, mentions a 
certain presbyter in asia, an adherent of the apostle Paul, who 
was convicted by John of having been the author of the book, 
and who, confessing that he did this for love of Paul, resigned 
his office of presbyter. (trans. richardson)

3. Hilhorst, “tertullian on the acts of Paul.” see also davies, “Women, tertullian, 
and the Acts of Paul”; Mackay, “response [to s. davies]”; rordorf, “tertullien et les 
Actes de Paul”; Barrier, Acts of Paul and Thecla, 21–24; ehrman, Forgery and Counter-
forgery, 59–60, 84, 132–33, 379–80 and 383; Pervo, Acts of Paul, 43, 50–51, 58–59, 61 
and 70–71; nogueira, “tertuliano e os atos de Paulo e tecla.”

4. tertullian, Traité du baptême (ed. refoulé), 89–91.
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surprisingly enough, in Jerome’s reading of tertullian’s text, the asian 
presbyter guilty of having fabricated the Acts of Paul was conuictum apud 
Ioannem, “convicted by John” or “before John.” such a detail, perhaps origi-
nally part of the poorly-preserved text of tertullian’s treatise, could possibly 
shed some light on   the literary source of information, if any, available to a 
carthaginian author writing at some 1500 kilometers away from the shores 
of asia Minor, a piece of evidence that appears to have been absolutely un-
known to other early christian authors. The mention of an asian presbyter 
partisan of Paul in the days of John—either the apostle or a homonymous 
elder—seems to me to point to an early christian author who claimed to be 
familiar with many elders who had known John and other disciples of Jesus; 
i mean Papias of Hierapolis, the author of the now lost Exposition of the 
Sayings of the Lord written in greek between ca. 95 and 120 ce.5 With this 
in mind, we should not forget that tertullian was able not only to read but 
also to write greek, and that the very language of his treatise On Baptism is 
heavily influenced by greek terminology (e.g., the grecism amartia at 18.1) 
and thought.6

Be that as it may, even if we imagine that tertullian had had privileged 
access to Papias’s work, a highly speculative suggestion such as this does not 
solve the essential question that lies behind his report on the fabrication of 
the Acts of Paul—namely, how can we trust the testimony of a rhetorician 
who, according to the leading specialists of his work,

in every instance . . . wrote to win arguments. He did not de-
scribe, he advocated. it was his overall position about which he 
was passionate; everything else was merely there to prove the 
point. . . . so he could advance arguments that, in the context, 
helped his case but which were ones he personally would have 
found difficult to swallow.7

in other words, tertullian was so determined to deny christian women the 
right to teach or baptize that any scriptural text that would support this kind 
of claim would necessarily be, in his opinion, false, a forgery perpetrated by 
a poorly-advised and deceitful author.

5. since irenaeus of Lyon, Papias is generally considered to have been one of 
John’s “auditors,” with the only exception of eusebius, followed by Jerome, who prefers 
to associate Papias with an asian presbyter also named John. For a critical assessment, 
see norelli, Papia di Hierapolis, 40–45.

6. see tertullian,Traité du baptême (ed. refoulé), 55–56.
7. dunn, Tertullian, 29 (based on timothy david Barnes’s conclusions on tertul-

lian’s rhetorical proclivities).
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almost two and a half centuries later, in the continuation of his Eccle-
siastical History written around 440–443 and covering the period from the 
conversion of constantine (312) to the accession of Valentinian iii (425), 
the church historian sozomen declares that a certain cilician, an aged 
presbyter from tarsus, had told him that the story of the discovery of the 
Apocalypse of Paul buried in the apostle’s house was completely false (7.19).

19.9 Καὶ εὐχαῖς δὲ καὶ ψαλμῳδίαις ταῖς αὐταῖς ἢ ἀναγνώσμασι 
κατὰ τὸν αὐτὸν καιρὸν οὐ πάντας εὑρεῖν ἔστι κεχρημήνους. Οὕτω 
γοῦν τὴν καλουμένην Ἀποκάλυψιν Πέτρου, ὡς νόθον παντελῶς 
πρὸς τῶν ἀρχαίων δοκιμασθεῖσαν, ἔν τισιν ἐκκλησίαις τῆς 
Παλαιστίνης εἰσέτι νῦν ἅπαξ ἑκάστου ἔτους ἀναγινωσκομένην 
ἔγνων ἐν τῇ ἡμέρᾳ τῆς παρασκευῆς, ἣν εὐλαβῶς ἅπας ὁ λαὸς 
νηστεύει ἐπὶ ἀναμνήσει τοῦ σωτηρίου πάθους. 10 Τὴν δὲ νῦν ὡς 
Ἀποκάλυψιν Παύλου τοῦ ἀποστόλου φερομένην, ἣν οὐδεὶς ἀρχαίων 
οἶδε, πλεῖστοι μοναχῶν ἐπαινοῦσιν. Ἐπὶ ταύτης δὲ τῆς βασιλείας 
ἰσχυρίζονταί τινες ταύτην ηὑρῆσθαι τὴν βίβλον. Λέγουσι γὰρ ἐκ 
θείας ἐπιφανείας ἐν Ταρσῷ τῆς Κιλικίας κατὰ τὴν οἰκίαν Παύλου 
μαρμαρίνην λάρνακα ὑπὸ γῆν εὑρεθῆναι καὶ ἐν αὐτῇ τὴν βίβλον 
εἶναι. 11 Ἐρωμένῳ δέ μοι περὶ τούτου ψεῦδος ἔφεσεν εἶναι Κίλιξ 
πρεσβύτερος τῆς ἐν Ταρσῷ ἐκκλησίας· γεγονέναι μὲν γὰρ πολλῶν 
ἐτῶν καὶ ἡ πολιὰ τὸν ἄνδρα ἐδείκνυ· ἔλεγε δὲ μηδὲν τοιοῦτον 
ἐπίστασθαι παρ’ αὐτοῖς συμβάν, θαυμάζειν τε εἰ μὴ τάδε πρὸς 
αἱρετικῶν ἀναπέπλασται. Ἀλλὰ περὶ μὲν τούτου τάδε. (ed. sab-
bah et al.)

19.9 The same prayers and psalms are not recited nor the same 
lections read on the same occasions in all churches. Thus the 
book entitled the “apocalypse of Peter,” which was considered 
altogether spurious by the ancients, is still read in some of the 
churches of Palestine, on the day of preparation, when the peo-
ple observe a fast in memory of the passion of the savior. 10 so 
the work entitled the “apocalypse of the apostle Paul,” though 
unrecognized by the ancients, is still esteemed by most of the 
monks. some persons affirm that the book was found during 
this (i.e., Theodosius the great’s) reign, by divine revelation, 
in a marble box, buried beneath the soil in the house of Paul 
at tarsus in cilicia. 11 i have been informed that this report is 
false by a Cilician, a presbyter of the church in tarsus, a man of 
very advanced age, as is indicated by his gray hairs, who says 
that no such occurrence is known among them, and wonders if 
the heretics did not invent the story. What i have said upon this 
subject must now suffice. (trans. Hartranft, modified)
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sozomen’s testimony is a real goldmine of information about the launch-
ing of the “orthodox” Apocalypse of Paul (to distinguish it from the hom-
onymous text from nag Hammadi, nHc V,2, probably a Valentinian 
apocryphon). to begin with, the church historian contrasts the case of the 
old Apocalypse of Peter, “which was considered altogether spurious (νόθον 
παντελῶς) by the ancients” and is still read on good Friday, but only in a few 
Palestinian churches, with the situation of the new Apocalypse of Paul, pres-
ently in circulation and greatly appreciated by the majority of the monks in 
spite of the fact that it was “unrecognized by the ancients.” He confirms also 
that the readers of the Apocalypse of Paul took seriously the story of its dis-
covery as told in the prologue that still survives in some of its manuscripts 
and versions:

1:1 at what time was it (i.e., the Apocalypse of Paul) made pub-
lic? in the consulship of Theodosius, the pious king, and of the 
very illustrious cynegius (i.e., 388 ce), a very honored man was 
then living in the city of tarsus, in the house of saint Paul the 
apostle. 1:2 an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream, 
saying: “destroy the foundations of this house and take out what 
you will find.” But he thought it was a hallucination. 2:1 The 
angel then returned and, a third time, obliged him to destroy 
the foundations. While digging, he found a small marble chest 
with an inscription engraved on the sides, which contained 
this apocalypse and the sandals that Paul would wear when he 
taught the word of god. 2:2 afraid of opening the chest, he car-
ried it to the magistrate of the city. The magistrate saw that it was 
sealed with lead, and, fearing that it was something else, he sent 
it to Theodosius. 2:3 When the king had received it, he opened 
it and found the apocalypse of saint Paul; he had it copied and 
sent the original to Jerusalem. This is what is written there. (my 
own trans.)8

in this connection, sozomen is particularly adamant about the time when 
the book was discovered, the precision “during this reign” (ἐπὶ ταύτης δὲ τῆς 
βασιλείας, 7.19.10) referring to the reign of the emperor under discussion in 
the second part of Book 7 of his Ecclesiastical History—i.e., Theodosius i, the 
great (379–395), not his grandson Theodosius ii, the Younger (408–450).9 
Therefore the need to emphasize that the anonymous, yet still more than 
respectable, cilician presbyter from tarsus he had interrogated—not “cilix 
(sic), the venerable presbyter of tarsus,” with whom sozomen was, according 

8. concerning the prologue’s narrative function, see Piovanelli, “Miraculous 
discovery.”

9. as incorrectly suggested by silverstein, “date of the ‘apocalypse of Paul’,” 342–44.
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to chester d. Hartranft, “on good terms”—was old enough to have been, in 
his younger days (before 395), a credible witness to the events mentioned 
in the prologue. Having thus demonstrated not so much the falseness of the 
Apocalypse of Paul in itself, but the implausibility of the conditions of its late 
discovery, sozomen was probably content to imply that given the circum-
stances, it was impossible to validate the authenticity of such a new relic, if 
it was not, as the presbyter said, the invention of some heretics.

to these early examples of vague and polemical accusations, rhetori-
cally constructed to invalidate the appearance of embarrassing new scrip-
tural texts, we could add the much later case of the equally questionable 
unmasking, based on rumors attributed to his widow, of Moses de León (ca. 
1250–1305) as the true author of the Zohar, the famous and impressive eso-
teric commentary (ca. 1700 printed pages!)10 of the Pentateuch, the Book 
of ruth, and the song of songs, written in aramaic and attributed to rabbi 
shimon bar Yohai (rashbi), a disciple of rabbi aqiva.

at the beginning of the fourteenth century the rumor spread among 
cabbalists that a new text, the Zohar, had been discovered in a galilean cave 
where it had been hidden for more than 1000 years, that the philosopher and 
cabbalist nahmanides (ramban, 1194–1270) himself had sent the original 
manuscript from Jerusalem to his son in spain, and that rabbi Moses de 
León had finally obtained it and was copying it on behalf of his associates. 
Puzzled by this, the young cabbalist isaac of acre, possibly one of nahman-
ides’ students, went to spain to personally inquire about the whereabouts of 
the manuscript. He met Moses de León in Valladolid, where Moses prom-
ised to show the manuscript to him, but he unhappily died a few days later. 
nevertheless, no-one in avila (Moses de León’s castillan hometown) was 
able to find a trace of it and both his widow and his daughter confessed, so 
isaac was told, that no such manuscript had ever existed: the only reason 
why Moses de León had crafted it was to deceive his audience in order to get 
more attention and to better sell his book!

isaac left his home when he was still a young student after the 
conquest of acre by the Moslems (1291), apparently for italy 
where he also seems to have heard of the Zohar, and finally went 
to spain in 1305, where he began to take an interest in the cir-
cumstances under which the book was published. His diary, of 
which a few other parts have also been preserved in manuscript, 
gives a rather naive account of the information he gathered on 
the subject. We are told that he met Moses in Valladolid and was 
informed under oath that he (Moses de Leon) was in possession 

10. see now Matt, Zohar.
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of “the ancient book written by simeon ben Yohai” and would 
show it to him in his house at avila. subsequently, when after 
Moses de Leon’s death he came to avila, he was told that a rich 
citizen of the town, Joseph de avila, had offered to marry his 
son to the daughter of the deceased in exchange for the original 
manuscript of the Zohar, said to be ancient as well as authentic, 
from which Moses de Leon was supposed to have copied, but 
that both the widow of the deceased and his daughter had de-
nied the existence of such an original. according to them, Moses 
de Leon had written the Zohar all by himself, and, to his wife’s 
question why he did not claim the authorship of the work, had 
replied: “if i told people that i am the author, they would pay no 
attention nor spend a farthing on the book, for they would say 
that these are but the workings of my own imagination. But now 
that they hear that i am copying from the book Zohar which 
simeon ben Yohai wrote under the inspiration of the holy spirit, 
they are paying a high price for it as you know.” isaac of acre, 
who did not himself speak to Moses de Leon’s widow but relates 
all this as second, or rather third hand information, also speaks 
of further researches, but unfortunately his account, as quoted 
by a later chronicler of the fifteenth century, breaks off at the 
very point where he proposes to disclose what he was told under 
solemn oath by a pupil of Moses de Leon about “the book Zohar 
which was written by rabbi simeon ben Yohai.”11

not so surprisingly, this anecdotal evidence has been taken by every 
rationalist philosopher, critic, or historian of Judaism, from Leon of Modena 
(1571–1648)12 to Heinrich graetz (1817–1891), as definitive confirmation 
that the Zohar is but a medieval forgery. as Yeshayahu Leibowitz ironized, 
“it is clear that the Zohar was written by de Leon as it is clear that Theodor 
Herzl wrote Medinat ha-Yehudim (‘The Jewish state’).”13 The relevance of 
isaac of acre’s report was questioned, however, by one of the greatest spe-
cialists of Jewish mysticism, gershom scholem, who concluded the fifth 
lecture of his epochal Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, originally delivered 
at the Jewish institute of religion in new York in 1938, with the evocation 

11. This is scholem’s summary (Major Trends, 190–91) of abraham Zacuto’s Sefer 
Yuḥasin, “Book of the genealogies,” quoting isaac of acre’s key passages published by 
neubauer, “Bahir and the Zohar,” 361–65.   

12. see dweck, Scandal of Kabbalah, 95–100.    
13. This statement is attributed to Leibowitz in Wikipedia’s entry on the Zohar. 

However, i was not able to locate it in any of his writings—e.g., Judaism, Human Values, 
and the Jewish State—available to me.
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of an eloquent passage from the Sefer Mishkan ha-ʿEduth, one of Moses de 
León’s works written under his own name.

i looked at the ways of the children of the world and saw how in 
all that concerns these [theological] matters, they are enmeshed 
in foreign ideas and false, extraneous [or heretical] notions. one 
generation passes away and another generation comes, but the 
errors and falsehoods abide forever. and no one sees and no one 
hears and no one awakens, for they are all asleep, for a deep sleep 
from god has fallen upon them, so that they do not question 
and do not read and do not search out. And when I saw all this 
I found myself constrained to write and to conceal and to ponder, 
in order to reveal it to all thinking men, and to make known all 
these things with which the holy sages of old concerned them-
selves all their lives. For they are scattered in the talmud and 
in their [other] words and secret sayings, precious and hidden 
better even than pearls. and they [the sages] have closed and 
locked the door behind their words and hidden all their mysti-
cal books, because they saw that the time had not come to reveal 
and publish them. even as the wise king has said to us: “speak 
not in the ears of a fool.” Yet i have come to recognize that it 
would be a meritorious deed to bring out to light what was in 
the dark and to make known the secret matters which they have 
hidden. (trans. scholem, emphasis added)14

These days, it has become customary to qualify scholem’s approach to the 
study of Jewish mysticism as “aggressively advanced” or as “scholarship . . . 
not meant to nurture people’s religious lives.”15 However, when i read what 
scholem has to say on Moses de León’s decision to place his cabbalistic mas-
terpiece under the authority of rabbi shimon bar Yohai, i must confess that 
i still find it, at the same time, extremely sensitive and enlightening.

Pseudepigraphy is far removed from forgery. The mark of im-
morality, which is inseparable from falsehood, does not stain it, 
and for this reason it has always been admitted as a legitimate 
category of religious literature of the highest moral order. The 
historian of religion in particular has no cause to express moral 
condemnation of the pseudepigraphist. The Quest for truth 
knows of adventures that are all its own, and in a vast number 
of cases has arrayed itself in pseudepigraphic garb. The further a 
man progresses along his own road in this Quest for truth, the 

14. This text has just been published for the first time: Moses de Leon, Sefer Mish-
kan ha-Edut (ed. Bar asher).

15. Thus Myers, “kabbalah,” 178–79.
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more he might become convinced that his own road must have 
already been trodden by others, ages before him. to the streak 
of adventurousness which was in Moses de Leon, no less than to 
his genius, we owe one of the most remarkable works of Jewish 
literature and of the literature of mysticism in general.16

“The Quest for truth knows of adventures that are all its own, and in a vast 
number of cases has arrayed itself in pseudepigraphic garb”—yes, indeed, 
in an impressive number of cases, if we take into account the many Jew-
ish pseudepigrapha discovered among the dead sea scrolls or those sub-
sequently rewritten by christian authors,17 not to mention the countless 
texts attributed to Pythagoras, orpheus, Hermes trismegistus, and other 
illustrious founders of religious or philosophical movements. Were the 
“real” authors of these writings moved exclusively by trivial purposes or 
were they sincerely convinced that they were inspired by, and speaking on 
behalf of, enoch, Moses, Jesus, Paul, shimon bar Yohai, and various other 
heroes of their memorial traditions? Paraphrasing scholem, i would say that 
religious pseudepigraphy is more often than not far removed from forgery. 
Perhaps the time has come to put into critical perspective the testimonies 
of the church fathers and to reconsider the phenomenon of early christian 
pseudepigraphy with the eyes not of a theologian but of a historian, yes, of 
religion.

16. scholem, Major Trends, 204. For the ongoing debate on the Zohar’s origins, see 
green, “introduction,” in Matt, Zohar, 1:liv–lviii.

17. on the long-term aspects of the phenomenon of apocryphicity, see now Jen-
kins, Many Faces of Christ.
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Lessons from the Papyri
What Apocryphal Gospel Fragments Reveal about 

the Textual Development of Early Christianity

Stanley E. Porter

the first greek apocryphal gospel (=gag) fragment discovered and 
published was the so-called Fayyum fragment (P. Vindob. g 2325), part 
of the collection bought by archduke rainer and donated to the austrian 
emperor Frans Joseph. it was published in 1885, with an official edition 
appearing in 1887, followed by a number of editions up to the early years of 
the twentieth century.1 This discovery came at the advent of the discovery 
and subsequent publication of thousands of papyri—both documentary 
and literary (including semi-literary)—from the sands of egypt and nearby, 
including Palestine. it was quickly followed by the publication of P. cair. 
10759 (the akhmim Fragment of the Gospel of Peter) in 1892,2 and then 
the “Logia of Jesus” from oxyrhynchus in 1897 (official publication in 1898 
as P. oxy. i 1).3 since then, a number of other greek papyri with supposed 
gospel-like texts have been published, although the exact number is hard to 

1. see Bickell, “Papyrusfragment,” 498–504; Bickell, “nichtkanonische 
evangelien-Fragment.”

2. Bouriant, Fragments du texte grec.
3. grenfell and Hunt, Logia Iesou; grenfell and Hunt, Oxyrhynchus Papyri I, 1–3.
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quantify. some that were originally nameless were subsequently identified, 
such as P. oxy. i 1, along with P. oxy. iV 654 and 655,4 which are early 
greek versions of the Gospel of Thomas, while others were identified only re-
cently as apocryphal gospels, such as P. oxy. ii 210. The publication of such 
gag fragments continues, most recently with P. oxy. LXXVi 5072, which 
contains an episode of Jesus exorcizing and another of Jesus in dialogue. 
altogether, there are probably roughly around fifteen such fragments that 
are usually discussed, constituting perhaps ten different gospel-like texts. 
Building upon previous work that i have done on these documents, in this 
paper i wish to explore what these apocryphal gospel-like texts reveal about 
the textual development of early christianity. after 150 years of such dis-
covery and publication, it is appropriate that we ask ourselves what we have 
learned from these documents and what we still do not know, especially 
as they (among the other christian apocrypha) have not been given their 
rightful place in tracing the origins and developments of early christianity. 
in this paper, i explore what we can learn from the gag fragments within 
the literary and textual development of the early christian movement. 
Hence, i divide my paper into two parts, the first concerned with what we 
have learned and the second with what we still do not know. 

WhAt We hAve leArned

over the course of 150 years of discussion there are a number of important 
things that we have learned regarding these apocryphal gospel fragments, 
and what they have to offer our knowledge of the textual development of 
early christianity. Here are a few that i would note. i would not pretend that 
this list is inclusive.

1. We Need Critical Editions of the Apocryphal Gospel Fragments

in 1997, i published an article in the conference papers from the 1995 Ber-
lin papyrological congress entitled “The greek apocryphal gospels Papyri: 
The need for a critical edition.” in that paper i argue that there were three 
major reasons that justify a critical edition of these fragmentary apocryphal 
gospels. The first is that there were problems in the standard critical editions 
and that these problems have consequences. i note the varying standards for 
their editing and how the standards have changed over the years—especially 

4. grenfell and Hunt, Oxyrhynchus Papyri IV, 1–28; see also grenfell and Hunt, 
New Sayings of Jesus.
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as the history of knowledge of the gag fragments spans the entire field of 
papyrological studies, from its advent to the present. The first edition of P. 
Vindob. g 2325 actually preceded publication of the first series of papyro-
logical texts, which originated in Vienna. since then we know much more 
about the field of papyrology, if for no other reason than having the experi-
ence of discovering and publishing additional documents, including other 
gospel fragments. The second reason i offered was that, at the time, there 
was no complete edition of all the identified texts, each with a full critical 
apparatus. in 1997 there had been a number of compilations, but they were 
not full critical editions. to find critical editions one had to gather together 
a variety of disparate publications, with editions constructed to varying 
levels in varied ways. as an example, one can compare the relatively sparse 
editorial practice of the original publication of P. Vindob. g 2325 and the 
rather fulsome annotations of the recently published (2011) P. oxy. LXXVi 
5072. The third reason i gave was that the gag fragments are important for 
study of the new testament and of early christianity, and need to be made 
much more widely known. i will discuss this importance further below.

i am pleased to see that since the publication of my article, there have 
been a number of publications that attempt to extend the scope of accessible 
editions of these texts, although none of them is the kind of critical text 
that one might desire, and we still do not have the kind of critical text that 
i envisioned. to be a true critical edition, i believe that the edition must be 
based upon actual examination of the document. Few can make this claim, 
even partially. in 2000, dieter Lührmann and egbert schlarb published an 
edition of apocryphal gospel fragments in greek and Latin, as a first effort 
in this regard.5 However, i believe that their edition was made not on the 
basis of first-hand examination of the fragments, but by utilizing previous 
editions. Better in this regard is andrew Bernhard’s edition from 2007, for 
which he personally examined about half of the documents that he includes 
in his collection.6 The collection by Bart ehrman and Zlatko Pleše at least 
does not pretend to provide critical editions, as they admit that they have 
used the editions of others, and simply provide facing-page translations.7 
Thomas Wayment has fairly recently published a collection of the christian 
apocrypha found in greek manuscripts up to the fifth century, but his edi-
tions are not based on examination of the actual manuscripts (he apparently 
relies exclusively upon photographs) and does not include evidence for all 

5. Lührmann and schlarb, Fragmente Apokryph.
6. Bernhard, Other Early Christian Gospels.
7. ehrman and Pleše, Apocryphal Gospels.
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of the apocryphal gospels (e.g., P. cair. 10759, because of its date).8 There 
have been better efforts made with individual documents, including new 
editions of P. Vindob. g 2325 by stanley Porter and Wendy Porter9 and an-
other by Thomas kraus,10 P. oxy. ii 210 by stanley Porter,11 P. oxy. V 840 
(called by its most recent major editor the “gospel of the savior”) by Michael 
kruger (twice),12 and P. oxy i 1, iV 654 and 655 by simon gathercole as 
part of a commentary on the Gospel of Thomas;13 to be fair, neither Thomas 
kraus and tobias nicklas nor Paul Foster could make such an examination 
for the Gospel of Peter, as the main manuscript, P. cair. 10759, appears to 
have disappeared, leaving us only with photographs.14 Unfortunately, it is 
difficult to know how many of the originals were examined for a number 
of other editions including some of those in Gospel Fragments by Thomas J. 
kraus and tobias nicklas. 

For a number of years, we have had collections of christian apocry-
pha in translation, including german, spanish, dutch, italian, and French, 
besides of course english. The best known in english are by M. r. James 
and J. k. elliott, along with the translation of the Hennecke-schneemelcher 
volumes.15 it is hard to know how many of the sections devoted to the gag 
fragments are based upon first-hand examination, but the number does not 
appear to be high, if any. i know that reliance upon previously published 
editions does cause problems. in his translation of P. Vindob. g 2325 for 
the recent standard english edition, elliott translates a text that relies upon 
several previously-published editions, none of them apart from Bickell’s ap-
parently based on direct examination of the manuscript, and he ends up 
producing a translation of a conglomerate text that has never existed in any 
of the previous editions, and does not match the original text.16 The situa-

8. Wayment, Text of the New Testament Apocrypha. 
9. Porter and Porter, New Testament Greek Papyri, no. 62, 1:291–94.
10. kraus, “P.Vindob.G 2325,” 69–94; see also kraus, “other gospel Fragments,” 

219–27; and discussions in kraus, “Fayum gospel,” 150–56; and kraus, “das soge-
nannte Faijumfragment.”

11. Porter, “Poxy ii 210,” 1095–1108; see also Landau and Porter, “Papyrus oxy-
rhynchus 210.”

12. kruger, Gospel of the Savior; kruger, “Papyrus oxyrhynchus 840” (from Fos-
ter, ed., Non-Canonical Gospels) and discussion in kruger, “Papyrus Oxyrhynchus 840” 
(from kraus et al., Gospel Fragments).

13. gathercole, Gospel of Thomas. 
14. kraus and nicklas, eds., Petrusevangelium und die Petrusapokalypse; Foster, 

Gospel of Peter. 
15. James, Apocryphal New Testament; elliott, Apocryphal New Testament; 

schneemelcher, ed., New Testament Apocrypha.
16. see Porter, “greek apocryphal gospels Papyri,” 796–97. 
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tion is better for the recent translations provided in the revised Hennecke-
schneemelcher collection of christoph Markschies and Jens schröter.17 in 
at least seven of eleven instances these translations had access to first-hand 
examination or transcriptions of the manuscripts; one document, however, 
is no longer available for examination so far as i know.

Thus, regarding this first point, we do indeed know that we need a 
complete critical edition of these gag fragments—but we have not yet 
achieved that goal. We are still relying upon either previous editions or 
photographs. This current situation is of course much easier than taking 
the trouble to go see the originals, especially if they are located in difficult 
or distant places, but i can attest from first-hand experience that there is no 
substitute for actually seeing the original manuscript before creating an edi-
tion. i must confess that with access and transportation what they are today, 
i find it astounding that so many purported editions—which by definition 
cannot be critical editions—continue to be produced, when opportunity to 
examine the manuscripts themselves is greater than ever before.

2. The Apocryphal Gospel Fragments are Worth Studying 
in Their Own Right 

From what we do know about these apocryphal gospel fragments, we know 
that they are worth studying in their own right, first for their own intrinsic 
value as simply more examples of non-documentary texts from the ancient 
world. They are not literary texts as usually defined, because they do not 
appear to be texts of established ancient literary authors. They are often 
called semi-literary—which is probably a misnomer—simply because they 
represent forms of early christian texts rather than texts by classical and 
similar authors. if we discover more of them and find more interconnec-
tions among them, perhaps we will be able to say more about the literary 
nature of these texts. in the meantime, we can study them as examples of a 
type of literary text that does not fit within the established canons of ancient 
literary authors. as such, they can give insight into this kind of popular 
literature of the ancient world, especially popular religious literature. These 
manuscripts show that there was a variety of types of christian documents 
produced in the ancient world, besides those documents that were accepted 
as canonical (i will return to this point below). These manuscripts offer ex-
amples of some of the writing conventions used in the ancient world, such 
as the development of handwriting types and the use of nomina sacra or 
“sacred names”—the shortened and highlighted forms used with a relatively 

17. see Markschies and schröter, eds., Antike christliche Apokryphen, 357–89.



Fakes, Forgeries, and Fictions66

small number of names in christian texts—and related phenomena some-
times cited as parallels. There is divided scholarly opinion on the origins 
of the nomina sacra—whether they derive from Jewish practice or secular 
practice, whether they constitute simply a convention for abbreviation, or 
whether they indicate some kind of textual highlighting. nevertheless, the 
gag fragments are worth studying to see how the use of nomina sacra 
developed in noncanonical documents and how their use spread to other 
types of texts, as well as how the convention itself expanded over time.18 

several examples will help to illustrate the value of the gag frag-
ments. P. egerton 2 (by which i also include P. köln Vi 255) is probably the 
most well-known of the gag documents, not least because it is one of the 
largest and has a relatively clear narrative.19 However, of the four episodes 
that it conveys, there is one that stands out as it is not paralleled in the 
canonical gospels. This episode depicts Jesus as standing on the edge of the 
Jordan river and stretching out his right hand and sprinkling something 
on the water, which brings forth fruit. We do not have this episode in the 
canonical gospels, even though it still seems to reflect the kind of language 
of the gospels. i do note that the reference to producing fruit seems to be a 
common idea in the gag fragments; it is also found in P. oxy. ii 210 and 
in P. Merton ii 51.20 in all of these texts there is some apparent reference to 
fruit, such as in the parable of producing good or bad fruit (Matt 7:15–20//
Luke 6:43–45). We again see that this is reflective of language within the 
canonical gospels, but it seems like it is disproportionately represented in 
the gag fragments.

P. egerton 2 has a large number of nomina sacra, so far as we can tell 
from reconstructing the manuscript. These include Jesus (used five times), 
Moses (four times), god (twice), Lord (twice), father (once), prophets 
(once), kings (once), and isaiah (once).21 This distribution of nomina sacra 
provokes some interesting ideas, even if we must recognize that our knowl-
edge is constrained by the limited extent of the manuscript. nevertheless, 
we can certainly understand why P. egerton 2 is called an apocryphal gospel 
fragment, when we see that “Jesus” is its most frequent nomen sacrum. We 
might also be surprised that Moses is the next most frequent nomen sacrum. 
is this because of the subject matter of the particular episode in which it 
appears?—Jesus tells lawyers to search the scriptures, in which not Jesus but 

18. see Porter, “What do We know,” 41–70, esp. 64–66. see also Hurtado, Earliest 
Christian Artifacts, 95–134.

19. For an introduction, see nicklas, “Papyrus egerton 2,” 139–49.
20. see Porter, How We Got the New Testament, 104–105.
21. i use the edition by nicklas, “‘Unknown gospel’.”
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Moses accuses them—or is it because this text reflects a christian group that 
found its identity in some way in relationship to Moses, and hence probably 
Judaism? if Moses is the one who condemns, then there is the possibility 
that the christians responsible for this text were opposing a type of Juda-
ism that emphasized the Mosaic law. This might constitute another form of 
Judaizing (although abraham does not appear in P. egerton 2, as one might 
expect in a document fashioned in relation to Judaism).

The gag fragments, though they are fragmentary, have both literary 
integrity and historical significance that makes their further study impor-
tant. There have been a number of efforts in this respect, although there is 
much more that can be done.

3. The Apocryphal Gospel Fragments Give Insights 
into Early Christianity and Its Creative Processes

The discussion of the possible relationship of the christians associated with 
P. egerton 2 and Judaism leads to the third consideration regarding what we 
have already learned as a result of the apocryphal gospel fragments: they tell 
us about the creative processes of early christianity.

The history of discussion of the gag fragments, often in conjunction 
with other apocryphal documents, is an intriguing one. When these frag-
mentary gospel documents were first discovered, they were welcomed with 
some fanfare. For example, P. Vindob. g 2325 was published in the first 
volume (the combined issue of fascicles 3 and 4) of the Mitteilungen series, 
which continues to today. similarly, P. oxy. i 1, with the “Logia of Jesus,” 
was the first text published in the newly-inaugurated oxyrhynchus Papyri 
series in 1898, fifty years before it was identified as the Gospel of Thomas. 
However, these discoveries were examined within the context of their being 
derivative of the new testament documents. it was clear to those who dis-
covered them, for example, that P. Vindob. g 2325 was an edited conflation 
of Mark 14:26–30 and Matt 26:30–34, not an earlier tradition from which 
Mark and Matthew derived their accounts of Peter and the cock crowing. 
in 1935, when P. egerton 2 was published,22 it was seen as an intriguing text 
that probably drew heavily upon John’s gospel (as well as upon the synoptic 
gospels), rather than as the tradition from which John’s gospel got its mate-
rial, although the original editors recognized the possibility. only within 
more recent times did the climate shift so that some began to emphasize 
that earlier traditions could be found within apocryphal texts, such as P. 
egerton 2.

22. Bell and skeat, eds., Fragments of an Unknown Gospel, 1–41.
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i believe that examination of the gag fragments within the wider 
scope of the history and transmission of early christian texts indicates 
that these fragments played a part in the development of early christian-
ity. First of all, they are indicators that early christianity was a culturally 
literate movement. i distinguish between being formally illiterate and being 
culturally literate. What i mean is that even though many, probably the vast 
majority, of those in the ancient greco-roman world were formally illiter-
ate, they were part of a larger culturally-literate society that depended upon 
written documents. There was a literate culture of the ancient world that 
demanded that a person, whether formally illiterate or not, had access to 
writing, whether first or second hand. The result was that even those who 
could not read or write were participants in literate culture. christian docu-
ments are part of that literate culture. early on, christianity recorded its 
traditions in written form and then transmitted them from generation to 
generation. These documents included both those texts that took on rec-
ognizable canonical status and those that did not. nevertheless, all of these 
documents are part of the literate culture. This includes the gag fragments, 
all of which have been found in egypt, so far as i know. We know that egypt 
was a complex multilingual literate culture, in which written documents 
played a crucial role in socio-religious construction, including the early 
church. apocryphal gospels were part of that construction. as indicated 
in some of the features that we have learned from studying the documents, 
the apocryphal gospel fragments give us an idea of the development of early 
christianity around its written documents. The canonical documents seem 
to have provided the core traditional material, and the noncanonical docu-
ments provided literate expansion and commentary upon that core.23

The second and related insight for early christianity is that it was a 
creative and literarily generative community that produced a surprisingly 
wide range of important early documents. These include many letters, 
histories, and biographies, among others. i believe that the early christian 
canonical books, in this case the gospels, were possibly all written before 70 
ce, and so provided the core material that was developed further by later 
christian writers.24 These writers, as the gag fragments indicate, primarily 
drew upon the gospel texts and traditions, as well as other material. i have 
already mentioned the apparent literary creativity of P. egerton 2. a further 
example is P. oxy. V 840. This small parchment codex does not explicitly 
cite any biblical text, but it contains allusions to gospel traditions. The frag-
ment begins with a statement about punishing evildoers and then turns to a 

23. Porter, “What do We know,” 45–50.
24. ibid., 50–60.
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scene where the “savior” speaks of purification, holy vessels, and the temple. 
The other side continues the dialogue with the savior questioning the purity 
of his dialogue partners. This text appears to draw upon Luke 11:37–52; 
Matt 23:13–22; John 7:1–52; John 13:10; and Mark 7:1–23.25

The third insight is not just that the early christians were literarily 
creative but that they were a reflective and interpretive theological com-
munity. P. oxy. ii 210 provides an interesting example of an apocryphal 
gospel that combines material from the gospels and the Pauline letters. 
The recto of this document contains material regarding something that is 
good, something about angels, and something being spoken or given as a 
sign (all of this is fairly hypothetical based on the fragmentary nature of the 
document). This reflects material in Matthew 1:24 and Luke 2:10, 12. The 
verso again seems to mention several times things that are good, plants, the 
father (nomen sacrum), and god (nomen sacrum); it uses “i am” language, 
and discusses the image and form of god. This language reflects wording 
similar to Mark 10:17–22 par., as well as Matthew 7:17–19//Luke 6:43–44, 
and Johannine expressions. it is also worth observing that the recto seems 
to reflect 1 corinthians 1:26–27 on wisdom and the flesh, and the verso 2 
corinthians 4:4 and colossians 1:15, as well as Philippians 2:6, and possibly 
some other biblical texts.26 P. oxy. ii 210 brings together gospel language 
and then explicates it christologically by drawing upon the Pauline epistles. 
More could be said in this regard about each one of the apocryphal gospel 
fragments.

WhAt We still d o not KnoW

We have learned much from the gag fragments, and i expect that we will 
learn more in the years to come, whether we discover any more of them or 
not (i think that we will discover more, as we find and publish more papyri). 
However, there are also a number of areas where there are still lessons to 
be learned from the apocryphal gospel fragments. i identify three of these 
areas.

25. see kruger, Gospel of the Savior, 161–88.
26. see Porter, “Poxy ii 210.”
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1. We Do not Know What Constitutes 
a Fragmentary Greek Gospel

The major question that still haunts study of the gag fragments is that 
we do not have firm criteria for defining them. andrew Bernhard defines 
a gospel for his collection as follows: “a label for any written text that is 
primarily focused on recounting the teachings and/or activities of Jesus 
during his adult life.”27 as a result of this definition, he does not include 
P. cair. 10735, P. oxy. L 3525, P. ryl. iii 463, and P. oxy. Viii 1081 (he did 
not know P. oxy. LXXVi 5072, which probably would have been included). 
P. ryl. iii 463 and P. oxy. L 3525 are portions of the Gospel of Mary and so 
are no longer to be considered among the unidentified fragmentary gos-
pels (and it is not a gospel of Jesus in any event), and P. oxy. Viii 1081 is 
part of the Sophia Jesus Christ, not an apocryphal gospel.28 kraus, however, 
includes P. cair. 10735. Bernhard disqualifies the text because it does not 
speak of the adult Jesus, but it does speak of the annunciation of Mary and 
the angel commanding Joseph to take Mary to egypt, reflecting episodes 
in Luke 1:36 and Matt 2:13. it would appear that Bernhard’s definition is 
too narrow. andrew gregory and christopher tuckett differentiate three 
means of identifying a gospel: essentialist, nominalist, and pragmatic. The 
essentialist method looks for what constitutes the essence of a genuine gos-
pel. This definition is clearly unworkable, as scholars have not been able 
to decide on an essential definition of what constitutes a gag (or many 
other similar categories) and it would probably be too restrictive, especially 
if some kind of essential christian doctrine being discussed or depicted was 
also required. The nominalist method requires use of the word “gospel” in 
its title or reference to the text as a gospel by others. none of the apocryphal 
documents being considered uses the word “gospel,” so far as i can tell; but 
this may be asking too much of these fragmentary documents, as gregory 
and tuckett recognize. The pragmatic method, which they utilize, is that 
the text is not one of the other kinds of texts in the new testament (such 
as an epistle), and that a gospel makes “at least some claim to give direct 
reports of the life and/or teachings of Jesus, but taking ‘life and teaching’ 
broadly enough to include accounts purporting to give teaching given by 
Jesus after his resurrection.”29 even this definition may be problematic, as 
it encounters some of the same definitional problems as attend the canoni-
cal gospels (Matthew and Luke), which include teaching by Jesus after his 

27. Bernhard, Other Early Christian Gospels, 2.
28. kraus, “introduction,” 5–6.
29. gregory and tuckett, “series Preface,” vii.
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resurrection. even if we agree that the pragmatic definition is most useful, 
there are still problems. When kraus handles the fragmentary gospels, he 
includes P. oxy. X 1224, P. Vindob. g 2325, P. cair. 10735, P. Berol. 11710, 
and P. Merton ii 51 (P. egerton 2 and P. oxy. V 840 are included but handled 
elsewhere in the volume), as well as now presumably P. oxy. LXXVi 5072 
if he had known it. He excludes P. aberd. 3, which is an ostracon, prob-
ably because it is a fragmentary narrative of John’s baptism of Jesus; P. oxy. 
Xi 1384, which is not a narrative but at best a quotation; and P. gen. 125, 
which is also a citation.30 He should also probably exclude P. Berol. 11710, 
which is an amulet, not a narrative. P. Merton ii 51 may also be a homily or 
commentary. However, kraus does not include P. ryl. iii 464, which Wendy 
Porter and i introduced into the latest german collection of apocryphal 
gospels.31 it is highly fragmentary, but it does appear to include a narrative 
that involves Jesus (there is a nomen sacrum for Jesus) and his teaching, 
with reference to god (probably another nomen sacrum). nor does kraus 
include P. oxy. ii 210, already described above, nor Psi Xi 1200bis, which 
contains the nomen sacrum for god (twice), a reference to “first” and “last,” 
and to “finding” and “doing.”32

i have differentiated many of the gospels that are found elsewhere and 
possibly linked to other streams of early christianity, such as gnostic docu-
ments, and have eliminated those that are not narratives, but have included 
those that narrate any episode or teaching of Jesus that is paralleled in the 
canonical gospels. nevertheless, we are assuming that these relatively short 
fragmentary gospels—the only two that are of any significance in length are P. 
egerton 2 and P. cair. 10759—are more than the brief fragments that they are, 
and that if we were to discover more of any given text that this would confirm 
its status. in the case of the Gospel of Peter, additional fragments have been 
found (P. oxy. XLi 2949 and LX 4009), but there is debate over whether they 
should truly be assigned to this text.33 There clearly is more work to be done 
on determining whether a gag fragment is indeed a gospel.

2. We Do not Know What Specific Function 
These Fragmentary Greek Apocryphal Gospels Served

even though we may know that the gag fragments are worth studying 
and that they provide some insights into the origins of christianity as a 

30. kraus, “introduction,” 5–6.
31. Porter and Porter, “rylands apokryphes evangelium (?),” 377–78.
32. see Lührmann and schlarb, Fragmente Apokryph, 178–79.
33. see Porter, “early apocryphal gospels,” esp. 353 n. 6.
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literate, creative, and even theologically-aware religious movement, we 
still do not know the specific function that the apocryphal gospels—if in 
fact they were such a thing—really performed. Were they simply auxiliary 
documents designed to reflect the creativity of early christianity? Were they 
the kind of natural creative response of early christianity written simply 
for personal use or did they have a wider function? We know that early 
christians did feel free to comment upon their early texts. This is indicated 
in the Johannine hermeneia manuscripts.34 These manuscripts contain Jo-
hannine gospel text with some type of interpretive comment or remarks 
underneath, probably christian theological reflection upon the biblical text. 
The question is whether these apocryphal gospel fragments were part of 
this interpretive tradition.35 if they were, they commented in a different 
way, as they intermix similar accounts, paraphrases, and citations of new 
testament texts—mostly the gospels but probably other texts as well—into 
their short continuous narrative. if they had a wider function, what was 
that wider function? Were they used as part of early christian worship or 
liturgy? We know that early christians did use their manuscripts, especially 
biblical manuscripts, for worship. We have a variety of manuscripts that are 
marked with various types of developing ekphonetic notation. What begins 
with simple marks to indicate how the text is to be intoned becomes a full-
blown system of intonation, with individual pericopes within the biblical 
text being marked for suitable liturgical use.36 The gag fragments, how-
ever, do not have any of these markings. 

if these fragmentary gospels were used in a liturgical fashion, they do 
not appear to have been used in the same way as scriptural readings or texts. 
They were perhaps supplementary episodes, read for edification and further 
elaboration, but not as the scriptural text itself or as a substitute for it. We 
do have an account in eusebius of the use of the Gospel of Peter in antioch. 
This is the well-known serapion episode. eusebius says that it was being 
read in churches, apparently as a gospel text, although this is not entirely 
clear (eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.12.4). in any case, on the basis of the gospel not 
being by Peter, and the fact that it had heterodox teaching, its reading was 
immediately discontinued. The question of whether such a gospel could be 
used for other purposes is not addressed. 

The fact that we have so few apocryphal gospel fragments so far dis-
covered poses its own set of interesting questions. We might well wonder 

34. see Porter, “What do We know,” 60–63. 
35. see Watson, Gospel Writing, who argues for a model of the textual development 

of early christianity in which canonical formation included intertextual interpretation 
of what later came to be known as canonical and noncanonical texts.

36. Porter, “What do We know,” 66–69.
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why there are not more of them and more of the ones we have, if they were 
part of a literate, creative, and even theological development within early 
christianity. once the Gospel of Peter was condemned, did this have a stul-
tifying effect on the use of others and account for their shortage? Were they 
mostly the product of an early period in christian history, which came to an 
end in the fourth century with the institutionalization of constantine, and 
the more absolute fixity of the biblical canon that not only firmly defined 
the borders of the canon but called into question the use of other texts even 
if not for scriptural purposes? We know that the vast majority of the gag 
fragments date to pre-constantinian times. This would apply to P. egerton 
2, P. Vindob. g 2325, P. Merton ii 51, P. oxy. ii 210, P. ryl. iii 464, P. oxy. 
LXXVi 5072, and Psi Xi 1200bis, and possibly P. oxy. V 840 and P. oxy. X 
1224. it would not apply, however, to the Gospel of Peter (P. cair. 10759), 
P. cair. 10735, or P. Berol. 11710, unless it can be shown that these reflect 
significantly earlier textual traditions.37

in other words, with all that we know about the gag fragments, there 
is an awful lot that we do not know about their specific use within early 
christianity.

3. We Do Not Know How to Use the Greek Apocryphal Gospel 
Fragments in New Testament Research

Because we do not know the function of the gag fragments within early 
christianity, it has been difficult to know how to use them in new testa-
ment research. Besides the broad use as witnesses to the creative literary and 
theological development of early christianity, there are several other uses to 
which they might be put.

one of these uses is as sources for the synoptic gospels or John’s gos-
pel, as already mentioned above. i take P. egerton 2 as an example, as it 
is the largest of the gag fragments worth considering and one that has 
been dated to the second century (the turn of the second and third centu-
ries at the latest). it was first proposed by goro Mayeda in his dissertation 
published just after World War ii that P. egerton 2 was independent of the 
canonical gospels.38 This has been taken up by a few scholars since, includ-
ing most notably Helmut koester, but also Jon daniels, most recently (and 
similarly) Francis Watson, and possibly others.39 koester’s argument is that, 

37. see Porter, “What do We know,” 54–59; Lührmann and schlarb, Fragmente 
Apokryph, 170–79. 

38. Mayeda, Das Leben-Jesu-Fragment Papyrus Egerton 2.
39. daniels, “egerton gospel”; koester, Ancient Christian Gospels, 205–16; and 
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by examination of the four major pericopes of P. egerton 2 in comparison 
to supposed canonical gospel parallels, he can establish the presumption 
that P. egerton 2 reflects pre-Johannine and pre-synoptic tradition, as if 
these were separate traditions that P. egerton 2 had access to before they 
were taken up by their respective gospel authors. if this is the case, then 
this certainly would provide a means for using P. egerton 2 in new testa-
ment studies. close examination of P. egerton 2, and perhaps other gag 
fragments, would give us access to the earliest traditions upon which our 
canonical gospels are based, and perhaps even earlier forms of other writ-
ings that are used within some of them. This would provide a tremendous 
insight into the origins of christianity, its traditions regarding Jesus, and 
the traditions that were used by the gospel writers. This would indeed be a 
major use within new testament studies.

The problem with such a solution is that koester’s and others’ argu-
ments are generally unconvincing. koester hedges his statements at a num-
ber of places, only to draw the conclusion that P. egerton 2, if independent 
(i note that he does at least use the conditional structure), “is an important 
witness to an earlier stage of the development of the dialogues of the Fourth 
gospel.”40 i find it interesting that he does not draw the same explicit con-
clusion regarding the synoptic gospels. However, he does hedge his state-
ments all along the way leading up to this point. a closer examination of 
the arguments that he makes offers little to support such a conclusion. He 
claims, for example, that the episode of the lawyer and Jesus regarding Mo-
ses reflects language that is not as “Johannine” as the gospel itself.41 The 
only substantive example he cites is P. egerton 2’s use of “life” rather than 
John’s “eternal life,” claiming that “eternal life” is more typically Johannine. 
in fact, John’s gospel uses the word “life” 36 times, with 17 of these coupled 
with “eternal”—so, “eternal life” is hardly more Johannine than “life” alone. 
Watson also appears to base his initial argument on a questionable interpre-
tation. He argues that at one point P. egerton 2 should read “our fathers,” 
rather than “your fathers,” thus, in Watson’s view, not indicating separation 
between early Jewish and christian communities. He says that this is “a 

Watson, Gospel Writing, 286–340. Watson is no more convincing than is koester (see 
below). He questionably argues on the basis of six passages that priority of P. egerton 2 
is more plausible than that of John. He uses this to reconstruct a Johannine christian-
ity separate from Judaism and asserting a high Johannine christology. Watson also 
relies upon a number of questionable arguments, including a textual reconstruction of 
P. egerton 2 on the basis of a photograph.

40. koester, Ancient Christian Gospels, 215.
41. cf. Watson, Gospel Writing, 304–309.
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totally un-Johannine usage on the lips of Jesus.”42 He fails to note that in 
fact Jesus uses the wording “our fathers” in John 4:20 and 6:31. another 
un-Johannine phrase, “answered and said,” is pointed out by koester. He 
first claims that “rulers of the people” is the only synoptic feature of the 
passage, but then notes that “answered and said” “is frequent in the synoptic 
gospels”43 and used in a place with no parallel in John; also, it uses “unbe-
lief,” another non-Johannine word. it appears that there are more synoptic 
features than koester has noticed or is willing to admit. koester then recon-
structs the original text that was taken up and distributed in various ways in 
John’s gospel. This text makes far less sense than if the author of P. egerton 
2 had taken John’s gospel and combined it with some synoptic features. 
as for these synoptic features, koester strains to make the “hour had not 
yet come” phrasing in the episode on the attempt to arrest Jesus appear to 
be more synoptic-like than it is (the parallel simply with “hour” in Mark 
14:35 is not adequate).44 and in the healing of the leper, koester contends 
that “redactional additions” found in Mark 1:43 and 44a indicate that P. 
egerton 2 is earlier.45 However, he also admits that Matthew and Luke do 
not include these elements either, which argues against his conclusion and 
for Mark’s account being earlier. The use in P. egerton 2 of “Master Jesus” to 
address Jesus also indicates later usage, whereas Mark has no such address 
(even though koester tries to wish it into existence). in the final episode 
concerning paying taxes, koester admits that this is a difficult episode. it is 
indeed difficult for his hypothesis, as it appears to be a composite from both 
Mark 12:13–15 and Mark 7:6–7//Matt 15:7–9 as well as Luke 6:46 and John 
3:2. koester’s defense is that there “are no analogies to this kind of gospel 
composition.”46 That may well be true in the canonical gospels, but that is in 
fact what appears to have happened in P. egerton 2, with the Markan source 
being drawn on in two instances, with some interspersion of Luke and John. 
The use of “teacher Jesus” in P. egerton 2, when Mark has “teacher” and 
John “rabbi,” look more like conflation and christological exaltation rather 
than the reverse.47 The reference in P. egerton 2 to “kings,” where Mark has 

42. ibid., 295.
43. koester, Ancient Christian Gospels, 209.
44. ibid., 211. cf. Watson, Gospel Writing, 315–20, but where he engages in the 

same kind of speculation regarding lines of dependence of which he accuses c. H. 
dodd.

45. cf. Watson, Gospel Writing, 321–25, but where he distances the synoptics from 
the Johannine/P. egerton 2 accounts.

46. koester, Ancient Christian Gospels, 215.
47. contra Watson, Gospel Writing, 330–40, who sees John as establishing the high 

christology as part of its interpretation of its sources, including P. egerton 2.
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caesar, seems to indicate a wider (and later) application of the teaching. 
koester contends that this episode is both pre-Johannine and pre-synoptic, 
when a better explanation is that it is dependent upon both. 

if we cannot use the gag fragments as indicators of sources for the 
new testament writings (i am not categorically excluding this, but have 
not found suitable evidence), another proposal is to use them in textual 
criticism as indicators of developments within the textual tradition and, 
possibly in some instances, as indicating or pointing in the direction of the 
better reading. i have made such an attempt on two previous occasions.48 i 
noted previously that the major issues in using the gag fragments in tex-
tual criticism are several: establishing which fragments are to be used, a 
topic that i have been discussing throughout this essay; establishing their 
dates; establishing a critical text for each one so that it can prove to be a 
reliable textual witness in such discussion (hence the need for a critical edi-
tion); and, finally, developing an appropriate methodology for their use, as 
prima facie they do not, according to the canons of new testament textual 
criticism, qualify for use as they are not canonical texts.

if we were to use such manuscripts in textual criticism, then we would 
need an apparatus for doing so. i have suggested elsewhere, and suggest 
again here, the creation of two levels of manuscript types for consideration.49 
The first level consists of those texts that are continuous texts of the new 
testament. Within our currently existing body of designated new testa-
ment manuscripts, there are a number that do not fit this criterion, as they 
are so fragmentary as to be indeterminate with regard to their being con-
tinuous text. once the list is sifted down to its appropriate size, that body 
of manuscripts becomes the basis of textual criticism. The other manu-
scripts—those that are not continuous as well as those that we already have 
identified as lectionaries and liturgical texts, miniature codices and magical 
papyri or amulets, commentaries, excerpts, and unknown works—can be 
placed in a second category along with apocryphal texts such as the gag 
fragments.50 This second group of manuscripts is used in relation to the 
first list to determine the development of the new testament text-critical 
tradition. This proposal allows for these non-continuous texts that have dis-
cernable features of the new testament text to be used in textual criticism, 
even if they are not the primary texts relied upon in such a task.

48. Porter, “apocryphal gospels and the text of the new testament,” esp. 237–41; 
and “early apocryphal gospels.”

49. For the latest statement, see Porter, How We Got the New Testament, 141–46. 
For the most recent reaction to my proposal, which arrived too late for my response, see 
Jones, New Testament Texts, 15–18.

50. Porter, How We Got the New Testament, 142–46.
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even without development of a second list, i have examined those texts 
that appear to be most suitable for textual criticism of the new testament—
P. egerton 2, P. cair. 10759, P. Vindob. g 2325, P. Merton ii 51, P. oxy. X 
1224, and the greek Gospel of Thomas fragments (P. oxy. i 1, iV 654 and 
655), and reached the following three conclusions.51 The first conclusion 
is that the direct textual evidence in the gag fragments for the canoni-
cal gospels (and occasionally other books found in the new testament) is 
not as great as one might think. Most of these works contain relatively few 
close parallels to the gospels, and some none at all. The only two texts that 
do appear to cite the new testament with any frequency are P. egerton 2 
and the P. cair. 10759. The second conclusion is that there are a number of 
competing factors that must be considered when comparing the apocryphal 
and canonical gospels. However, my research indicates that the general ten-
dency—and i realize that this is a debatable point—is for the apocryphal 
gospel to modify and/or improve the canonical source, often conflating sev-
eral gospel accounts when not following just one account and then switch-
ing to another. in such instances, John’s gospel and the synoptics seem to 
have been used side-by-side. Whatever one thinks of the relationship of 
John’s gospel and the synoptics regarding their dates of composition, it ap-
pears that apocryphal authors used both alongside each other. The third 
conclusion is that the apocryphal gospel texts reinforce a relatively stable 
text of the canonical gospels by the time of their composition.52 i believe 
that P. egerton 2 was probably created in the middle of the second century, 
perhaps reflecting a text originally written in the early to middle part of 
the century, with the other gag fragments written later.53 This indicates 
that the greek text of the new testament was relatively well-established 
and fixed by the time of the second and certainly the third centuries. Those 
places indicating transmissional change in the vast majority of instances 
indicate that the apocryphal gospels have drawn upon the canonical texts, 
not only in individual wordings but in the structuring and sequencing of 
events (as in P. egerton 2).

There may well be other uses to which these texts can be put, but so 
far the return on knowledge of them has tended to confirm what we already 
knew. This leaves many areas of new exploration still unexamined.

51. see Porter, “apocryphal gospels and the text of the new testament,” 242–58; 
and Porter, “early apocryphal gospels,” 352–66. i did not use P. oxy. LXXVi 5072 in 
such studies, because it was published after i had written my articles.

52. Porter, “early apocryphal gospels,” 369.
53. Porter, “recent efforts,” esp. 84. cf. Porter, How We Got the New Testament, 

86–87 n. 24.
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conclusion

We have learned many lessons from the gag fragments. as a result we have 
gained a significant amount of knowledge from them that helps us to under-
stand the textual development of early christianity, but there is much more 
to be done in attempting to understand them. We must acknowledge their 
importance and that they merit further examination, and we have some 
knowledge that they indicate several features of the development of early 
christianity. However, there also remain several tasks that have not yet been 
successfully undertaken but that are necessary if we are going to push our 
knowledge further. Whereas we have produced a number of various types of 
editions, we still lack the kind of critical, first-hand edition that reasonably 
encompasses all of the pertinent texts. This is greatly to be desired, so that 
we can perform the kinds of close textual examination that is needed. in the 
meantime, even though we have some rough idea of their usefulness for the 
area of textual criticism, we still have a relatively limited idea of how these 
texts were used in the early church and the role that they played within 
the developing christian community. even in the area of textual criticism, 
where they have played some role, their function has been limited because 
there is not currently a place for them within new testament textual criti-
cism. even if such a role were developed, however, so far the results indicate 
that they will serve more to reinforce traditional understanding of the text 
of the new testament rather than call for any radical rethinking of our 
knowledge of the greek new testament.
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5

Under the Inf luence (of the Magi)
Did Hallucinogens Play a Role in the Inspired 

Composition of the Pseudepigraphic 
Revelation of the Magi?

Brent Landau

the Revelation of the Magi (Rev. Magi) presents itself as a first-person 
description of christ’s coming by the Magi of the gospel of Matthew’s in-
fancy narrative. according to Rev. Magi, the star that guides the Magi to 
Bethlehem is none other than christ himself, who alternates in this nar-
rative between human and celestial form. as christ guides the Magi in the 
form of a star, he causes their food supplies to multiply. When the Magi 
arrive back in their homeland at the end of the journey, they show the in-
habitants of their country the abundance of food that the star has created. 
The Magi tell the people that they too can experience the amazing visions 
and revelations that they experienced under the guidance of the star—all 
the people need to do is eat of the food that the star has multiplied. as soon 
as the people eat the food, they immediately begin to see visions of the dif-
ferent stages of Jesus’ life.

in seeking to understand the significance of this very strange episode 
in Rev. Magi, i propose the following. First, i argue that Rev. Magi contains 
references to visionary experiences that some group of early christians 
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underwent, experiences that then were attributed, pseudepigraphically, to 
the biblical figures of Matthew’s Magi. in arguing this, i am following recent 
work by other specialists in ancient religion, particularly those specializing 
in the Jewish pseudepigrapha, who have suggested that some pseudepi-
graphical texts have preserved the religious experiences of the individuals 
who composed them. second, i argue that the strange incident of the star-
food that produces visions of Jesus is best explained by positing that the 
early christians behind Rev. Magi had ingested, quite possibly in a ritual 
manner, a hallucinogenic substance of some sort, even if Rev. Magi is too 
vague in its description to offer any clear idea of precisely what substance 
this might have been. in making this argument, i am the most recent in a 
rather long line of authors and scholars to suggest that a hallucinogen lies 
behind some ancient religious practice or textual reference. However, most 
of these claims about the ancient use of hallucinogens have been advanced 
on the basis of evidence that is quite limited and highly ambiguous. to put 
the matter another way, such writers have sought to find hallucinogenic 
practices by “reading in-between the lines” to detect veiled references to 
such substances; in contrast, i suggest that Rev. Magi presents us with the 
description of a substance whose hallucinogenic effects could not possibly 
be stated more clearly—even if the exact substance remains unspecified.

The first section of this paper provides some orienting information 
about Rev. Magi, since it is still quite poorly known. Then i will discuss how 
an interpreter can be justified, methodologically, in using a pseudepigraphi-
cal Jewish or christian text as evidence for a “real world” practice by a com-
munity or individual. in the third section, i will apply this methodology to 
those passages from Rev. Magi that refer to the miraculous food produced 
by the star. But prior to this, i will contextualize this star-food among other 
practices in Rev. Magi that seem also to have been part of the ritual system 
of a group of early christians. i do this in order to demonstrate that Rev. 
Magi has embedded within it far more than just an isolated reference to 
some hallucinogenic substance, but potentially also other traces of rituals 
and experiences undertaken by these christians. My logic is that if Rev. 
Magi presents us with a number of instances in which it is reasonable to 
conclude that a “real world” religious practice is being referenced, then it 
becomes more plausible that the hallucinogenic star-food also corresponds 
to an actual practice in the life of the early christians that produced this 
text. These rituals include immersion, ascent of a sacred mountain, the 
communal reading of prophetic books, and silent prayer. Fourth and finally, 
i will situate my interpretation of Rev. Magi within the broader trend of 
seeking to uncover references to hallucinogens in ancient texts and rituals, 
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with an eye to demonstrating that Rev. Magi offers far stronger evidence for 
the use of hallucinogens than those advanced for other texts.

the Revelation of the Magi  As 
An Ancient christiAn Apo cryphon

among ancient christian writings, Rev. Magi is by far the longest and most 
complex apocryphal text devoted to the Magi.1 Furthermore, almost the 
entire narrative is told from the perspective of the Magi themselves, so it is 
a pseudepigraphon. in Rev. Magi, the Magi are descendants of seth living in 
the far-eastern land of shir, a semi-mythical place that seems to have been 
roughly equivalent to china, based on comments about the land in other 
greek, Latin, and syriac authors (2:4–6).2 The etymology of the name 
“Magi,” the text informs us, is related to their distinctive practice of silent 
prayer (1:2; 2:1), about which more will be said later. The Magi have been 
entrusted with the guardianship of seth’s books of revelation, the first books 
ever written. These books contain a prophecy of a coming star that will her-
ald the birth of god in human form (4:1–10). The Magi have waited for the 
fulfillment of this prophecy for thousands of years, passing down the proph-
ecy from generation to generation. in anticipation of the star’s appearance, 
every month the Magi gather at their country’s most sacred mountain, the 
“Mountain of Victories.” They immerse themselves in a spring at the moun-
tain’s foothills, and ascend to the summit of the mountain. They pray in 
silence, and then finally enter a cave atop the mountain’s summit, called the 
“cave of treasures of Hidden Mysteries,” in which seth’s books of revelation 
are housed. The Magi practice this ritual throughout the generations, with 
new Magi taking the place of the deceased (5:1–11).

Finally, the star appears in the sky, so bright that the sun seems as 
faint as the daytime moon (11:5–7), yet it can only be seen by the Magi 
themselves. it descends to the Magi, and transforms itself into “a small 
and humble human being” (13:1). This being, who is christ despite never 
actually being named as such, tells the Magi to follow him to Bethlehem 

1. For more information on Rev. Magi see my 2008 dissertation, “The sages 
and the star-child,” available also online at http://www.academia.edu/207910/
The_sages_and_the_star-child_an_introduction_to_the_revelation_of_the_Magi_
an_ancient_christian_apocryphon. The text can be read also in a translation and 
introduction aimed at a general audience (Landau, Revelation of the Magi) and a sum-
mary of the text, along with a more detailed introduction, is included in the New Testa-
ment Apocrypha: More Noncanonical Scriptures collection (Landau, “revelation of the 
Magi”). 

2. see reinink, “das Land ‘seiris.’”
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to witness his birth. This seemingly long and strenuous journey is accom-
plished in an impossibly short period of time, during which the star’s light 
relieves the Magi of their fatigue and causes the food brought by the Magi to 
multiply (16:1–7). at Bethlehem, the Magi witness their star transform into 
a luminous, talking infant, who commissions them to return to the land of 
shir to proclaim his gospel to their fellow countryfolk (18:1—21:12). When 
the Magi return to shir with the star, the people of shir gather together to 
hear about their journey. The Magi’s provisions of food are now overflowing 
from the power of the star, and they invite the people to eat of them so that 
they can share in what the Magi have experienced. as soon as they do, the 
people of shir immediately start seeing visions of the heavenly and earthly 
Jesus, and convert gladly to the faith that the Magi proclaim (27:1—28:6). 
Finally, after many years have passed, the apostle Judas Thomas arrives in 
the Magi’s homeland and after being told of the revelation of christ that they 
experienced, he baptizes them and commissions them to preach throughout 
the entire world (29:1—32:4).

This rich and strange narrative is preserved only in syriac, probably 
the language in which it was originally composed, and is extant in a single 
eighth-century manuscript, housed at the Vatican Library (Vat. Syr. 162). 
The manuscript in its entirety is a syriac world-chronicle known either as 
the Chronicle of Zuqnin, or, less accurately, as the Chronicle of Pseudo-Dio-
nysius of Tell-Mahre, into which a number of previously independent liter-
ary sources have been incorporated without changes, including Rev. Magi.3 
The same basic narrative of Rev. Magi is briefly summarized in the Opus 
imperfectum in Matthaeum, a fifth-century anonymous Latin commentary 
on Matthew’s gospel. some syriac version of the text, therefore, must have 
existed no later than the fifth century, and had probably been translated into 
greek or Latin as well.4 to further date Rev. Magi with any confidence, 
one must rely on the internal evidence of the text. as i argue in my 2008 
dissertation, the ending featuring the apostle Judas Thomas is most likely a 
later addition.5 two of the strongest pieces of evidence for this theory are 
the sudden and inartful switch from the first-person narration of the Magi 
to third-person narration, and also the gratuitous use of the familiar name 
“our Lord Jesus christ,” which the first-person part of the narrative seems to 
have carefully avoided. an epiclesis spoken by Thomas at the baptism of the 

3. see Witakowski, Syriac Chronicle of Pseudo-Dionysius, 124–36.
4. see van Banning, Opus Imperfectum, for an overview of this text and its manu-

script situation. For english translations of the Opus Imperfectum’s summary of Rev. 
Magi see Landau, Revelation of the Magi, 97–98; kellerman, Incomplete Commentary, 
1:32; and toepel, “apocryphon of seth.”

5. Landau, “sages and the star-child,” 176–201.
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Magi strongly resembles other such prayers found in the apocryphal Acts of 
Thomas, so it seems probable that this new ending for Rev. Magi originated 
in approximately the same time and place as the Acts of Thomas—namely, 
eastern syria in the third century. How much earlier than this the original 
first-person portion of Rev. Magi was composed is difficult to determine, 
but it shows an intriguing number of parallels with the content of an archaic 
but little-known infancy gospel preserved in Latin and irish witnesses.6

extrActing rituAl prActices And visionAry 
experiences FroM the revel Ation oF the MAgi

it is my contention that in Rev. Magi some early christian community or in-
dividual has used the personae of the Magi in order to communicate mysti-
cal practices and experiences that they themselves have undergone. But how 
do we know that everything described in the Rev. Magi is not simply “made 
up” or freely invented by a gifted and imaginative author? James davila, in 
his article “ritual in the Jewish Pseudepigrapha,” articulates eight criteria 
that could be used for detecting “real world” practices embedded within a 
small group of pseudepigraphic texts that he considered to be incontrovert-
ibly Jewish.7 although davila crafted some of these criteria for the purpose 
of identifying specifically Jewish (as opposed to christian) practices, three 
of them are sufficiently general that they could potentially work well for the 
examination of christian pseudepigraphic texts.

as his first criterion, davila states that “greatest weight will be given to 
descriptions of rituals that are actually prescribed for the reader or implicitly 
presented as normative. We can reasonably assume that these formed part 
of the writer’s ritual repertoire.”8 His second criterion is also potentially 
quite relevant for Rev. Magi:

i shall make special note of rituals carried out by actors in the 
narratives when those rituals do not correspond to events or 
acts described in a biblical story. This perhaps indicates indi-
rectly that the author approved of at least some of them, al-
though many amount to the filling out of obvious details or to 
the grafting of details from elsewhere in the Bible, and some are 
obviously made up. it is reasonable to keep the possibility open 
that some of these rituals were also realities in the ritual life of 

6. For more on this infancy gospel see kaestli, “Liber de nativitate salvatoris.” on 
its connection to Rev. Magi see Landau, “sages and the star-child,” 202–14.

7. davila, “ritual in the Jewish Pseudepigrapha,” 162–63. 
8. ibid., 162.
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the author or the author’s community, especially if a ritual ap-
pears repeatedly in one or more texts.9

in his fifth criterion, davila points out that in order for something in a text 
to qualify as a ritual, it needs to include physical action in some way. This 
would mean that experiences are not to be counted as rituals unless “the 
experience is generated by deliberate actions: visions and dreams are not 
rituals unless explicitly preceded by vision quests or incubations.”10

in what follows, i will attempt to apply davila’s criteria first to one rit-
ual (or set of rituals, rather) and then to one experience from Rev. Magi. The 
ritual in question is, in fact, the Magi’s elaborate ritual system as a whole. 
This quite complex set of practices, which takes place every month, involves 
purification in a spring, ascent of a sacred mountain, prayer in silence at the 
summit of the mountain, and the reading of seth’s books of revelation in a 
cave atop the mountain. The experience is the people of shir’s eating of the 
Magi’s food that was multiplied by the star’s light, an action that immedi-
ately produces visions of Jesus for the people of shir.

Rev. Magi 5 describes a detailed monthly ritual that has been carried 
out by the Magi for thousands of years in expectation of the coming of the 
star. They travel from their respective dwelling-places and assemble at the 
foothills of the Mountain of Victories (5:2). on the twenty-fifth day of each 
month, the Magi bathe in a spring on the foothills of the mountain called 
the spring of Purification (5:3). around this spring stands a remarkable 
combination of seven trees: an olive, vine, myrtle, cypress, orange, cedar, 
and juniper (5:4). Moreover, we are told that the mountain itself smells of 
sweet spices (5:5). When it becomes the first of the month—we are not told 
how many days there were between the twenty-fifth and the first—the Magi 
ascend to the peak of the mountain (5:6). at the mouth of the cave of trea-
sures of Hidden Mysteries atop the mountain’s summit, they kneel, stretch 
forth their hands, and pray to god in silence (5:7). on the third day of the 
month, they enter the cave, view the gifts that are being kept for the star, 
and read from seth’s books of revelation (5:8). They then descend from the 
mountain and teach their mysteries to both their families and any other of 
their compatriots who wish to participate (5:9–11).

This ritual does seem to fit davila’s first and second criteria (the fifth 
criterion being more relevant for the experience discussed below). it is nor-
matively presented as the Magi’s ancestral custom, and the other inhabitants 
of shir are enjoined to participate in the ritual as well (5:11). Moreover, 
there is no hint of such a ritual in Matthew’s story of the Magi, although 

9. ibid.
10. ibid.
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Matthew 2:1–12 is notoriously brief and cryptic. But neither does a ritual 
comprised of all (or even most of) these actions appear anywhere else in 
the Hebrew Bible or new testament, which seems to rule out the possibility 
that the author of Rev. Magi has based the Magi’s ritual system on a prec-
edent found in scripture. Yet even if this ritual system coheres with davila’s 
first and second criteria, it is difficult to know how to evaluate ritual ac-
tions that are quite widespread in antiquity—rites of purification, adoration, 
and instruction, in this case—but occur in a fantastical setting. The Magi’s 
monthly ritual takes place in an idealized sacred landscape, complete with 
a spring, a grove of trees whose co-existence within a single ecosystem is 
impossible, a mountain so holy that it smells of incense, and a cave. are the 
Magi’s ritual actions to be considered any more “real” than this landscape 
in which they take place? Based on the application of davila’s criteria, i be-
lieve that the answer is probably yes, though with some caveats. to be sure, 
it not terribly difficult to imagine an early christian group that immersed 
itself once a month, ascended a mountain to pray in silence, and read from 
writings—quite possibly the products of inspired writing by members of 
the group—that they claimed were authored by seth. The fantastical envi-
ronmental features of the land of shir could therefore perhaps be set aside 
as embellishments on the part of the author of Rev. Magi.

What proves much more difficult is finding any existing christian 
group sharing all of these traits. it is, of course, entirely possible that the 
circle or community in which Rev. Magi was produced is simply not dis-
cussed in any other extant christian literature. nevertheless, if the ritual 
system described in Rev. Magi did indeed correspond to one that took place 
in the life of some early christians, then it is striking how poorly attested 
most of the elements of this ritual system are elsewhere in early christian 
literature. Whereas baptism is generally treated in early christianity as a 
one-time event, in Rev. Magi ritual immersion takes place once a month in 
preparation for the ascent of their sacred mountain. ritual immersions are 
certainly attested in ancient Jewish and Jewish-christian communities, but 
in most cases they happen much more frequently than once a month, often 
every day.11

although many religious traditions have mountains that are set aside 
as especially sacred, there is relatively little evidence for early christians 
regarding one particular mountain or another as sacred and routinely 
ascending it. one could certainly mention Mount sinai or Mount tabor, 
traditionally identified as the mountain of the transfiguration, as places for 
christian ritual and pilgrimage, although there has been, to my knowledge, 

11. see rudolph, “Baptist sects.”
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almost no work done on the place of mountains in early christian religious 
practice.12 There is also, however, the fact that many early christians—in 
particular syriac christians—depicted Paradise as a mountain instead of a 
garden,13 and it is possible that Rev. Magi has freely invented the “Mountain 
of Victories” as a sort of Paradise-like environment.

The silent prayer practiced by the Magi is a particularly interesting 
and challenging case in and of itself. Rev. Magi indeed regards silent prayer 
as an integral part of the Magi’s identity, mentioning it again and again 
throughout the text. at its very beginning, we are told twice (1:2; 2:1) that 
the Magi were called by this name in the language of their country because 
they prayed in silence, thus seeming to posit an etymological relationship 
between the words “Magi,” “silence,” and/or “prayer.” However, it is nearly 
impossible to make sense of this word derivation, since there is no linguistic 
similarity between these words in any of the obvious early christian lan-
guages of transmission (greek, Latin, coptic, or syriac). so this relation-
ship between the name Magi and silent prayer may very well be completely 
imaginary, and is perhaps in part a strategy to distance these Magi from both 
the Zoroastrian religion and from magical practices. even so, this in no way 
explains why Rev. Magi would choose to emphasize this particular religious 
practice in the construction of the Magi’s identity. indeed, as Pieter van der 
Horst has demonstrated, silent prayer was extremely unusual in the ancient 
Mediterranean,14 even though today it is a very common practice in many 
christian communities. silent prayer until quite late in antiquity tended to 
be viewed with a fair amount of suspicion; since most prayers were spoken 
out loud, those who prayed silently were usually thought to be seeking some 
evil (or at least embarrassing) outcome. Van der Horst attributes the origins 
of silent prayer as a regular practice to Middle and neoplatonist circles that 
regarded god as completely beyond the human capacities of expression. 
This Platonic concept was utilized by Philo and perhaps also by gnostic 
christian forms of spirituality.15 nevertheless, silent prayer only became a 
truly influential practice in christianity with the growth of monasticism in 
the fourth century and later. Yet even in this context, we often see it being 
prescribed not for theological reasons, but for practical ones—for example, 
so as to not disturb the prayers of one’s fellow monks.16

12. one exception is Hilhorst, “Mountain of transfiguration.”
13. see anderson, “cosmic Mountain.”
14. Van der Horst, “silent Prayer.”
15. ibid., 10–12.
16. ibid., 20.
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Thus Rev. Magi, by repeatedly characterizing the Magi as practitioners 
of silent prayer, is very likely attempting to mark them out as an unusual 
group in terms of their religiosity. of course, the perspective of the narrative 
is that their silent prayer is wholly positive, and is not meant to camouflage 
some sort of maleficent activity; nevertheless, there is still evidence in the 
text that the silent prayer of the Magi was controversial and/or objection-
able to some potential adherents. in 5:11, which unfortunately is rather 
garbled and may be corrupt, it seems to be stated that some inhabitants of 
shir rejected membership in the order of the Magi because of their practice 
of silent prayer. it is certainly tempting to suppose that this rejection experi-
enced by the Magi corresponds to real-world rejection of the authors of Rev. 
Magi for their own practice of praying in silence, since 5:11 does nothing to 
move the narrative forward and the negative sentiments of some inhabitants 
of shir are never mentioned again. 

The question of why the community that produced Rev. Magi practiced 
silent prayer is difficult to answer, though some of van der Horst’s observa-
tions are pertinent in this regard. although there is some limited evidence 
for silent prayer in gnostic christianity, there is very little in Rev. Magi to 
suggest any knowledge or acceptance of the full-blown gnostic mythology 
that appears, for example, in the Apocryphon of John. Yet given that Rev. 
Magi states on several occasions that god is completely beyond the human 
capacity to experience or describe (e.g., 1:3–4), this appears to be an obvi-
ous link to the justification for silent prayer proposed in Middle and Late 
Platonic texts. it must be cautioned that Rev. Magi never explicitly states 
that the reason the Magi practice silent prayer is because of the ineffability 
of god, but the combination of the practice of silent prayer with a belief in 
god’s ineffability is certainly suggestive of Platonic influence. Though the 
evidence is sparse, it is tempting to speculate that the christian group in 
which Rev. Magi was produced had silent prayer as one of their distinc-
tive marks, and when Rev. Magi was composed, this distinctive practice was 
then transferred onto the Magi as one of the marks of their own religiosity. 
This would explain, for example, why there is no obvious etymological re-
lationship between the words “Magi” and “silent” and/or “prayer”: because 
there was no tradition of the biblical Magi practicing silent prayer until this 
practice was invented for them by the authors of Rev. Magi.

The components of the Magi’s ritual just described are, either all or in 
part, quite plausible as the religious practices of some early christian group. 
The second incident from Rev. Magi, however, is more challenging and more 
controversial for the interpretation of this text. according to Rev. Magi, the 
light of the star (which, it must be remembered, is christ himself in nonhu-
man form) generates a kind of food that when ingested by the people of shir 
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near the end of the narrative, produces visions of christ. The Magi pack 
this food, always described ambiguously as “provisions” (zwd‘), in prepara-
tion for their presumably lengthy journey to Bethlehem (16:2). during the 
course of this miraculous journey, we learn that these provisions at no time 
decreased, but instead increased whenever the star’s light came to rest over 
them (16:5). The provisions are next mentioned during the Magi’s return 
trip to shir, when they notice with great awe that their provisions are even 
more full than when they left their country (26:5)—something that should 
not be a surprise to them since it was already stated earlier that the star was 
multiplying their provisions. at any rate, they eat of the provisions and have 
marvelous visions throughout the night (26:6), though it is not explicitly 
said that the provisions are the cause of their visions, and the Magi have 
already experienced a number of visions through their interaction with the 
star in which the provisions have played no apparent role. The pivotal event 
regarding these provisions is when the Magi return to their homeland and 
tell their countryfolk of their experiences. The Magi show the people the 
bags of provisions, which now sit overflowing before them, and invite them 
to eat of them so that they may share in the Magi’s experience (27:9–11). 
as soon as the people of shir eat them, they immediately see visions of the 
heavenly and earthly Jesus at different times in his life (28:1–4). The fact that 
the provisions are the cause of these visions for the people of shir is made 
abundantly clear: the first inhabitant of shir to describe his vision states 
that it began “[a]t the moment i ate of these provisions” (28:1). it is again 
stated in 28:4 that only those people who partook of the provisions were 
describing their visions. Therefore, what Rev. Magi presents us with is one 
or more incidents in which the consumption of a certain food, miraculously 
altered by the star in both quantity and quality, directly leads to visions of 
Jesus. This direct causal connection will be very important when we con-
sider below whether this is likely a reference to some sort of hallucinogenic 
substance.

if we consider davila’s criteria, this event fits two of the three we have 
singled out rather easily. First of all, taking into account his fifth point, it 
is legitimate to consider the visionary experience of the people of shir as a 
sort of ritual because it is immediately preceded by the ingesting of a sort 
of sacred food. concerning his first point, the activity is certainly regard-
ed as normative by the author of the text, since Rev. Magi’s protagonists 
encourage the people to partake of the food and the food brings them to 
faith in christ. The most complicated question is whether this event might 
be modeled upon a pre-existing biblical or even non-biblical incident. if 
it were, then this could potentially decrease the likelihood that it refers to 
something that happened in the life of an early christian community. There 



Landau—Under the influence (of the Magi) 89

are a number of stories in the Bible that share some similarities with this 
incident from Rev. Magi. The fact that christ causes the Magi’s food to in-
crease certainly echoes Jesus’ miracle of the feeding of the multitudes (Mark 
6:30–44 par; Mark 8:1–10 par; John 6:1–15). it also evokes god’s providing 
of the mysterious manna for the israelites in the desert (exod 16; num 11). 
so Rev. Magi does share with these texts the belief in god’s or christ’s abil-
ity to produce food miraculously in times of need, either creating it out 
of nothing or multiplying existing food. However, in these biblical texts 
visionary experiences do not appear to be linked with this miraculous food 
production. The scrolls that are eaten by the prophet ezekiel (ezek 3:1) and 
John of Patmos (rev 10:8–10) are inextricably tied to the prophecies they 
are about to impart, though it should be noted that in both of these cases 
there is no suggestion that it is the eating of the scroll that facilitates the 
visionary experience. as for ancient Jewish extrabiblical texts, in 4 Ezra, the 
prophet eats flowers prior to the transcribing of revelatory books that takes 
place (9:23–26; 12:51), though there is not an explicit causal connection 
wherein the flowers themselves somehow produce the revelations. even 
more intriguing, in Joseph and Aseneth 16 an angel visits aseneth prior to 
her marriage to Joseph and miraculously creates a honeycomb that con-
tinues to regenerate itself when eaten. again, there is no explicit mention 
of visionary experience, even though aseneth is subsequently surrounded 
by a great swarm of bees that do not harm her. Finally, in the Martyrdom 
of Perpetua and Felicitas 1.3, Perpetua receives cheese from a shepherd in 
the course of a vision, and immediately following this vision, she knows 
that she is going to be martyred. Thus in all three of these texts, there are 
hints that the consumption of certain substances may produce visionary 
experiences, but this connection is only hinted at in these works. Finally, we 
should not overlook the basic functional parallel between this incident in 
Rev. Magi and the early christian celebration of the eucharist, since in both 
cases we have to do with an event that brings its participants into some sort 
of relationship or union with Jesus himself.

none of these biblical or extrabiblical parallels demonstrate the close 
causal connection between the ingesting of a substance and visionary expe-
rience.17 Therefore, it is entirely reasonable to consider the possibility that 

17. it is important to mention here that another vision in 4 Ezra may be a clearer 
case of what Meredith Warren terms a “hierophagy”—an eating of heavenly food that 
effects an immediate change in the eater. in 4 Ezra 14:38–41, ezra is given a “fiery cup” 
from which to drink, which allows him finally to understand the content of the divine 
revelations he has received. Warren, however, chooses not to speculate about whether 
this incident was based on the consumption of an actual hallucinogenic substance, and 
further research would be necessary to determine whether such an interpretation is 
warranted. see Warren, “‘My Heart Poured Forth Understanding.’”
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the “star food” of the Magi corresponds to a hallucinogen that was deployed 
by an early christian group in a ritual of some kind to facilitate visionary 
experience. indeed, i do not believe that it takes an overactive imagination 
to see the parallels between this event in Rev. Magi and other religious ritu-
als using hallucinogens, and i would argue that no other case from early 
Jewish or christian literature presents such an obvious causal link between 
consumption and vision. The visions happen immediately after the people 
eat from the Magi’s provisions, and the first of the people to speak says that 
his vision commenced at the moment he ate from the provisions. Moreover, 
the application of davila’s criteria seems to strengthen the likelihood that 
this was something practiced in the community that produced Rev. Magi. 
The much more difficult question to answer is whether Rev. Magi gives us 
enough information to discern what this hallucinogenic substance might 
have been.

hAllucino gens, entheo gens, And the study oF 
l Ate Antique religion

The possible use of hallucinogens by religious communities in late antiq-
uity has received little scholarly attention, though it has not been altogether 
marginalized by scholars of religion. indeed, particularly within the subfield 
of the anthropology of religion, much well-regarded work has been done 
on the contemporary use of hallucinogens by indigenous religious groups 
in south america, north america, and africa.18 But in such studies, it is 
important to point out, there is no doubt that hallucinogens are being con-
sumed by the ritual actors; botanists have identified the specific plants in 
use, chemists have isolated the specific chemical compounds that are psy-
choactive in such plants, and neuroscientists have described the particular 
ways these compounds affect the cognitive function of the brain. in sum, 
because anthropologists can actually participate in these indigenous rituals 
and study the specific substances being employed, there is absolutely no 
doubt that the substances in question are hallucinogens.

This straightforward situation changes, however, when the religious 
groups being studied are long dead. in the case of late antique Mediter-
ranean religions, the question of hallucinogenic use is far more contentious 
among scholars. or, to describe the situation more accurately, there really is 
no ongoing debate about this issue: there is instead a small group of scholars 
and authors who posit the presence of hallucinogens in a number of ancient 
religious rituals, and the claims of these scholars are, with a few exceptions, 

18. see, for example, shanon, Antipodes of the Mind.
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generally ignored by the rest of the academy. For the sake of convenience, 
we will designate these scholars, in particular r. gordon Wasson, carl 
ruck, dan Merkur, david c. a. Hillman, and John Marco allegro, as the 
“entheogenists,” based on their preference for the terminology of “entheo-
gen” instead of “hallucinogen.” in fact, the term “entheogen” was first coined 
by a group of scholars and writers that included Wasson and ruck.19 This 
term is composed of three separate greek etymologies: “en” (meaning “in” 
or “within”), “theo” (“god” or “divine”), and “gen” (“to create” or “to beget”). 
Therefore, the term roughly means something like “generating the divine 
within.” Thus it implies that hallucinogens, far from creating illusory im-
ages that have no correspondence to reality, actually serve as portals to the 
realm of the divine. They are, for the entheogenists, generative of authentic 
religious experience. it is not simply a descriptive term, but is instead highly 
prescriptive and value-laden. it is more value-laden, i would suggest, than 
“hallucinogen,” which means something that causes the mind to wander or 
travel off its normally traversed pathways—in other words, a substance that 
produces an altered state of consciousness.20

The reasons for the rejection or silence that usually follow the claims of 
entheogenists are complex. it is not simply that the arguments of entheog-
enists are totally without merit, since some prominent scholars have been 
convinced by their theses—this would not be the case if their work were 
mere pseudoscience. nor is it that scholars of antiquity are uniformly puri-
tan about investigating problematic or controversial aspects of ancient so-
ciety. it is probably the case, as a number of the entheogenists have alleged, 
that some scholars who study ancient religions are squeamish about the idea 
of their theological or cultural forebears partaking of substances that are to-
day illegal and stigmatized, particularly if said substances may have played a 
role in their thought or the revelations they claimed to receive. But the larger 
share of the blame is to be placed with the entheogenists for several reasons. 

19. see ruck et al., “entheogens.”
20. as elisa guerra-doce discusses, the term “entheogens” has been met with con-

troversy: “Thus, it seemed inappropriate to refer to these plants using certain terms 
with pejorative connotations or others that are also applied to the synthetic substances 
associated with the counterculture of the 1960s. in 1979, a group of ethnobotanists and 
scholars of religion therefore coined the neologism entheogen to refer to those vision-
producing drugs that figure in shamanic or religious rites, although in a looser sense 
the term can be applied to other drugs, both natural and artificial, that induce altera-
tions of consciousness similar to those documented for ritual ingestion of traditional 
entheogens (ruck et al., “entheogens”). The objections and misinterpretations of this 
neologism compelled J. ott, one of the coiners, to explain it at length: entheogen thus 
means literally ‘becoming divine within,’ not ‘generating the divine within’ (ott 1996, 
205).” see guerra-doce, “Psychoactive substances,” 102; it is not clear to me how differ-
ent “becoming divine within” is from “generating the divine within.”
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First of all, in most cases the evidence, usually textual but sometimes icono-
graphical, for the use of hallucinogenic substances in ancient religions is 
extremely sparse. almost no texts state overtly that a substance that was 
consumed facilitated visionary experience, and so entheogenists have been 
forced to piece together their hypotheses with very little direct evidence and 
a great deal of inference. This certainly characterizes Merkur’s identification 
of the biblical manna as the hallucinogenic grain fungus ergot.21 This thesis 
was quite fairly demolished in the few academic reviews of Merkur’s book,22 
despite the fact that Merkur has done other work that has been quite well-
received by scholars of ancient Jewish mysticism.23 second, entheogenists 
sometimes seem to view every major ancient religious ritual as an instance 
of hallucinogenic use. such is the case for Boston University classicist carl 
ruck, who has authored or co-authored a series of books in which, one by 
one, the eleusinian mysteries,24 the christian eucharist,25 and the Mithraic 
sacrifice,26 are all regarded as occasions where, somewhat predictably, hal-
lucinogens were consumed. a more nuanced position would seem to be 
that, just as present-day religious rituals oftentimes involve the consump-
tion of food that is not hallucinogenic, ancient religions probably often did 
so as well. Third, in many cases the work of entheogenists has tended to 
adopt a rhetoric of persecution where they state again and again that the 
evidence for hallucinogenic use is patently obvious and that their critics 
are willfully oblivious. as a chief example, david c. a. Hillman’s book, The 
Chemical Muse: Drug Use and the Roots of Western Civilization, though con-
taining some truly intriguing primary source material that would benefit 
from closer study, presents itself very early on as a reaction against members 
of his dissertation committee who requested that the chapter on roman 
recreational drug use be expunged from his thesis on medicinal substances 
in the roman republic.27 one reviewer voiced significant frustration with 
Hillman’s book, which despite its excellent bibliography, was nevertheless 
filled with inaccuracies and bitterness.28 as a whole, the products of this 
impassioned rhetoric, unfortunately, often are poorly organized and fail to 

21. see Merkur, Mystery of Manna.
22. see, for example, Hodges, review of Merkur, Mystery of Manna.
23. see, for example, Merkur, “Visionary Practices.”
24. ruck, Sacred Mushrooms of the Goddess.
25. ruck et al., Apples of Apollo.
26. ruck et al., Mushrooms, Myth, and Mithras.
27. Hillman, Chemical Muse, 1–3.
28. charlier, review of Hillman, Chemical Muse. charlier writes, “enfin, la lecture 

de cet ouvrage se révèle particulièrement éreintante, le lecteur étant sans cesse freiné par 
les inexactitudes et les remarques noyées d’aigreur ponctuant chacune des 243 pages.” 
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produce the necessary textual and bibliographical information needed to 
support their arguments, and thus tend to be published by fringe presses 
well outside of the realm of careful peer-review.29 

despite the claims of the entheogenists, i would suggest that the rea-
sons that their arguments are not taken very seriously have much more to 
do with their weaknesses of method and presentation, and very little to 
do with some widespread conspiracy among religious studies scholars to 
ignore, deny, or suppress the evidence they put forth. However, scholars 
should not automatically dismiss any proposal about the use of hallucino-
gens in ancient Mediterranean religions simply because of the fact that the 
entheogenists have given this avenue of study a rather bad name. if there 
is indeed compelling evidence to be found for the use of hallucinogens, it 
should receive a fair hearing.

That is, to a certain degree, what happened with r. gordon Wasson’s 
original argument for the identification of soma in the Veda and haoma in 
the avesta as a hallucinogen.30 even if not all scholars agreed with Was-
son’s precise identification of soma as the fly agaric mushroom, there now 
seems to be little doubt that Wasson was correct in recognizing the use of a 
hallucinogenic substance in the ritual, given the description of soma in the 
Vedic hymns as a plant. Furthermore, the book on the eleusinian mysteries 
that Wasson co-wrote with carl ruck was reviewed very positively by the 
late eminent classicist georg Luck of Johns Hopkins University.31 This praise 
of two of Wasson’s works is quite ironic, given the fact that, of all of the 
entheogenists i have mentioned, Wasson had practically no formal training 
in religious studies, classics, or mycology. He spent most of his career as a 
vice president for the J. P. Morgan company before turning his attention to 
the study of hallucinogenic mushrooms. it is a rather amusing career trans-
formation, but i believe it does give the lie to the belief of some of the most 
strident entheogenists that scholars simply refuse to give credence to their 
theories out of principle. in the case of Wasson, at least, some of his inter-
pretations of religious rituals have been accepted by prominent scholars, 
which suggests that his arguments have some merit.

29. Though not focused exclusively on the greek and roman world, a very solid 
overview of the evidence pertaining to ancient evidence for the use of hallucinogens is 
Merlin, “archaeological evidence.”

30. Wasson, Soma.
31. Luck, review of Wasson et al., Road to Eleusis.
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conclusion

i am hesitant to claim that the hallucinogen described in Rev. Magi can be 
identified with any degree of certainty, since the text only uses the vague 
term “provisions” to describe this substance. But if pressed, i think that a 
hallucinogenic mushroom is a plausible candidate. The most distinguishing 
characteristic of Rev. Magi’s miraculous food is that it multiplies when the 
light of the star shines upon it, and it is possible to read this as an opaque 
reference to the well-known phenomenon of mushrooms appearing to grow 
quite rapidly in the overnight hours. However, this is simply a preliminary 
guess on the basis of very limited data. to my mind, the more important 
and persuasive conclusion is that some early christian group in which the 
strange text known as Rev. Magi was produced, seems to have used a hal-
lucinogenic substance ritually to produce visionary experiences. if i am 
correct in this, then alongside of all the other unique interpretations of the 
Magi and their star in this text, Rev. Magi also contains the only clear refer-
ence to a hallucinogen in ancient christian or Jewish texts.
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Behind the Seven Veils, II
Assessing Clement of Alexandria’s Knowledge of 

the Mystic Gospel of Mark

Scott G. Brown

the Letter to Theodore, attributed to clement of alexandria, quotes 
from a “mystic gospel” that the evangelist Mark reportedly composed in 
alexandria following Peter’s death. This “more spiritual gospel” consists of 
the original version, which Mark created in rome for catechumens, plus ad-
ditional materials “suitable to those studies which make for progress toward 
knowledge,” which Mark selected from “his own notes and those of Peter.” 
Upon his death, Mark “left his composition to the church in alexandria, 
where it even yet is [very securely kept], being read only to those who are 
being initiated into the great mysteries.”1 it might have disappeared from 
history altogether had not “the foul demons” conspired with carpocrates 

1. translations of the Letter to Theodore are from smith, Clement of Alexandria, 
446–47. The translation of the mystic gospel is my own. except where indicated, trans-
lations of Quis dives salvetur? and the Protrepticus are by george William Butterworth 
in LcL 92; translations of the Paedagogus and the Stromateis are by William Wilson in 
ANF 2. translations of the Bible are from the nrsV. My revisions to these translations 
appear in brackets and my explanatory additions in parentheses. The translations by 
roy kotansky were prepared collaboratively for Part i of this paper.



Fakes, Forgeries, and Fictions96

to create a falsification of this gospel, some troubling passages of which 
Theodore had heard and enquired about.

in the course of setting the record straight, the Letter to Theodore 
quotes the real wording of one of the adulterated narratives: a short and dis-
tinctly Markan variant of the raising of Lazarus. Within the expanded text 
of Mark, this story, according to the letter, occurs in two parts, the first ap-
pearing before the request of James and John for positions of power (Mark 
10:35–45), the second, immediately after (within Mark 10:46). i shall refer 
to these verses as LgM 1 (Longer gospel of Mark 1) and LgM 2:

[LgM 1] 1 and they come to Bethany. and a certain woman 
was there whose brother had died. 2 and coming, she pros-
trated before Jesus and says to him, “son of david have mercy 
on me.” 3 But the disciples rebuked her. 4 and having become 
angry Jesus went away with her into the garden where the tomb 
was. 5 and immediately a great cry was heard from the tomb. 
6 and approaching, Jesus rolled the stone from the door of the 
tomb, 7 and going in immediately where the young man was, he 
stretched out the hand and raised him, having grasped the hand. 
8 But the young man, having looked upon him loved him and 
began to beg him that he might be with him. 9 and going out 
from the tomb they went into the house of the young man; for 
he was rich. 10 and after six days Jesus gave charge to him; 11 
and when it was evening the young man comes to him wearing 
a linen sheet over his naked body, 12 and he remained with him 
that night; for Jesus was teaching him the mystery of the king-
dom of god. 13 now rising, he returned from there to the other 
side of the Jordan. (then comes Mark 10:35–45 and 10:46a)

[LgM 2] (and he comes to Jericho.) 1 and the sister of the 
young man whom Jesus loved and his mother and salome were 
there, 2 and Jesus did not receive them. (and as he and his dis-
ciples and a large crowd were leaving Jericho, Bartimaeus son of 
timaeus, . . .)

The only direct evidence we possess for both this letter of clement 
and the gospel that it quotes is one eighteenth-century greek manuscript, 
which Morton smith catalogued at Mar saba in 1958. This fact has made it 
especially difficult to assess the letter’s ascriptions of authorship. The con-
ventional approach, which i pursued in Part i of this paper and other earlier 
studies, is to apply our current knowledge of clement and Mark to the letter 
and its excerpts in order to determine what they mean and whether they 
make sense as works of those authors.2 The results of that analysis were 

2. Brown, Mark’s Other Gospel, 28–34, 59–73, 121–53, 215–19 (on clement); 
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positive. The letter makes good sense as a work of clement and agrees with 
his statements about the way alexandrian teachers privately transmitted a 
secret unwritten tradition (“the great mysteries”) to spiritually mature stu-
dents through mystical (i.e., allegorical) exegesis of inspired texts; likewise, 
the Markan literary techniques employed in the gospel excerpts (esp. inter-
calation, frame stories, and verbal echoes) reveal that the story about the 
young man indeed has a figurative (“mystic”) level of meaning that accords 
with, and elucidates, the theology of the gospel of Mark.

a second and much less obvious approach was pursued by alain Le 
Boulluec in a paper published in 1996. Le Boulluec examined whether 
clement’s exposition in Quis dives salvetur? of the story of the rich man 
of Mark 10:17–22 and Jesus’ subsequent discussion of the perils of riches 
in 10:23–31 offers indirect evidence of clement’s acquaintance with the 
story of Jesus raising and instructing a rich young man found in the mystic 
gospel of Mark.3 Le Boulluec’s findings were likewise positive, but he did 
not consider the concordance that he demonstrated between the subplot 
involving the young man in the mystic gospel of Mark and clement’s in-
terpretation of Mark 10:17–31 to constitute sufficient proof that the longer 
text is authentic.

Le Boulleuc’s approach is quite sensible. if clement himself heard the 
mystic gospel expounded in the course of his own initiation into the great 
mysteries of the alexandrian church, it follows that the interpretations he 
heard from his teacher Pantaenus and later expounded to his own students 
would have influenced his reading of scriptural passages that share the same 
themes and story elements. Yet clement’s exegeses of relevant scriptural 
texts are by no means confined to Quis dives salvetur? so a promising way 
to test the likelihood that clement really wrote this letter is to consider 
whether the allegorical meanings that he ascribed to these elements in other 
texts that he treated as scriptural make some degree of sense when applied 
in sequence to the two known passages from the mystic gospel.4 can we, by 
doing this, gain some notion of the “true interpretation” promised in the last 
sentence of the letter, where the text breaks off in midsentence? if this is not 
possible, then we have reason to doubt that clement read and expounded 
this story himself, and, by extension, that he authored the letter. But if this 
is possible, then we have a good reason to accept the letter’s authenticity. 

75–111, 153–62, 165–230 (on Mark); Brown, “Letter to Theodore”; Brown, “Behind the 
seven Veils, i.”

3. Le Boulluec, “Lettre sur L’‘Évangile secret’ de Marc.”
4. By “scriptural,” i mean any text or part of a text that clement treated as inspired 

by the Logos and therefore containing a hidden and more profound level of meaning.
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indeed, that conclusion would be unavoidable if these parallels combine 
perfectly to form a coherent and detailed allegorical interpretation.

The results of this study are surprising. although i could find no signif-
icant parallels to the parts of the story that do not mention the young man 
(LgM 1:2–6, 13), the verses in which he factors (LgM 1:1, 7–12; LgM 2) 
yielded an abundance of parallels, all of which pertain to clement’s program 
of advancement through the church—his “project of christian perfection,” 
as ashwin-siejkowski aptly describes it.5 The parallels in LgM 1 involve 
being raised by Jesus from the dead, the phrase “for he was rich,” a period 
of seven days, wearing a linen garment over the naked body, a special re-
lationship of love, and the mystery of the kingdom of god; those in LgM 
2 concern the necessity of leaving behind family and possessions, which is 
arguably the issue behind Jesus’ refusal to meet with the young man’s sister 
and mother (salome’s relation to these two women is not clear).6

clement can be a difficult author to understand. For that reason, those 
who have not studied his writings likely will benefit from reading Part i 
of this paper first, or the more accessible summaries of my research that i 
published as a two-part article in The Fourth R.7

Jesus rAising A person FroM the deAd

in his Protrepticus, clement alludes to christ’s capacity, as the one who ex-
horts the heathen to repentance, to raise from the dead those who live in the 
darkness of ignorance and error:

Wherefore the blessed apostle says: “i testify in the Lord, that ye 
no longer walk as the gentiles also walk, in the vanity of their 
mind, being darkened in their understanding and alienated 
from the life of god, because of the ignorance that is in them, 
because of the hardening of their heart, who being past feeling 
gave themselves up to lasciviousness, to work all uncleanness 
and greediness.” (eph 4:17–19) When such a witness reproves 
the folly of men and calls upon god to hear, what else remains 
for unbelievers but judgment and condemnation? Yet the Lord 
does not weary of admonishing, of terrifying, of exhorting, of 
arousing, of warning; no indeed, He awakes men from sleep, 
and those that have gone astray He causes to rise from the 

5. ashwin-siejkowski, Clement of Alexandria.
6. see Brown, Mark’s Other Gospel, 155.
7. Brown, “Mystical gospel of Mark (Part one)”; and Brown, “Mystical gospel 

of Mark (Part two).”
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darkness itself. “awake, thou that sleepest,” He cries, “and arise 
from the dead, and there shall shine upon thee christ the Lord” 
(eph 5:14), the sun of the resurrection, He that is begotten “be-
fore the morning star,” He that dispenses life by His own rays. 
(Protr. 9.83.3—84.2) 

again in the Paedagogus, clement uses Jesus’ raising of Lazarus as a meta-
phor for how christ, this time in his capacity as instructor (meaning a tutor 
of young children), heals both body and soul through his exhortations and 
gifts:

our instructor, the Word, therefore cures the unnatural passions 
of the soul by means of exhortations . . . But the good instructor, 
the Wisdom, the Word of the Father, who made man, cares for 
the whole nature of His creature; the all-sufficient Physician of 
humanity, the saviour, heals both body and soul. “rise up,” He 
said to the paralytic; “take the bed on which thou liest, and go 
away home”; and straightway the infirm man received strength. 
and to the dead He said, “Lazarus, go forth”; and the dead man 
issued from his coffin such as he was [before] he died, having 
undergone resurrection. Further, He heals the soul itself by pre-
cepts and gifts—by precepts indeed, in course of time, but being 
liberal in His gifts, He says to us sinners, “Thy sins be forgiven 
thee.” (Paed. i.2.6.1–4) 

For clement, then, the image of Jesus raising the dead evokes his power 
to convey people from the darkness of a life driven by passions to the light of 
a discipline that heals the soul. These are the initial stages of clement’s path 
to perfection (conversion and the moderation of the passions), the subjects 
of clement’s Protrepticus and Paedagogus, which involve exhortations and 
threats directed at repentance followed by gifts (forgiveness and healing), 
admonitions, and, “in course of time,” elementary instruction in precepts.

“For he WAs rich”

Much of what clement wrote about wealth in Quis dives salvetur? is ap-
ropos to his understanding of the phrase “for he had many possessions” 
in Mark 10:22b, which parallels the statement “for he was rich” in LgM 
1:9b. two passages in particular summarize the most relevant points. in 
the first, Quis div. 20.3–6, clement considers the meaning of “riches” in 
Jesus’ saying, “How hard it is for those who have riches to enter the king-
dom of god!” (Mark 10:23 par.), and reasons that since Jesus’ disciples had 
already abandoned their meager possessions at the time of their calling, 
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their astonished response, “Who can be saved?” implies that the riches in 
question must concern more than material wealth and therefore also have a 
figurative meaning: “riches” must also denote “the passions,” the possession 
of which excludes a person from the heavens, “for salvation belongs to pure 
and passionless souls.” Therefore, the disciples despaired in the same way as 
“that very rich man who clung desperately to his possession, which indeed 
he preferred to eternal life.”

The second passage, Quis div. 15.6—16.2, adds some new elements, 
which indicate what the rich man must do before he can heed Jesus’ call to 
follow him:

in this way then the Lord admits the use of [material posses-
sions], bidding us put away, not the means of living, but the 
things that use these badly; and these are, as we have seen, the 
infirmities and passions of the soul. Wealth of these brings death 
(θανατηφόρος) whenever it is present, but salvation when it is 
destroyed. of this wealth a man must render his soul pure, that 
is, poor and bare (πτωχεύουσαν καὶ γυμνήν), and then only must 
he listen to the saviour when He says, “come, follow me.” For 
He Himself now becomes a way (ὁδός) to the pure in heart; but 
into an impure soul god’s grace does not steal. an impure soul 
is that which is rich in lusts and in travail with many worldly 
affections. 

Throughout Quis dives salvetur? clement resists the literal meaning 
of Jesus’ command to the rich man to divest himself of all possessions, and 
offers a more practical, but equally strenuous, spiritual meaning relating to 
detachment from worldly things. Literal wealth is actually a good thing, in 
his view, if it is shared wisely (14.1–6). However, a wealth of passions and 
sicknesses in the soul “brings death” (a point reiterated in 18.2–6 and 25.6). 
elsewhere, in the Paedagogus, clement makes the same point: “how can 
you not think that vulgar extravagance is banished by the Lord’s authority? 
about this also, ‘sell your possessions,’ says the Lord, ‘and give to the poor; 
and come, follow me’ (Mark 10:21). Follow god, stripped (γυμνός) of pre-
tentiousness, stripped (γυμνός) of fading display, possessed of that which is 
your own, that good which alone cannot be taken away—faith towards god, 
confession towards him who suffered, generosity towards other humans, 
which is the most precious of possessions” (Paed. ii.3.36.1–2; trans. Brown). 
The implications of clement’s exegesis for the subsequent fate of the rich 
man of Mark 10 are clear: if he does nothing after he goes away sorrowful, 
he will die, but if he decides instead to follow Jesus, he must first strip away 
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these passions and all outward display and thereby render his soul “poor 
and bare.” only then can he answer Jesus’ challenge, “come, follow me.”

The applicability of these ideas to the story of the young man in mystic 
Mark is not hard to envision. Whether or not clement would have supposed 
that the two anonymous rich men were one and the same,8 he might well 
have presumed that the young man in Bethany had died because he “clung 
desperately to his possession, which indeed he preferred to eternal life.” 
Jesus can give him physical life and evoke a desire for conversion, but the 
young man cannot attain eternal life until he manages “to banish from the 
soul its opinions about riches, its attachment to them, its excessive desire, 
its morbid excitement over them, its anxious cares, the thorns of our earthly 
existence which choke the seed of the true life” (Quis div. 11.2; cf. Mark 
4:18–19). intent, therefore, to “follow” Jesus “stripped” (γυμνός) of material-
ism and fading display, he rids himself of his literal and metaphorical riches 
during the subsequent week and returns to Jesus “wearing a linen sheet over 
his naked body (ἐπὶ γυμνοῦ)” (LgM 1:11). in this passionless state, he leaves 
behind his home and family (LgM 2) and “follows with” Jesus (συνηκολούθει 
αὐτῷ) in gethsemane, where he loses even this sheet (Mark 14:51–52).

in clement’s rhetoric, a person stripped of passions is metaphorically 
naked, whereas other people are physically clothed by their passions and 
excesses like cockles inside their thick rounded shells:

it was from Moses that the chief of the greeks drew these philo-
sophical tenets. For he commands holocausts to be skinned 
and divided into parts. (Lev 1:6) For the gnostic soul must be 
consecrated to the light, stripped (γυμνήν) of the integuments 
of matter, devoid of the frivolousness of the body and of all the 
passions (Phaedo 67a), which are acquired through vain and ly-
ing opinions, and divested of the lusts of the flesh. But [most 
people], clothed with what is perishable, like cockles, and rolled 
all round in a ball in their excesses, like hedgehogs, entertain 
the same ideas of the blessed and incorruptible god as of them-
selves. (Strom. V.11.67.1—68.1) 

Within this metaphorical framework a single sheet over the naked body 
could well represent a soul that has succeeded in eliminating its passions, 
which is the goal of the stages of education that follow baptism. as Le 

8. i doubt that the author of mystic Mark made this identification (see Brown, 
Mark’s Other Gospel, 102), but there is good reason to think that clement would have 
done so (see Le Boulluec, “Lettre sur L’‘Évangile secret’ de Marc,” 35–37). That the two 
rich men are equated in mystic Mark itself is argued by smith, Clement of Alexandria, 
114, 172; Meyer, Secret Gospels, 122–23, 161, 178; and koester, From Jesus to the Gos-
pels, 50.
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Boulluec put it, “The soul thus ‘bare’ is the gnostic soul, according to Strom. 
V.11.67.4.”9

in clement’s writings, as in Philo’s, the process of eliminating the pas-
sions involves two stages. The first stage is directed to catechumens and the 
simple faithful and involves a diminishing and controlling of the passions. 
The second stage applies to christians who choose to strengthen their faith 
with gnosis; they must strive to purge the passions completely through the 
cultivation of reason and virtue (Strom. i.24.159.3). This stage constitutes 
the advanced ethics of what clement calls the lesser mysteries. as ashwin-
siejkowski notes, “clement stresses the necessity of parallel development: 
on one level from πίστις to γνῶσις; on another from ‘moderate desires’ 
μετριοπάθεια to ‘passionlessness’ ἀπάθεια” (Strom. Vi.9.71.1).10 detachment 
from the passions and the physical senses is what allows a christian to focus 
on the supersensible realities of the noetic world, which is what clement 
means by initiation into the great mysteries (Strom. V.11.67.1—68.1).

“ the Mystery oF the Kingd oM oF god”

during the last night spent at the young man’s house, Jesus, we are told, “was 
teaching him the mystery of the kingdom of god.” This sentence reintro-
duces the theme in Mark 4:11–12, where Jesus explains to his disciples and 
closest followers why he speaks to the crowds in parables: “to you has been 
given [the mystery] of the kingdom of god, but for those outside, everything 
comes in parables; in order that ‘they may indeed look, but not perceive, 
and may indeed listen, but not understand; so that they may not turn again 
and be forgiven.’” Mark himself is referring to a theological mystery about 
god’s kingdom that Jesus communicates in a veiled form to prevent outsid-
ers from understanding it. That clement understood this saying in a similar 
way is evident from his hybrid quotation of Mark 4:11 and Matt 13:11:

and was it not this which the prophet (Moses) meant, when he 
ordered unleavened cakes to be made (exod 12:15, 39), intimat-
ing that the truly sacred mystic word, respecting the Unbegotten 
and His powers, ought to be concealed? in confirmation of these 
things, in the epistle to the corinthians the apostle plainly says: 
“Howbeit we speak wisdom among those who are perfect, but 
not the wisdom of this world, or of the princes of this world, that 

9. Le Boulluec, “Lettre sur L’‘Évangile secret’ de Marc,” 38 (trans. Brown).
10. ashwin-siejkowski, Clement of Alexandria, 158. Lilla, Clement of Alexandria, 

92–106, 112–14, offers a detailed discussion of the two stages in the elimination of the 
passions.
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come to nought. But we speak the wisdom of god hidden in a 
mystery.” (1 cor 2:6–7) and again in another place he says: “to 
the acknowledgement of the mystery of god in christ, in whom 
are hid all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge.” (col 2:2–3) 
These things the saviour Himself seals when He says: “to you it 
is given to know the [mystery] of the kingdom of the [heavens].” 
(Mark 4:11; Matt 13:11) and again the gospel says that [our] 
saviour [spoke] to the apostles the word in a mystery. For proph-
ecy says of Him: “He will open His mouth in parables, and will 
utter things kept secret from the foundation of the world.” (Matt 
13:35) and now, by the parable of the leaven, the Lord shows 
concealment; for He says, “The kingdom of [the heavens] is like 
leaven, which a woman took and hid in three measures of meal, 
till the whole was leavened” (Matt 13:33). (Strom. V.12.80.3–8)

This passage is characteristically obscure, but there are sufficient clues to fig-
ure it out. clement associates “the mystery of the kingdom of the heavens” 
that Jesus consigned to “the apostles” with the apostle Paul’s various refer-
ences to a wisdom of god that he speaks “among those who are perfect” 
and Jesus’ use of parables to conceal such wisdom. all of this is clement’s 
proof that christ believed that “the truly sacred mystic word concerning 
the Unbegotten and his powers ought to be concealed.” Thus the mystery of 
the kingdom of god is secret teaching concerning the Unbegotten and his 
powers. The question we need to answer, then, is what clement meant by 
this particular circumlocution for god.

The answer is found in clement’s source. clement borrowed this lan-
guage from Philo, together with the mystic interpretation of the “unleav-
ened cakes” that god commanded the israelites to make in exod 12:15, 39. 
in Philo, this mystic interpretation concerns the great mysteries:

For the words of the scripture are, “to make secret cakes”; be-
cause the sacred and mystic statements about the one uncreated 
Being, and about his powers, ought to be kept secret; since it 
does not belong to everyone to keep the deposit of divine mys-
teries properly . . . Those persons appear to me to have come to 
a right decision who have been initiated in the lesser mysteries 
before learning anything of these greater ones. “For they baked 
their flour which they brought out of egypt, baking secret cakes 
of unleavened bread.” (exod. 12:34) That is to say, they dealt 
with the untameable and savage passions, softening them with 
reason as they would knead bread; for they did not divulge the 
manner of their kneading and improving it, as it was derived 
from some divine system of preparation; but they treasured it 
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up in their secret stores, not being elated at the knowledge of the 
mystery, but yielding and being lowly as to their boasting. (Sacr. 
15.60—16.62; trans. Yonge) 

Philo reasoned that the secrets about god and his powers ought to be kept 
secret, being the proper and privileged possession of those who have first 
mastered “the untameable and savage passions . . . with reason,” thereby 
completing the lesser mysteries.11 clement affirms Philo’s point in his en-
suing discussion of concealment, which continues the theme of the impos-
sibility of conveying god’s nature in words, the point on which clement’s 
prior discussion of the great mysteries in Strom. V.11 concludes. Thus, in 
clement’s interpretation, the expression “the mystery of the kingdom of the 
heavens” is another term for the great mysteries, the most esoteric teachings 
about the nature of god and of the realms of mind and spirit that lie outside 
the material cosmos. We can conclude, therefore, that if clement read LgM 
1:12 he would presume that Jesus was teaching the young man the great 
mysteries.

“And AFter six dAys”

to this point we have considered the figurative significance of being raised 
from the dead and clement’s interpretations of canonical gospel parallels 
to the two gar-clauses that mark off the time that Jesus and the young man 
spend inside the young man’s house. Bringing these interpretations togeth-
er, we can readily imagine clement treating the young man’s return to life in 
terms of christ awaking in him a desire to repent and convert, and reading 
the clause “for he was rich” as establishing the young man’s need to strip 
himself of all passion through the fostering of virtue and reason. By entering 
his house with Jesus, he has essentially entered the church. Further, we can 
picture clement explaining the young man’s strange attire “after six days” as 
representing his completion of the lesser mysteries, and the teaching activ-
ity on the final night as denoting his initiation in the great mysteries. in 
other words, the young man figuratively passes through the sequence of 
christian education as clement represents it in his major works. since the 
mystic gospel presents this period inside the house as lasting one week and 
identifies three discrete intervals, specifically, “after six days” (= the seventh 
day), “when it was evening” (before sunset on the seventh day), and “that 
night” (the beginning of the eighth day, according to the Jewish reckoning 

11. For discussion, see goodenough, By Light, 206.
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of time used in the gospels),12 we are naturally curious to examine clem-
ent’s allegorical interpretations of periods of time involving six, seven, and 
eight days.

in the narrative itself the notice that six days have elapsed is mentioned 
in passing; the focus is squarely on the seventh and eighth days. clement, 
however, was apt to find symbolic significance even in incidental scriptural 
references to the elapsing of x number of days. The following passage is 
quite relevant:

“abraham, when he came to the place which god told him of on 
the third day, looking up, saw the place afar off.” (gen 22:3–4) 
For the first day is that which is constituted by the sight of good 
things; and the second is the soul’s best desire; on the third, the 
mind perceives spiritual things, the eyes of the understanding 
being opened by the teacher who rose on the third day. The 
three days may be the mystery of the seal, in which god is really 
believed. it is consequently afar off that he sees the place. For the 
region of god is hard to attain; which Plato called the region of 
ideas, having learned from Moses that it was a place which con-
tained all things universally. But it is seen by abraham afar off, 
rightly, because of his being in the realms of generation, and he 
is forthwith initiated by the angel. Thence says the apostle: “now 
we see as through a glass, but then face to face” (1 cor 13:12), by 
those sole pure and incorporeal applications of the intellect. in 
reasoning, it is possible to divine respecting god, if one attempt 
without any of the senses, by reason, to reach what is individual; 
and do not quit the sphere of existences, till, rising up to the 
things which transcend it, he apprehends by the intellect itself 
that which is good, moving in the very confines of the world of 
thought, according to Plato. (Strom. V.11.73.1–2) 

in this passage, clement takes an incidental scriptural reference to the pass-
ing of three days and associates it with baptism (“the mystery of the seal”) 
and christ’s resurrection. Having made this connection, he then imagines 
the two preceding days individually, despite there being no description of 
these days in the text. He associates the first and second days with a catechu-
men’s progression in belief. on the third day (i.e., through baptism), the 
eyes of understanding are opened (baptism as illumination), but they are 
impeded from seeing clearly the region of god/the ideas (i.e., the noetic 
world) because abraham (the christian initiate) is still within the realms of 

12. if perchance clement imposed the roman reckoning in which a day begins at 
midnight, he would still picture the transition to the eighth day occurring during “that 
night” of teaching.
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generation (the material cosmos). However, he is “forthwith initiated by the 
angel,” which evidently refers to the beginning of more advanced education. 
in the remainder of the passage, clement concentrates on the intellectual 
skills necessary to see into the noetic world. so in this example an incidental 
reference to “the third day” becomes a marker in the path to transcending 
the material cosmos through an initiation comprising “incorporeal applica-
tions of the intellect.”

When we turn to the numbers six, seven, and eight, we discover that 
they each have strong and distinct associations in clement’s writings. The 
number seven interested him the most. in fact, his exegesis of the com-
mandment to keep the sabbath day holy contains a long demonstration of 
the special sanctity of the number seven (Strom. Vi.16.137.4—145.7). He 
tends to associate this number with the sabbath rest, the seven heavens, and 
the seven stages of advancement that culminate in the consummate rest in 
the eighth heaven.

in Strom. iV.17.109.2 clement introduces the notion of “the gnostic 
mystery of the seven and the eight” (lit. “the Hebdomad and the ogdoad”), 
which he begins to explain in iV.25 and returns to in V.14 and Vi.16.13 The 
first of these three passages explains the significance of the seven days of pu-
rification for a corpse-contaminated priest (ezek 44:25–27; cf. Lev 21:1–4).14 
clement initially suggests that the seven days represent “the period in which 
creation was consummated. For on the seventh day the rest is celebrated” 
(Strom. iV.25.158.4). after discussing a special propitiation required on the 
eighth day for priests who have incurred corpse-defilement,15 he suggests 
other referents for the seven days of purification: “Whether, then, the time 
be that which through the seven periods enumerated returns to the [con-
summate] rest,16 or the seven heavens, which some reckon one above the 
other; or whether also the fixed sphere which borders on the intellectual 

13. kaye, Some Account, 417 n. 1. For discussions of the passages relating to this 
mystery, see daniélou, Gospel Message, 451; itter, Esoteric Teaching, 46–49, 156–62.

14. The seven days in ezek 44:26 actually denote a period of exclusion from the 
temple after the seven-day period of corpse impurity (during which brief purification 
rites are performed only on the third and seventh days), but clement takes it to mean, 
“they purify themselves seven days.”

15. again, the text of ezek 44:27 does not say that the priest presents his sin offer-
ing (i.e., purification offering) on the eighth day, but this notion might be based on an 
analogy with Lev 15:13–15, 28–30.

16. clement most likely has in mind the seven weeks of years (i.e., 49 years) that 
precede the yearlong sabbath of the Jubilee year. The seven enumerated periods thus 
refers to the expression “and you shall count seven weeks of years” in Lev 25:8, which 
clement used to interpret the similar expression in ezek 44:26, “they shall count seven 
days.”
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world be called the eighth, the expression denotes that the gnostic ought to 
rise out of the sphere of creation and of sin” (Strom. iV.25.159.2).

similar ideas recur in his exegesis of what he deems Plato’s prophetic 
reference to the sabbath (“the Lord’s day”) in the Republic (616b): 

“and when seven days have passed to each of them in the mead-
ow, on the eighth they are to set out and arrive in four days.” By 
the meadow is to be understood the fixed sphere (of the stars), 
as being a mild and genial spot, and the locality of the pious; and 
by the seven days [is to be understood] each motion of the seven 
planets (ἑκάστην κίνησιν τῶν ἑπτά), and the whole practical art 
which speeds to [the goal of repose] (τέλος ἀναπαύσεως). But 
after the wandering orbs the journey leads to heaven (ἡ δὲ μετὰ 
τοὺς πλανωμένους πορεία ἐπὶ τὸν οὐρανὸν ἄγει), that is, to the 
eighth motion and day. and he says that souls are gone on the 
fourth day, pointing out the passage through the four elements. 
(Strom. V.14.106.2–4) 

This passage compares the fixed sphere with Plato’s meadow (the stars in the 
night sky resemble flowers of a meadow) and associates the seven planetary 
spheres with the stages of christian instruction that lead to repose. since 
the seven days represent both a progression through the seven planetary 
spheres and the period of time within the fixed sphere (which is a separate 
region above them), i assume that clement is picturing the progression 
through the seven heavens toward the fixed sphere as it would appear to a 
person looking upwards at the sky—that is, as occurring against the back-
drop of the stars and in that sense within the starry meadow itself, through 
which the planets appear to wander. The end of this progression, following 
four more days (perhaps symbolizing the passage through the veil of the 
cosmic temple),17 is the repose of “the eighth day,” which, as we will see, is 
a term clement uses for the ogdoad and the original or archetypal sabbath 
repose, which constitutes salvation for the gnostic.

This is all rather dense and confusing, but we have learned thus far 
that clement associates the seven days of purification with the six days of 
creation followed by the repose of the sabbath and with the seven heavens 
and the seven planets that occupy the realm between earth and the fixed 
sphere of the stars. The repose of the sabbath is a type of the consummate 
rest in the ogdoad. These ideas, in turn, are associated with the “practical 

17. itter, Esoteric Teaching, 157, perceptively notes, “clement equates the four days 
in which the soul travels [from the meadow] with the four elements, which [in Strom. 
V.6.32.3] represent the four coloured materials making up the inner and outer veils 
in clement’s account of the tabernacle.” This implies that leaving the meadow (fixed 
sphere) corresponds to passing through a veil of the celestial temple.



Fakes, Forgeries, and Fictions108

art” or instruction that leads a christian to the final repose. two other pas-
sages from the Stromateis help clarify the interrelations:

again the Barbarian philosophy knows the world of thought 
and the world of sense—the former archetypal, and the latter 
the image of that which is called the model; and assigns the 
former to the Monad, as being perceived by the mind, and the 
world of sense to the number six. For six is called by the Py-
thagoreans marriage, as being the genital number; and he places 
in the Monad the invisible heaven and the [invisible] earth, and 
intellectual light. For “in the beginning,” it is said, “god made 
the heaven and the earth; and the earth was invisible.” and it is 
added, “and god said, Let there be light; and there was light.” 
and in the material cosmogony He creates a solid heaven (and 
what is solid is capable of being perceived by sense),18 and a 
visible earth, and a light that is seen. (V.14.93.4—94.1) 

(The fourth commandment) is that which intimates that the 
world was created by god, and that He gave us the seventh day 
as a rest, on account of the trouble that there is in life. For god 
is incapable of weariness, and suffering, and want. But we who 
bear flesh need rest. The seventh day, therefore, is proclaimed a 
rest—abstraction from ills—preparing for the Primal day, our 
true [repose]; which, in truth, is the first creation of light, in 
which all things are viewed and possessed. From this day the first 
wisdom and knowledge illuminate us. For the light of truth—a 
light true, casting no shadow, is the spirit [of the Lord] indivis-
ibly divided to [those] who are sanctified by faith, holding the 
place of a luminary [unto] the knowledge of [true] existences.19 
By following him, therefore, through our whole life, we become 
[passionless] (ἀπαθεῖς); and this is to rest. (Vi.16.137.4—138.3)

The latter passage associates the rest on the seventh day with the “true re-
pose” of the Primal day, the day when, according to the former passage, 
god created the intellectual world. This is the form of salvation reserved 
for the gnostic; yet a christian who strives to become like god (free from 
passions) through the whole course of life will at length participate in this 

18. The explanation in parentheses here is clement’s and belongs to the original 
translation.

19. This illumination by the spirit of the Lord (πνεῦμα κυρίου) unto the knowledge 
of true existences is, i assume, what is meant in the Letter to Theodore ii.17–18: “But 
we are ‘children of light,’ having been illuminated by ‘the dayspring’ of the spirit of the 
Lord ‘from on high.’” That is, the implied author (clement) is telling Theodore that he 
is not only sufficiently pure to hear the words of the mystic gospel but also sufficiently 
advanced in knowledge.
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repose proleptically. The seventh day, then, denotes three basic things: as-
similation to god (the goal of clement’s advanced ethics20); the last of the 
“mystic stages” of advancement,21 corresponding to the seventh heaven in 
the soul’s postmortem ascent; and a return to the beginning, to the true re-
pose of the intellectual world (the eighth day, which is also the true or arche-
typal sabbath). This final stage of advancement thus constitutes a transition 
from the sensible world to the supersensible world above it (cf. Vi.16.140.1), 
a mystical passage from the seventh heaven to the eighth through the fixed 
sphere of the stars. The mystery of the seven and the eight is in part the 
paradox that the repose is both the seventh day of the week (saturday) and 
the eighth (i.e., sunday, the first day of the next week) (Vi.16.138.5).22

The former passage also clarifies the significance of the number six. as 
the number of days of creation, six signifies the world of sense, or the visible 
heaven and earth; and six signifies generation. The same ideas appear in 
the paragraph that follows the latter passage, where six is again associated 
with marriage and the days of creation but also with the period between 
the solstices (six months), during which plants bud and mature, and then 
wither and die, and with the period in which the human embryo is per-
fected (Vi.16.138.6—139.3).

accordingly, the seven days of purification from corpse contamina-
tion, the seven days in the meadow, the seven days in which creation was 
consummated, the seven enumerated periods (weeks of years preceding the 
Jubilee year), the seven planets, and the seven heavens represent the same 
thing: the program of christian education as a mystical path of initiation 
that takes a christian through the lesser mysteries of the sensible world of 
generation and change to the great mysteries of the supersensible world 
beyond the stars.

clement’s association of the number six with the sphere of generation 
and his various attempts to associate the number seven with a christian’s 
progression out of the material cosmos indicate that a clementine inter-
pretation would treat the mystic gospel’s “and after six days” allegorically 
as signifying the young man’s mastery of the sensible world and the gnos-
tic science of nature. By the evening of the seventh day, the young man 

20. For discussion, see Lilla, Clement of Alexandria, 103–17.
21. The phrase “mystic stages” occurs in Strom. Vii.10.57.1. clement similarly 

compares these stages to the seven stones on the high priest’s regular robe, which sym-
bolizes the material cosmos (V.6.37.1, 3).

22. The Jubilee sabbath year would also be an “eight” in the sense that it starts after 
the period of seven sevens has been completed. clement goes on to add the number six 
into this mystery. see sagnard, La gnose Valentinienne, 376–86; schoedel, “scripture,” 
124–25.
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has arrived at the threshold of the intelligible world, which for clement is 
symbolized both by “the second veil” of the tabernacle (Exc. 27.1–2), which 
separates the holy place from the holy of holies, and by the fixed sphere of 
the stars, which separates the material and visible cosmos (earth and the 
seven material heavens) from the immaterial cosmos. More precisely, the 
seven days inside the young man’s house would likely suggest to clement 
“the whole practical art which speeds to the goal of repose,” and the evening 
of the seventh day and the beginning of the eighth, when the young man 
puts on the linen sheet and receives instruction in the mystery of the king-
dom of god, would mark his mystical entry into (i.e., ability to perceive) the 
noetic world, prefiguring his postmortem attainment of the consummate 
rest in the eighth heaven. in mystic contemplation, the young man enters 
the immaterial cosmos through instruction in the great mysteries, which 
primarily concern the realities of the immaterial world.

the linen sheet

Prior to receiving instruction in the mystery of the kingdom of god, the 
young man wears a linen sheet over his naked body, the same clothing that 
he wears later in gethsemane (Mark 14:51–52).23 We have already consid-
ered how this slender attire could signify a soul stripped of its passions, but 
more can be said concerning the fabric itself. given what the Letter to Theo-
dore indicates about the mystic gospel’s ability to lead its hearers into the 
innermost sanctuary of the sevenfold veiled truth (i.25–26), it is prima facie 
significant that clement’s exegesis of the day of atonement ritual (Strom. 
V.6; Lev 16:3–4, 23–24) focuses on a single linen garment that the high 
priest puts on before entering this innermost sanctuary of the tabernacle. as 
i explained at greater length in Part i of this paper, this sanctuary, the holy of 
holies, is for clement a symbol for the immaterial cosmos (Strom. V.6.35.5, 
36.3, 39.4) and the experience of epopteia, the vision of god that forms the 
climax of the great mysteries. The young man in the linen sheet would be 
entering this “space” mystically by receiving instruction in the great myster-
ies (the mystery of the kingdom of god). clement’s understanding of the 
symbolism of the high priest’s linen tunic is relevant, therefore, to a clem-
entine reading of the young man’s linen sheet.

23. The fact that he could wriggle out of this material while attempting to flee 
suggests that he had wrapped a plain rectangular sheet around himself in the form of a 
sleeveless cloak. see Jackson, “Youth.”
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Clement’s Allegory of the Day of Atonement Ritual

Leviticus 16 describes how the high priest is to enter the holy of holies on the 
day of atonement and purify it with the blood of a goat (v. 15). The whole 
ritual is very elaborate, involving several sacrifices, immersion, change of 
clothing, and the use of a protective cloud of incense. clement’s exegesis, 
however, ignores the sacrifices and the purification of the sanctuary with 
blood and instead focuses mainly on the elements of water immersion and 
change of clothing. in clement’s conception, the holy of holies represents 
the noetic world of the eighth heaven, and the high priest represents the 
gnostic (Strom. V.6.39.4). clement observes that before entering the in-
nermost sanctuary, the high priest/gnostic, “having undressed from his 
consecrated garment, . . . washes himself and gets dressed in the other, so 
to speak, holy of holies garment, the one that goes with him into the inner-
most chambers” (39.3; trans. kotansky); clement later describes this special 
tunic as “the linen robe” (40.2). although Lev 16:3–4 specifies that the high 
priest’s holy of holies attire also consists of linen undergarments, a linen 
sash, and a linen turban, clement focuses exclusively on the tunic, calling 
it both a tunic (χιτών: an undergarment) and a robe (στολή: an outer gar-
ment). it is as if the high priest in this allegory, like the young man in LgM 
1:11 and Mark 14:51–52, puts on a single linen garment.24

Both the high priest’s regular robe and his special holy of holies tunic 
have symbolic meaning for clement. The regular robe is “the symbol of the 
world of sense,” depicting aspects of the material cosmos such as the seven 
planets, the 360 (sic) days of the year, the sun and the moon, the zodiac and 
the four seasons (Strom. V.6.37.1, 4; 38.3–4). Like the six days of creation, 
the regular robe encapsulates “the (material) universe, and the creation in 
the universe” (39.3). The regular robe of the high priest is also what christ 
(a second referent for the high priest) “puts on” during his incarnation 
(40.3). Hence this “robe prophesied the ministry in the flesh by which he 
was [made directly visible to the world]” (39.2; cf. 34.1). accordingly, the 
regular robe represents both the material cosmos and the materiality of be-
ings within it, whereas the linen tunic, being what christ “takes off ” upon 
entering the “world of sense” and what the gnostic “puts on” when entering 
the immaterial cosmos, must represent the divine and immaterial nature of 
beings within the ogdoad (cf. the symbolism attributed to the high priest’s 
two robes in Philo, Somn. 1.229).

clement’s exegesis of Lev 16:3–4 accordingly complements and refines 
our previous inferences concerning how clement would likely construe the 

24. Priests worked barefoot in the temple, so we cannot presume that clement’s 
high priest would have something on his feet.
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symbolism of the young man’s wearing a linen sheet over his naked body. 
He has not only stripped away the layers of his materiality but has also put 
on divinity and become “equal to the angels” (ἰσάγγελος; Strom. Vi.13.105.1; 
Vii.10.57.5, 14.84.2; cf. Paed. i.6.36.6).

A speciAl rel Ationship oF love

a peculiar aspect of the mystic gospel’s narrative of the raising and instruc-
tion of the young man is the emphasis on reciprocal love. We are told, first, 
that the young man’s response after Jesus brought him back to life was to 
look upon Jesus and love him. The subsequent stay in the young man’s house 
contains no reference to Jesus’ love for the young man, but that fact is indi-
cated in passing in LgM 2, which refers to this character as “the young man 
whom Jesus loved.” The two statements recall Mark 10:21, where Jesus looks 
upon the rich man and loves him after learning that this man had obeyed 
the commandments since his youth. This detail in Mark 10:21 is actually the 
only place in the synoptic gospels where Jesus is said to love one particu-
lar person. The raising story in LgM 1 evidently builds on this conception 
in the direction taken in the gospel of John’s version of this miracle story, 
where Jesus’ special love for Lazarus is emphasized (11:3, 36). as Marvin 
Meyer has shown, the young man in mystic Mark is essentially a Markan 
parallel to the Johannine “beloved disciple.”25

does clement describe a special relationship of love between Jesus 
and a particular disciple? essentially, yes. He frequently describes the true 
gnostic’s relationship to christ in these terms. The most pertinent parallel 
occurs in one of his most explicit descriptions of the path to perfection, 
where this intimate relationship applies to the christian who has succeeded 
in attaining equality with the angels, at the point when the gnostic passes 
through the seventh day to the eighth (i.e., receives instruction in the great 
mysteries):

and, in my opinion, the first saving change is that from hea-
thenism (ἐθνῶν) to faith, as i said before; and the second, that 
from faith to knowledge. and knowledge crosses over to love; 
hence here loved with lover; what knows with what is known, 
stand side-by-side. and this being the case, one has already at-
tained the condition of “being equal to the angels.” accordingly, 
after the highest eminence in the flesh, always changing for the 
better, he hastens to our father’s court, through the holy seventh 
(day) to the Lord’s own (day/dwelling); to be a light, abiding, 

25. Meyer, Secret Gospels, 135–48.
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and continuing eternally, altogether and in every way immu-
table. (Strom. Vii.10.57.3–5; cf. 10.55.5—56.1; 11.68.3–5)26

christ and the gnostic “stand side-by-side” as “loved with lover; what 
knows with what is known” (εἰς ἀγάπην περαιουμένη, ἐνθένδε ἤδη φίλον 
φίλῳ τὸ γιγνῶσκον τῷ γιγνωσκομένῳ παρίστησιν). The imagery is surprising 
in clement, but let us put it in context.

clement speaks of love for christ and god as a trait shared by all 
christians. However, he also speaks of a perfect form of love that is a unique 
attainment of the gnostic both on earth and in the afterlife. This is perhaps 
clearest in connection with clement’s allegorical interpretations of the high 
priest’s entry into the holy of holies, where the high priest acquires a new 
status in relation to christ as “son” and “friend.” This reward is mentioned 

26. as translated in itter, Esoteric Teaching, 38, with some modification. clement 
describes this transition as “hasten[ing] to our father’s court, through the holy seventh 
(day) (διὰ τῆς ἁγίας ἑβδομάδος) to the Lord’s own (day/dwelling) (ἐπὶ τὴν κυριακήν).” 
This wording seems deliberately ambiguous. The phrase τῆς ἁγίας ἑβδομάδος can also 
be translated “the holy Hebdomad,” in reference to the seven heavens of the material 
cosmos. in that case, the expression could refer to the gnostic soul’s unimpeded as-
cent after death through the seven heavens to its allotted abode in the ogdoad. This 
inference would explain how one can continue to improve after attaining the highest 
eminence “in the flesh” (i.e., the soul must separate from the flesh for improvement to 
continue). and the reference to the gnostic becoming “a light, abiding, and continuing 
eternally, altogether and in every way immutable” evokes the heavenly resurrection of 
the martyr, described in daniel as “the wise will shine like the brightness of the heav-
enly expanse. and those bringing many to righteousness will be like the stars forever 
and ever” (12:2–3). But clement also ascribes this condition to the living gnostic in 
reference to her or his positive effect on the world: “He, then, who has first moderated 
his passions and trained himself for impassibility, and developed to the beneficence of 
gnostic perfection, is here equal to the angels. Luminous already, and like the sun shin-
ing in the exercise of beneficence, he speeds by righteous knowledge through the love 
of god to the sacred abode, like as the apostles” (Strom. Vi.13.105.1). and he speaks 
of the gnostic’s attainment of the seventh stage of advancement in this life in terms of 
the separation of the body from the soul. so a reference to the seventh stage or “day” in 
the education of the gnostic is warranted too. Moreover, the translation “the holy sev-
enth day” accords with clement’s use of ἑβδομάς and ὀγδοάς in Strom. Vi.16.138.1–5 to 
denote the seventh and eighth days in his discussion of how both saturday and sunday 
(the Lord’s day) can qualify as the sabbath. as daniélou (Gospel Message, 451) notes, 
the word κυριακή in these passages “is primarily a term for the Lord’s day, but which, as 
the eighth day, is used to symbolize the eighth sphere, the ogdoad, the dwelling of the 
Lord.” Hence, with the ambiguous terms ἑβδομάς and κυριακή clement is describing 
both the gnostic’s perfection in gnosis by his or her mystical experience of the sacred 
abode on the symbolic eighth day and the effect of this initiation on the soul’s future 
translation to the highest heaven. as daniélou puts it, “The soul of the gnostic, having 
already passed through these [seven heavens] by its growth in holiness in this life, can 
now after death traverse them without halting and attain at once the contemplation of 
god” (ibid.).
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only briefly in Strom. V.6: “having become son and friend, he is now replen-
ished with insatiable contemplation face to face” (40.1). in the more esoteric 
description in Excerpta ex Theodoto, however, these same titles denote a 
status equal to the highest angels and are combined with imagery of marital 
union to denote an especially intimate relationship of love. once the high 
priest (representing the true gnostic after death) has entered the ogdoad, 
set aside his spiritual body, and “comes to the knowledge and comprehen-
sion of realities . . . it (his soul) is no longer a bride but has become a Logos 
and rests with the bridegroom (i.e., christ) together with the first-called and 
first-created, who are friends by love, sons by instruction and obedience, 
and brothers by community of origin” (27.5; trans. casey).27

These images call to mind the Valentinian conception of the holy of 
holies/ogdoad as a bridal chamber (e.g., Exc. 63.1—65.2; 68.1; Gos. Phil. 
69.14—70.5, 84.14—85.21). Yet even before the Valentinians, this concept of 
marital union between the soul and the Logos within the immaterial cosmos 
was already part of the great mysteries in alexandrian Judaism. according to 
Philo, the Logos, in its feminine form as sophia, sows in the soul of higher 
initiates the seeds of god, which are the Forms, which give birth to virtue, 
wisdom, immortality, and supreme happiness (see esp. Cher. 13.43—14.50; 
Abr. 100–102). Philo saw this marital union of the gnostic with sophia as 
symbolized in the marriages of the patriarchs and their wives.28 The result 
here, too, is a group that shares a special degree of friendship with god.29

on this matter Philo is close to Plato, who speaks of the visionary 
recognition of the form of Beauty in terms of seeing it “face to face,” of 
“gaz[ing] upon it in true contemplation and consort[ing] with it (συνόντος 
αὐτῷ),” with the result “that a man gives birth (τίκτειν) not to the images of 
virtue (because it is not the image that he will touch) but to the true virtue, 
because he will touch the truth. and when he has given birth and reared this 
true virtue, he shall be called the friend of god (θεοφιλεῖ γενέσθαι), and if 
ever it is given to man to put on immortality, it shall be given to him” (Symp. 
211d8—212a7).30 a similar description occurs in Plato’s Rep. 490a8–b7, on  

27. The first-called and first-created (πρωτοκλήτοι and πρωτόκτιστοι) are a group of 
seven angels that were created before the other angels and in a condition of perfection 
and mutual equality; they exist one level below christ and contemplate him (as the face 
of god) unceasingly. For discussion, see Bucur, “divine Face”; Bucur, Angelomorphic 
Pneumatology, 38–42, passim.

28. goodenough, By Light, 22–23, 139–40, 147, 157–65, 173, 201–202, 230–31, 
239, 249, 268–72. For the interchangeability of Logos and sophia in Philo’s thinking, 
see pp. 22–23, 158, 160–61.

29. ibid., 172–73.
30. Finkelberg, “Plato’s Language of Love,” 244, citing the translation by Michael 

Joyce in Hamilton and cairns, eds., Collected Dialogues of Plato, 563 (except for the 
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which Margalit Finkelberg writes: “The terminology of love (ἔρως), inter-
course (μιγνύναι), giving birth (γεννᾶν), and travail (ὠδίς), leaves no doubt 
about Plato’s meaning: the culminating point of the final revelation is the 
sexual union, the ‘sacred marriage,’ which casts the erastes, the philosopher, 
as the bride. as a result of this union, the erastes becomes pregnant with the 
truth that will be born in due course.”31 as Finkelberg notes, these ideas are 
what

the Symposium describes as the “greater mysteries of love.” its 
main elements are: philosophical training accompanying grad-
ual elevation to the knowledge of true being; sudden revelation 
of true being to the initiate at the climax of such training; and 
quasi-sexual union, or the “sacred marriage,” in which the initi-
ate plays the part of the female partner, as the form that this rev-
elation takes. . . . Plato intended this “most serious” part of his 
teaching for the use of those few who “are capable of discovering 
the truth for themselves with a little guidance” (Ep. 7.341e.2–3).32 

such ideas might even have preceded Plato. it is possible, though un-
certain, that Plato’s inspiration for this notion was an aspect of the eleusin-
ian great mysteries, the enacting of a sacred marriage in which the initiates 
participated vicariously in a “mystical communion” with the goddess.33 it 
is difficult to know what exactly occurred in these secret ceremonies, but 
it is clear that initiates in the great mysteries become beloved of the gods,34 
and the same held for Plato’s reconception of epopteia as the experience of 
seeing a form.35 so clement’s conception of the gnostic soul’s mystic union 
with christ in the ogdoad and attainment of a new quality of friendship 
and sonship characterized by love is ultimately rooted in the philosophical 
reconception of the great mysteries, in which the vision of god or epopteia 
involves a quasi-sexual union.

in view of the language of lover and loved in Strom. Vii.10, we should 
consider the possibility that clement is here alluding to Plato’s conception 
of the mysteries in terms of the Ladder of Love. Plato used eleusinian terms 

last two, the greek words in parentheses were added by Finkelberg; the english words 
belong to the original translation).

31. Finkelberg, “Plato’s Language of Love,” 245.
32. ibid., 256.
33. Willoughby, Pagan Regeneration, 52–54 (the phrase “mystical communion” 

appears on p. 54).
34. schefer, “rhetoric,” 176–77, 181.
35. see Farrell, “Plato’s Use,” 130. also, Plato, Leg. 4.716c–d, which explains that 

one must become like god in order to become dear to god, because like is dear to like.
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to describe the soul’s ascent to contemplate the form of Beauty, a process 
by which attraction to particular (male) individuals is transcended in an 
abstract appreciation of beauty:

Beginning from obvious beauties he must for the sake of that 
highest beauty be ever climbing aloft, as on the rungs of a lad-
der, from one to two, and from two to all beautiful bodies; from 
personal beauty he proceeds to beautiful observances, from 
observance to beautiful learning, and from learning at last to 
that particular study which is concerned with the beautiful itself 
and that alone; so that in the end he comes to know the very 
essence of beauty. (Symp. 211c–d [Lamb, LcL]; see also Phaedr. 
253c2–6) 

The Ladder of Love is Plato’s most prominent analogy to illustrate 
the lesser and great mysteries of philosophy, and the philosophical context 
which it presupposes is that of an intimate relationship between a teacher 
and his student, the erastēs and erōmenos. as Piotr ashwin-siejkowski 
explains,

the spiritual climax . . . described [in Strom. Vii.10] as φίλον 
φίλῳ τὸ γιγνῶσκον τῷ γιγνωσκομένῳ . . . recalls the well-known 
Platonic theme of a particular understanding of friendship and 
love. This phrase recalls the meeting or even communion of the 
two: the lover (ἐραστής) with the loved one (ἐρώμενος). in clem-
ent’s understanding of friendship between the gnostic and the 
divine Logos it is possible to recognize the classical topos . . . 
clement did not, however, incorporate the element of physical 
attraction in his project, which is important to Platonic theory.36

clement’s capacity to adapt Plato’s Ladder of Love to christian sensi-
bilities is evident in Strom. iV.18.116.2: “For . . . he who in chaste love looks 
on beauty, thinks not that the flesh is beautiful, but the spirit, admiring, as 
i judge, the body as an image, by whose beauty he transports himself to 
the artist, and to the true beauty; exhibiting the sacred symbol, the bright 
impress of righteousness to the angels that wait on the ascension.” clement 
believes that a beautiful body can be appreciated in a nonsexual way as an 
image or copy of the form of Beauty, and that this recognition transports 
the admirer to the Logos, the artist who fashioned all beautiful images and 
is “the only true Beauty.”37 clement goes on to describe “the bright impress 

36. ashwin-siejkowski, Clement of Alexandria, 184–85.
37. The implication that the Logos itself is true beauty is stated explicitly in Paed. 

iii.7.37.1; cf. ii.12.129.4, where the Logos reveals “the true beauty, ‘which eye has not 
seen and ear has not heard,’” which is clement’s Pauline phrase for the pneumatic 
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of righteousness” (cf. the golden plate in Exc. 27) and the glory that shone 
from Moses’ face as physically visible manifestations of inner goodness; his 
point is clearer in the Paedagogus, where he explains how only an excellent 
character is truly beautiful and how “excellence alone appears through the 
beautiful body, and blossoms out in the flesh, exhibiting the amiable come-
liness of self-control, whenever the character like a beam of light gleams 
in the form” (ii.12.121.3–4). clement attributes this nonsexual physical 
beauty to Jesus:

and that the Lord Himself was uncomely in aspect, the spirit 
testifies [through isaiah] (isa 53:2): “and we saw Him, and he 
had [neither physique nor beauty] (οὐκ εἶχεν εἶδος οὐδὲ κάλλος), 
but his form was mean, inferior to men.” Yet who was more 
admirable than the Lord? But it was not the beauty of the flesh 
visible to the eye, but the true beauty of both soul and body, 
which He exhibited, which in the former is beneficence; in the 
latter—that is, the flesh—immortality. (Paed. iii.1.3.3)38

lgM 1 And cleMent’s pro grAM oF perFection

at this point we can well appreciate how clement’s allegorical interpreta-
tions of scriptural parallels to phrases and images in LgM 1 readily combine 
to form an interpretation of this passage as illustrating, indeed justifying, 
his particular program of perfection. The young man’s return to life and 
desire “to be with” Jesus would represent what clement calls “the first saving 
change” from unbelief to faith. The weeklong stay in the young man’s house 
would represent the second saving change, from faith to knowledge, includ-
ing the crossing of knowledge over to love. Jesus and the young man enter 
his house “because he was rich,” meaning, for clement, because this man 
needed to purge his soul of its spiritual infirmities and passions through the 
cultivation of reason and virtue. The young man completes these lesser mys-
teries “after six days,” attaining the state of passionlessness equivalent to an 
angel. in the real world, this was a lengthy process of divesting (“stripping”) 

realities above the noetic world (Strom. Vi.8.68.1). Hence the specifically christian 
aspects of the great mysteries of the immaterial realm replace Plato’s epoptic vision of 
the form of Beauty as the top of the Ladder of Love.

38. cf. Plato’s description of the effect that the ugly socrates’s inner beauty had on 
some young men. as the character alcibiades explains, once this beauty is glimpsed, 
the unattractive philosopher becomes so desirable to young men like himself (he lists 
several) that they actively pursue him, behaving more like an amorous lover than a 
beloved (Symp. 216e—218a). For discussion, see Finkelberg, “Plato’s Language of Love,” 
240–41, 245–46.
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the soul of all material attachments while studying the mysteries of the mate-
rial cosmos through an encyclical education. The completion of this process 
is represented by the young man putting on the single linen garment, “the 
‘tunic of incorruptibility’ of which the Pedagogue speaks (i.9.84.3).”39 at 
this point, corresponding to the transition from the symbolic seventh day 
to the eighth, knowledge, says clement, passes into love, and lover and be-
loved stand together. The young man’s return to Jesus for private instruction 
in the evening of the seventh day could readily signify this transition for 
clement, the last “rung” in his nonsexual conception of the Ladder of Love. 
Viewed from this perspective, the earlier phrase “looking upon him loved 
him” would represent the initial rung of this ladder, where the young man’s 
ability to see Jesus’ inner beauty through his appearance elicits a “chase love” 
that will eventually transport him to a mystic union with true Beauty, the 
Logos. The subsequent reference to this character as “the young man whom 
Jesus loved” in LgM 2:1 would reinforce this philosophical topos, convey-
ing the unique status of friend and son that the gnostic possesses.40 Like 
the high priest when he dons a simple linen robe and enters the noetic realm 
of the holy of holies, the young man now receives instruction from Jesus in 
the mystery of the kingdom of god, which for clement refers to the great 
mysteries of this realm.

the BAptisMAl connotAtions 
oF the linen sheet

now that we have finished examining the main parallels between LgM 1 
and clement’s various allegorical interpretations, we may consider a less 
conspicuous yet remarkably precise parallel between the implicit baptismal 
symbolism of the young man’s linen sheet in LgM, as i have described this 
in earlier works, and clement’s symbolic exposition of the high priest’s im-
mersion prior to putting on the linen tunic, which is conveyed in Strom. 
V.6.39.4—40.1:

(The linen tunic represents), it seems to me, the Levite and 
gnostic as a “ruler” over the other priests—those priests washed 
in water and dressed in faith alone and expecting their own 
abode—he himself distinguishing the noetic things from those 
of sense perception, (and), according to a hierarchical progres-
sion, hastening past the other priests to the entrance to the 

39. Le Boulluec, “Lettre sur L’‘Évangile secret’ de Marc,” 39.
40. cf. the saying “My mystery is for me and the sons of my house” in Strom. 

V.10.63.7, which clement says comes from “a certain gospel.”
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noetic (world), to wash himself from the things here below—not 
in water, as he was previously cleansed on being enrolled in the 
tribe of Levi, but already by the gnostic Word. (trans. kotansky) 

on the literal level this passage contrasts two kinds of priests and two kinds 
of immersions: the ordinary Levite, who was washed in water at the time of 
his enrolment as a priest,41and the high priest, who formerly underwent 
this immersion but has since washed himself in another way. on the al-
legorical level, the Levite represents ordinary christians, who have faith but 
not gnosis, and the high priest represents the gnostic, who is “clothed” not 
only in faith but also in gnosis, having acquired the ability to perceive the 
higher archetypal realities (the Forms of the noetic world) that lie behind 
the objects of sense.

The key to clement’s comparison between these two types of priests 
lies in the appearance of the holy of holies attire. on ordinary days, the high 
priest wears a colourful and highly ornate robe that sets him apart from or-
dinary priests. But on this day his simple linen garment resembles the linen 
garment worn by the other priests.42 it therefore “represents the Levite and 
gnostic.” The affinity between ordinary priest and high priest that clement 
intends to underscore has to do with the connection between these linen 
tunics and immersion. Leviticus 8:6–13 describes Moses washing aaron’s 
sons in water and then putting the linen tunic on them at the time of their 
enrolment as priests. Leviticus 16:4 similarly describes the high priest put-
ting on his special linen tunic after washing his body in water. The former 
act is a type of christian baptism, whereas the latter signifies immersion 
in “the gnostic Word,” a washing “in knowledge,” as clement later clarifies 
with reference to 1 cor 6:11 (Strom. Vii.14.86.5).43 since clement pre-
serves the original connection in Lev 8:6–13 between washing and cloth-
ing in the phrase “those priests washed in water and dressed in faith alone 
and expecting their own abode,” we may suspect that clement perceives a 
resemblance between this linen tunic and a garment put on after christian 
baptism, although we have no unambiguous (i.e., non-metaphorical) evi-
dence for christians putting on a special garment following baptism prior 
to the fourth century.44 Whatever the actual practice in clement’s church, 

41. not all Levites were priests, but clement uses “Levite” to refer to priests in 
general. The Hebrew scriptures are inconsistent on this point. see Berry, “Priests and 
Levites.”

42. see exod 28:40–43 and ezek 44:17–18; cf. Lev 6:10.
43. kovacs, “concealment,” 429 n. 75.
44. as noted, e.g., by Jeffery, Secret Gospel of Mark Unveiled, 116. We have plenty 

of metaphorical evidence for an early christian practice of taking off old garments and 
putting on new garments to signify the change in status accomplished through baptism, 
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in this literary context the linen tunic is baptismal. With respect to the ordi-
nary christian, the tunic signifies simple faith and an inferior form of salva-
tion within the Hebdomad (the holy place of the celestial temple, which is 
accessible only to christians/priests), which is acquired through a literal 
baptism. With respect to the gnostic, however, this tunic signifies faith per-
fected into gnosis and a superior form of salvation within the ogdoad (the 
celestial holy of holies), which is acquired through a metaphorical baptism. 
clement’s point is that the “immersion” which precedes the high priest’s 
entry into the innermost sanctuary is analogous to but also different from 
the church’s rite of initiation: “not in water, as he was previously cleansed 
on being enrolled in the tribe of Levi, but already by the gnostic Word.” in 
other words, for clement the high priest’s act of removing his regular attire, 
washing, and putting on a linen tunic recalls his earlier literal baptism in 
water but actually represents a metaphorical baptism “from the things here 
below” that is a prerequisite for entering the noetic world.

The Platonic Conception of This Metaphorical Baptism

clement describes this metaphorical baptism in terms of the high priest 
“hastening past the other priests to the entrance to the noetic (world), to 
wash himself from the things here below.” This imagery of hurrying from 
this world to the world of ideas and the characterization of this escape from 
materiality as a purification have a strong Platonic flavour and are part of a 
related system of ideas upon which clement founded his conception of the 
lesser mysteries. in Plato’s Phaedo 64a—69e, for instance, socrates describes 
philosophy as a purification of the soul that constitutes a flight from the 
world. as a purification, philosophy is “the separation (so far as is possible) 
of the soul from the body” (67b–c, 65e)—that is, the attempt to disconnect 
one’s soul from the body’s distractions (emotions, desires, ailments; 66b–c) 
and unreliable sense perceptions (66a). it is only by shedding these impedi-
ments to knowledge created by the body that the soul can become free to 
see reality as it truly is. socrates’ larger point in this argument is that this 
practice of separating the soul from the body is a form of dying (64a, 67d, 

beginning with Paul: “as many of you as were baptized into christ have put on christ” 
(gal 3:27). clement uses this imagery in Paed. i.6.32.4: “truly, then, are we the children 
of god, who have put aside the old man, and stripped off the garment of wickedness, 
and put on the immortality of christ; that we may become a new, holy people by re-
generation, and may keep the man undefiled.” For an argument that christian rituals 
for baptism were based on the israelite rituals of priestly ordination and that baptized 
christians, like newly ordained priests, put on white garments already in the first cen-
tury, see gieschen, “Baptismal Praxis.”
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e), and like the purifications of the eleusinian mysteries, it allows the soul 
to rise upward and “dwell with gods” after death (69b–c).45 socrates also 
describes this flight from the world in Plato’s Theaetetus 176a–b: 

evils, Theodorus, can never be done away with, for the good 
must always have its contrary; nor have they any place in the di-
vine world; but they must needs haunt this region of our mortal 
nature. That is why we should make all speed to take flight from 
this world to the other; and that means becoming like the divine 
so far as we can, and that again is to become righteous with the 
help of wisdom.46

clement frequently appeals to these ideas. He cites the former speech 
later on in book V of the Stromateis: “and is not, on this account, philoso-
phy rightly called by socrates the practice of death? For he who neither 
employs his eyes in the exercise of thought, nor draws [anything] from 
his other senses, but with pure mind itself applies to objects, practises the 
true philosophy” (Strom. V.11.67.1–2; see also ii.7.34.2; iii.3.17.3—18.1; 
iV.3.11.2, 12.5–6; Vii.12.71.3). clement paraphrases the latter speech in 
Strom. ii.22.133.3: “and having in the Theaetetus admitted that evils make 
the circuit of mortal nature and of this spot, he adds: ‘Wherefore we must 
try to flee hence as soon as possible. For flight is likeness to god as far as 
possible. and likeness is to become holy and just with wisdom.’” The main 
themes connected to this flight—purifying the soul of the impediments of 
the body, and assimilation to god—are the goals of the lesser mysteries as 
clement understands them.47

That these ideas form the background to clement’s interpretation of 
the high priest’s washing in gnosis is confirmed in clement’s subsequent 
reference to this washing in Strom. Vii, where he interprets Paul’s intention 
in 1 cor 6:9–11. referring to the words “But you were washed, you were 
sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus christ and in the 
spirit of our god” (v. 11), clement wrote:

45. on this theme, see reale, Plato and Aristotle, 157–59.
46. as translated in cornford, Plato’s Theory of Knowledge, 87.
47. on the practice of death in clement, see Lilla, Clement of Alexandria, 164–68; 

itter, Esoteric Teaching, 194–97. cf. Philo, Leg. 3.15.54–56 (“the soul which loves god, 
having put off the body and the affections which are dear to it, and having fled a long 
way from them, chooses a foundation and a sure ground for its abode . . . on this 
account the high priest will not come into the holy of holies clad in a garment reach-
ing his feet, but having put off the robe of opinion and vain fancy of the soul . . . will 
come forward naked.”); 23.90–91; Migr. 2.7–9 (“depart therefore from the earthly parts 
which envelop you, o my friend, fleeing from that base and polluted prison house of 
the body, and from the keepers as it were of the prison, its pleasures and appetites”).
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“But you have been washed,” not simply as the [others], but with 
knowledge; you have cast off the passions of the soul, in order to 
become assimilated, as far as possible, to the goodness of god’s 
providence (cf. Plato, Theaet. 176b) by long-suffering, and by 
forgiveness “towards the just and the unjust” (Matt 5:45) . . . 
“But you have been sanctified.” For he who has come to this state 
is in a condition to be holy, falling into none of the passions in 
any way, but as it were already disembodied (ἀσάρκῳ) and [hav-
ing become, in this respect, above this earth in holiness] (καὶ 
ἄνω τῆσδε τῆς γῆς ἁγίῳ γεγονότι). (Strom. Vii.14.86.5—87.1) 

Further corroboration appears in clement’s other description of the high 
priest’s entry into the holy of holies in Exc. 27. Whereas Strom. V.6 envisions 
the gnostic’s earthly efforts to surpass other christians (priests) through 
a washing in gnosis in preparation to apprehend the noetic world, Exc. 27 
envisions the corresponding stages of the soul’s progression in the after-
life, that is, its ascent through the Hebdomad and entry into the ogdoad. 
clement describes the transition into “the noetic world” in terms of the 
priest “laying aside” the body, which, while in the Hebdomad, “has become 
pure and light in weight through the purification of the soul.” The “naked” 
(disembodied) soul then “passes into the pneumatic (realms) and becomes 
now truly rational and high priestly” (trans. kotansky). Thus, in Exc. 27 the 
overarching theme of purifying the soul for its separation from the human 
body is completely explicit.

accordingly, we may conclude that clement understood the high 
priest’s metaphorical baptism (the lesser mysteries) in terms of Plato’s goal 
of assimilation to god through the separation of the body from the soul. By 
“putting off ” his regular robe (materiality) and immersing (in gnosis), he is 
allegorically purifying the soul of all bodily impediments to the truth (the 
senses and the passions) so that he can perceive realities by the mind alone. 
This purification results in the transition from the human and material to 
the angelic and immaterial, which is represented by putting on the linen 
robe. in reality, he is still a human living in the flesh, so what we are really 
talking about is the condition that clement calls “equal to the angels.”

although clement’s overall conception of the high priest’s act of im-
mersing before entering the holy of holies is Platonic, clement nevertheless 
christianizes Plato’s “practice of death” by equating it with the way of the 
cross:

He called the crowd with his disciples, and said to them, “if any 
want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take 
up their cross and follow me. For those who want to save their 
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life will lose it; and those who lose their life for my sake, and for 
the sake of the gospel, will save it. For what does it profit them 
to gain the whole world and forfeit their life?” (Mark 8:34–36)

“For the minds of those even who are deemed grave, pleasure 
makes waxen,” according to Plato; since “each pleasure and pain 
nails to the body the soul” of the man [who] does not sever and 
crucify himself from the passions. “He that loses his life,” says 
the Lord, “shall save it”; either giving it up by exposing it to 
danger for the Lord’s sake, as He did for us, or loosing it from 
fellowship with its habitual life. For if you would loose, and 
withdraw, and separate (for this is what the cross means) your 
soul from the delight and pleasure that is in this life, you will 
possess it, found and resting in the looked-for hope. and this 
would be the [practice] of death, if we would be content with 
those desires which are measured according to nature alone . . . 
(Strom. ii.20.108.2—109.1)

and, in fine, the Lord’s discipline draws the soul away gladly 
from the body, even if it wrench itself away in its removal. “For 
he that loveth his life shall lose it, and he that loseth his life shall 
find it,” if we only join that which is mortal of us with the im-
mortality of god. it is the will of god (that we should attain) the 
knowledge of god, which is the communication of immortality. 
He therefore, who, in accordance with the word of repentance, 
knows his life to be sinful will lose it—losing it from sin, from 
which it is wrenched; but losing it, will find it, according to 
the obedience which lives again to faith, but dies to sin. This, 
then, is what it is “to find one’s life,” “to know one’s self.” (Strom. 
iV.6.27.1–3) 

in platonic language, the metaphorical baptism of Strom. V.6.39.4 is “that 
philosophic dying, by which alone the soul even after death is fitted for in-
corporeal existence.”48 in the language of the gospel, it is the way of the 
cross.

The Mystic Gospel’s Conception of the Linen Sheet

The specific baptismal significance that clement attributes to the high 
priest’s immersion and change of clothing presents a striking parallel to the 
significance of the linen sheet in LgM 1:11. as i argued in Mark’s Other 
Gospel, this garment signifies baptism, but not a literal baptism in water. 

48. Zeller, Plato and the Older Academy, 440.
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in good Markan fashion, the juxtaposition created by the addition of LgM 
1 and 2 around the story of James and John’s request for places of honour 
implies that these two episodes are mutually interpretive; the significance 
of the young man’s costume is conveyed indirectly by Jesus’ question, “are 
you able to drink the cup that i drink, or be baptized with the baptism that 
i am baptized with?” (Mark 10:38–39), which imparts a baptismal signifi-
cance in the figurative sense of immersion in Jesus’ sufferings and death. 
The numerous parallels between LgM 1 and the story of the discovery of 
the open tomb (Mark 16:1–8), moreover, indicate that the young man’s 
linen sheet, like the one wrapped around Jesus’ corpse in 15:46, is this man’s 
former burial wrapping.49 Thus, when he reappears in the same linen sheet 
in gethsemane and attempts to “follow with” Jesus as Jesus is being led away 
under arrest (14:51–52), he is conveying his intention to be baptized with 
Jesus’ baptism at the very point when Jesus has accepted “this cup” and is 
“betrayed into the hands of sinners” (14:32–42). in this way, the incident of 
the young man’s flight is incorporated within the larger theme developed 
in Mark’s central section that anyone who would follow (ἀκολουθεῖν) Jesus 
must deny one’s self and take up his or her cross and follow him (8:34).50 
This is the true nature of the challenge that Jesus put to the rich man in 
10:21. Thus in both clement’s tabernacle allegory and the mystic gospel, the 
linen garment is a baptismal garment used figuratively to symbolize the way 
of the cross. The difference is that for clement the linen garment signifies 
the completion of this figurative baptism, whereas in mystic Mark the linen 
garment signifies the figurative baptism itself.

clement’s overly cerebral interpretation of this “way,” which he terms 
“the gnostic martyrdom” (Strom. iV.4.15.4), does not exclude actual mar-
tyrdom from the gnostic’s calling—he considers martyrdom the highest 
expression of love for christ (iV.9); rather, his ideal is for physical death to 
occur as the culmination of a life spent separating the soul from the body 
and the world, a discipline that requires leaving behind “kindred, and wealth, 
and every possession, in order to lead a life free from passion” (iV.4.15.3–6). 
Le Boulluec reasons that clement would read LgM 2 in terms of the true 

49. These two incidents, which form a pair of frame stories around the passion 
narrative, share a linen sheet, a grouping of three women (the third of whom is salome), 
a dead man buried in a rock-hewn tomb, a large stone that blocks the door of the tomb 
and is later rolled aside, a raising miracle involving both Jesus and an unnamed young 
man, and the verb “wearing” (περιβεβλημένος) to introduce the young man’s unusual 
attire.

50. Brown, Mark’s Other Gospel, esp. 145–46, 157–58, 165–75, 218; Brown, “Mys-
tical gospel of Mark (Part one),” 7–9.



Brown—Behind the seven Veils, ii 125

gnostic’s need to abandon all worldly ties.51 i agree, and i would add that 
clement could make sense of the young man’s naked flight in gethsemane 
(Mark 14:50–52) and reappearance in the open tomb (16:5–7) within this 
framework as symbolizing the gnostic’s actual death through martyrdom 
and his special heavenly reward. seized by the crowd while bravely attempt-
ing to follow Jesus after the other disciples have forsaken him, the young 
man “take[s] flight from this world to the other,” abandoning his linen sheet, 
the symbol of his purity and “equality with the angels.” “For flight is like-
ness to god as far as possible.” His soul, “wrenched” from its body, departs 
“naked” of all attachments, only to become “a body of the power” within 
the ogdoad (Exc. 27.3)—that is, an actual angel, which is signified by his 
reappearance as a divine messenger in a white robe.

conclusions

When we consider how clement, in his undisputed writings, interpreted 
scriptural phrases and story elements that also occur in LgM 1 and 2, the 
result is an internally consistent narrative in which this young man under-
goes clement’s program of perfection.

in addition to the overall concordance between LgM 1 and 2 and 
clement’s soteriological scheme, there are several subtle parallels. clem-
ent’s unusual choice of the seven-day priestly rite of purification for corpse-
defilement to illustrate his program of perfection is particularly intriguing 
given that both Jesus and the young man were exposed to this form of 
defilement by being inside a tomb (num 19:11, 16).52 if one imagines that 
they are following the regulations for purification, as their seclusion might 
suggest, then they would be pure again “when it is evening” on the seventh 
day, that is, when the young man returns wearing only a linen sheet. simi-
larly, the high priestly ritual that clement uses to illustrate his program of 
perfection—disrobing, washing, putting on a linen tunic, entering the inner 
sanctuary—coincides in some subtle ways with the details of LgM 1. not 
only does clement focus on a single linen garment, ignoring three other 
garments mentioned in Lev 16:4, but he also associates the high priest’s en-
try into the holy of holies with the transition from the Hebdomad to the og-
doad, which precisely fits the timing of the nocturnal instruction in LgM 1. 
Finally, the linen garment in both LgM 1 and the Stromateis is a baptismal 
metaphor that symbolizes the way of the cross.

51. Le Boulluec, “Lettre sur L’‘Évangile secret’ de Marc,” 39–40.
52. Josephus, Ant. 3.11.3 indicates that Palestinian Jews in this condition would 

seclude themselves in a house during this period.
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it is worth mentioning, too, that some of the passages that are most sig-
nificant to this interpretation are themselves linked in clement’s thinking. 
His exposition of the seven days of purification for corpse-contaminated 
priests is connected to the day of atonement rite by his odd suggestion 
that the number seven could refer not just to the stages of salvation but also 
to “the time” which “through the seven periods enumerated returns to the 
[consummate] rest” (Strom. iV.25.159.2), that is, the seven weeks of years 
that precede the Jubilee year, a yearlong sabbath rest. Leviticus describes 
these periods so:

You shall count off seven weeks of years, seven times seven 
years, so that the period of seven weeks of years gives forty-nine 
years. Then you shall have the trumpet sounded loud; on the 
tenth day of the seventh month—on the day of atonement—you 
shall have the trumpet sounded throughout all your land. and 
you shall hallow the fiftieth year and you shall proclaim liberty 
throughout the land to all its inhabitants. it shall be a jubilee for 
you: you shall return, every one of you, to your property and ev-
ery one of you to your family. That fiftieth year shall be a jubilee 
for you: you shall not sow, or reap the aftergrowth, or harvest the 
unpruned vines. (Lev 25:8–11) 

By associating the seven days of purification with the 49 years, clement 
equates the eighth day with the day of atonement rite that inaugurates the 
consummate repose, as if the former priestly rite culminates in the latter 
high priestly rite inside the holy of holies. similarly, his description of how 
the appearance of beauty “transports” a christian “to the artist, to the true 
beauty” disjunctively concludes, “exhibiting the sacred symbol, the bright 
impress of righteousness to the angels that wait on the ascension,” which 
alludes to his conception in Exc. 27.1 of how the aspiring gnostic (as regular 
priest) progresses through the Hebdomad to the ogdoad by displaying the 
lustre of his spiritual body (the golden plate worn by the high priest on 
his turban) to “the Heavenly Powers and the authorities” that guard the 
ascent. in clement’s mind, the Ladder of Love is another way of envisioning 
the seven “days” of purification (in the church or the Hebdomad), which 
culminate in the high priest’s entry into the holy of holies. if we suppose that 
clement had spent time puzzling out the meaning of LgM 1 by interpret-
ing it in relation to similar scriptures, these strange exegetical choices and 
associations make sense.

The point of comparing the “spiritual” (allegorical) meanings that 
clement ascribes to various elements that also occur in LgM 1 was to test 
how likely it is that he read and interpreted this text. i proposed at the outset 
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that if the spiritual meanings that he ascribes to parallel elements in other 
scriptures make little sense when applied to this story, it would be problem-
atic to conclude that he knew this gospel and wrote this letter; but if these 
elements combine to convey some sense of the missing “true interpreta-
tion,” it would be most reasonable to conclude that he did read this story 
and that it influenced his interpretations of those scriptures. as it turns out, 
the richness and consistency of the resulting spiritual interpretation and its 
concordance with both every facet of clement’s program of perfection and 
the life-setting for the mystic gospel described in the letter (initiation in the 
great mysteries through exegesis that leads into “the innermost sanctuary 
of the sevenfold veiled truth”) satisfy any reasonable standard of proof that 
clement knew the mystic gospel and therefore wrote the Letter to Theodore.

AddenduM: Morton sMith’s thoughts on 
An AllegoricAl reAding oF lgM 1

Those who are familiar with Morton smith’s two books on the “secret” gos-
pel know that he followed cyril c. richardson’s suggestion in treating Mark 
10:13–45 + LgM 1 as having a homiletic meaning relating to the baptism of 
neophytes. These books do not consider how one might read these passages 
allegorically, the way clement’s true gnostic would, but smith’s desk copy of 
Clement of Alexandria and a Secret Gospel of Mark, which is preserved at the 
Jewish Theological seminary, shows that that question eventually occurred 
to him. in the margin at the bottom of p. 169, where he was outlining this 
homiletic reading, he wrote a note to himself offering a suggestion for what 
an allegorical reading might look like (the portions in square brackets are 
my clarifications):

How far is it safe to allegorize Mk. 10.17–34 + the resurrection 
story of the secret gospel? i am tempted to say that when god 
revealed himself as lawgiver [= Mark 10:17–19] the Jews kept 
the Mosaic Law [= Mark 10:20]. Therefore god loved them [= 
Mark 10:21a] and revealed to them the deeper requirements 
of the Law—give all you have, follow me (cf. Mt. 5) [= Mark 
10:21b]. This they refused to keep [= Mark 10:22] and there-
fore spiritually died [= LgM 1:1]. accordingly god, because he 
loved them, descended into their tomb (the physical world) in 
human form (as Jesus) and took them by the hand and raised 
them from the dead [= LgM 1:1–7]. Therefore they now love 
him [= LgM 1:8], receive his mystery [= LgM 1:10–12], en-
ter the kingdom, & are beyond the Law [= smith’s own theory 



Fakes, Forgeries, and Fictions128

about LgM 1:10–12 representing a baptismal mystery rite that 
results in freedom from the law]. 

notice that he ignored LgM 2 altogether (which also did not fit into 
his homiletic reading). These speculations show that smith had no inkling 
that clement’s writings contain the basis for a consistent allegorical reading 
of LgM 1 + 2 and that this narrative could have served as the principal 
scriptural basis for clement’s program of perfection. indeed, there is noth-
ing particularly alexandrian or clementine in smith’s speculation, and he 
was not even sure whether a fully allegorical reading was warranted.

Figure 6.1: Clement of Alexandria’s Cosmology
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Pseudo-Peter and Persecution
(Counter-)Evaluations of Suffering in the Coptic 
Apocalypse of Peter (NHC VII,3) and the Letter 

of Peter to Philip (NHC VIII,2)

Pamela Mullins Reaves

in what follows, i examine how concerns regarding persecution and suf-
fering likely contributed to Peter’s role as the pseudo-author of two early 
christian texts: the coptic Apocalypse of Peter (nHc Vii,3) and the Letter 
of Peter to Philip (nHc Viii,2; cod. tch. 1.1—9.15). i show how both texts 
rely on and, to some extent, sustain the expectation of christian suffering, 
but revise the nature and value of the experience. Peter’s insights on suffer-
ing are achieved through each text’s revelation regarding the crucifixion. 
These clarifications on the crucifixion diminish the relative value of physi-
cal suffering and, relatedly, martyrdom. Moreover, clues of intra-christian 
discord within both texts, including Apoc. Pet.’s criticism of encouragement 
for martyrdom, also suggest that varied views on suffering are a key source 
of debate.

The selection of Peter as the pseudonymous recipient of christ’s rev-
elation is thus especially relevant. i argue that this choice is guided by both 
his central role in proto-orthodox circles and his association with suffering 
in established traditions, including reports of his own martyrdom (acts, 1 
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Pet, 1 Clem., Acts Pet.). Apoc. Pet. and Ep. Pet. Phil. counter these traditions 
and adapt others in seemingly deliberate attempts to redefine Peter’s role 
as a key martyr, or witness, who receives and conveys special revelation. 
in doing so, these texts employ pseudonymity as a strategy for challenging 
alternative early christian perspectives that value suffering and martyrdom.

to begin, i examine Apoc. Pet. more fully, due in part to its more ex-
tensive treatment of the relevant issues. i follow with a discussion of Ep. 
Pet. Phil., drawing on parallels with Apoc. Pet. as relevant. For both texts, i 
consider: 1. the nature and evaluation of suffering, both for christ and his 
followers; and 2. how the role of pseudo-Peter, as the recipient of revela-
tion, aligns with such perspectives on suffering, particularly in the context 
of intra-christian discourse and debates.

the coptic apocalypse of peteR 

Apoc. Pet. depicts a situation of persecution within the early christian com-
munity. notes of oppression are, of course, typical of early Jewish and chris-
tian apocalypses. What is striking in the case of Apoc. Pet. is the identity 
of the oppressor: fellow christians, rather than roman authorities, are the 
source of concern. The author’s audience is cast as persecuted christians; 
physical suffering, however, is not celebrated as part of their plight. 

still, the question of suffering dominates the apocalypse, beginning 
with Peter’s initial visionary sequence. Apoc. Pet. opens with the savior 
sitting in the temple alongside Peter, who is designated as the recipient of 
his special revelation (70.14—72.4).1 Peter then sees priests, among others, 
rushing toward him and the savior with stones (72.5–9). The prospect of 
physical harm, possibly death, disturbs Peter, but a correction by the sav-
ior follows (72.9–21) as well as an additional vision of “new light” (72.23). 
Peter’s initial understanding of his experience is flawed, prompting the sav-
ior to offer further instruction, a pattern that continues throughout Apoc. 
Pet. as the value of persecution is sustained, the significance of suffering is 
challenged. The apocalyptic expectation of reward in the subsequent age 
encourages Peter and his cohort of “little ones” to persevere in their current 
situation. at the same time, there is no indication that a suffering death is 
the anticipated or celebrated outcome of the persecution.

1. The english translations of Apoc. Pet. are my own, in close consultation with 
the critical edition of Havelaar, Coptic Apocalypse of Peter. additional critical editions 
consulted include the coptic text and english translation of Brashler, “apocalypse of 
Peter”; and Havelaar, “apokalypse des Petrus”; and the english translation of Meyer, 
“revelation of Peter.” 
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This includes Peter’s own death, which is not forecast. rather, the au-
thor of Apoc. Pet. resituates Petrine traditions for his own purposes. one 
example of this strategy is an apparent allusion to Peter’s threefold denial of 
Jesus (Mark 14:30 par; John 13:38). Apoc. Pet.’s version predicts that the sav-
ior will correct Peter three times in the course of their night (71.34—72.4).2 
Peter’s immediate response evokes the gospel narratives. He expresses his 
fear of death, noting his vision of priests and others coming toward them 
with stones (72.5–9). Though the gospel setting of pending persecution is 
maintained, the adaptation of the threefold denial at the beginning of the 
text shifts the focus to progressive instruction and its challenges in Apoc. 
Pet.

The savior’s instruction of Peter that follows emphasizes spiritual—or, 
in this case, sensory—awareness over bodily experience. The savior directs 
Peter to cover his eyes in order to comprehend the “blindness” (mentbelle) 
of his opposition (72.13–17). By shielding his physical view, Peter ultimately 
gains clarification. He reports, “Fear with joy came to me, for i saw a new 
light greater than the light of day” (72.22–25). a comparable experience 
follows, in which the savior instructs Peter to listen in an elevated way 
(73.6–8). The savior’s instruction thus conveys how Peter can, as gerard P. 
Luttikhuizen puts it, “inwardly transcend visible reality,” appropriately cast-
ing this experience as preparation for Peter’s subsequent vision of the cru-
cifixion.3 But it also serves as a broader lesson, instructing the reader how 
to approach life as a christian, which involves attention to one’s spiritual 
development.4 Peter’s initial fear and anticipation of death symbolize his 
ignorance. The savior responds with a reminder of the persecutor’s error, 
rather than with any comment regarding Peter’s own death.

The correction in the scene sets the stage for Apoc. Pet.’s critique of 
other christians. The author highlights a range of misguided behaviors, 
which, i assert, includes physical martyrdom; those who encourage it are 

2. Havelaar (Coptic Apocalypse of Peter, 83) doubts the connection with Peter’s 
traditional gospel betrayals, primarily based on the lack of consistent language. The 
commonalities, however, are sufficient to evoke the gospel scene: in addition to the 
common setting, the presence of “three times” occurs alongside the reference to “this 
night.” We should not expect the scene to have the traditional meaning for the author 
of Apoc. Pet., since he often revises the Petrine tradition for his own purposes. nicklas 
(“‘gnostic’ Perspectives,” 213) offers a useful reading of the gospel revision. He writes 
that the denial “is not understood as a sign of weakness, but a sign that Peter does not 
want to know the fleshly Jesus, and so can be worthy of becoming chosen as the decisive 
recipient of revelation.”

3. Luttikhuizen (“suffering Jesus,” 191) highlights the way Peter learns through 
the spiritual, rather than physical, side of his senses.

4. on this point, see also schoenborn, Diverbium Salutis.
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particular targets. The most substantial portion of Apoc. Pet. (73.10—81.3) 
is best characterized as a description of the emergence of error (73.26) 
within christianity. among the fellow christians that the author of Apoc. 
Pet. criticizes are those who “cling to the name of a dead one (refmoout)” 
(74.13–14). While thinking that they will become “pure,” they will, accord-
ing to the author, in fact become “defiled” (74.15–16) and “will be ruled 
heretically (mentheresis)” (74.21–22). divergent views on christ are at least 
one element that fosters division among christians. in this case, the dead 
one almost certainly refers to the crucified figure, whom the author of Apoc. 
Pet. emphasizes is not the savior. This particular passage also implicates 
leaders in the division of the community. as part of the heretical rule, these 
misguided christians will “lapse into a name of the error and into the hand 
of an evil schemer with a doctrine of many forms” (74.16–20). The key ele-
ments reflected in this passage—erroneous understandings of christ, suc-
cumbing to error, and faulty leadership—recur throughout Apoc. Pet. and 
reflect intra-christian conflict.

There have been a number of efforts to classify the opponents in Apoc. 
Pet., but few attempts to offer a substantial explanation of the nature of this 
dispute. in one of the more thorough, recent discussions of group dynam-
ics in Apoc. Pet., Henriette Havelaar attributes the break in the community 
to “explicitly deviating beliefs,” specifically divergent understandings of the 
Passion.5 i agree that distinct interpretations of the crucifixion seem to re-
late, and possibly contribute, to the schism (as i discuss below). But there 
appear to be other factors involved as well, including the prospect of perse-
cution. divergent views about what it means to be a christian, particularly 
in terms of practical matters—how one should behave and who holds au-
thority—seem to have contributed significantly to the intra-christian rift. 
Moreover, the doctrinal differences might have been extended as a product 
of the split, rather than its cause.6 

The author of Apoc. Pet. expresses frustration over the efforts of other 
christians, not only for their claims of exclusivity (79.14–16), but also for 
their capacity to mislead fellow christians, with potentially dire consequenc-
es. one hazard of their misguidance appears to be the unnecessary suffering 

5. she explains, “in the course of time a conflict concerning doctrine must have 
arisen, as a result of which the Petrine christians were forced to leave the parent group” 
(Havelaar, Coptic Apocalypse of Peter, 201, 203–204).

6. one might deduce this based on Apoc Pet.’s reliance on canonical passion narra-
tives. Though they appear in Apoc. Pet. as substantially altered, these proto-orthodox 
traditions also seem to have been valued by the author and his community at some 
point. i am not suggesting that differences in belief were not apparent early on; rather, 
such distinctions within the group likely became heightened and more significant over 
time.
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of christians, including exposure to persecution and physical martyrdom. 
Martyrdom itself is never explicitly referenced, somewhat surprising given 
that language of suffering permeates Apoc. Pet. Many scholars thus exhibit 
limited interest in Apoc. Pet.’s references to persecution,7 but a few do recog-
nize the threats of suffering as implicit indications of martyrdom.8 

a series of passages, which i examine below, support the view that 
martyrdom and its celebration are problematic for the author of Apoc. Pet. 
The implicit nature of the references makes it difficult to identify martyr-
dom definitively as the key issue; still, the accumulation of evidence, read in 
the context of the apocalypse, persuasively points toward physical suffering 
as problematic. By establishing enthusiasm for martyrdom as a critical point 
of division in Apoc. Pet., i set the stage for understanding Peter’s particular 
role as a witness to the crucifixion and the savior’s related revelation.

7. For example, in his significant treatment of Apoc. Pet., koschorke (Polemik der 
Gnostiker, 134–37) does not mention martyrdom as a possible factor in the author’s po-
lemical criticism of other christians; however, he does address martyrdom in gnostic 
traditions in general via an excursus in his chapter on the Testimony of Truth. others 
more explicitly discount the language of persecution in Apoc. Pet. as metaphorical, an 
innate feature of apocalyptic literature, but with little to no basis in reality. For instance, 
scholten, in his treatment of martyrdom in gnostic literature, rejects the idea that the 
language of persecution in Apoc. Pet. refers to an actual situation of suffering and/or 
martyrdom. examples include threats of stoning, 72.4–9; 73.25—74.6; ruin, 80.2; op-
pression, 79.11–21; and Peter’s fear of enemies, 84.6–10. rather than take these refer-
ences literally, scholten claims that the use of “categories of physical suffering” derive 
from both the surrounding subject matter—the crucifixion narrative—and traditional 
eschatology (Martyrium und Sophiamythos, 80). as Moss (Ancient Christian Martyr-
dom, 3) reminds us, though, one can locate the concept of martyrdom in texts, even if 
they lack “martyr” language. 

8. Pagels, for instance, reads the evidence of Apoc. Pet. literally. in her view, the 
author takes issue with early christian coercion toward martyrdom, revealed by the 
references to “harsh fate” and “‘the executioner,’ under the illusion that by ‘holding 
fast to the name of a dead man,’ confessing the crucified one, ‘they will become pure’” 
(“gnostic and orthodox Views,” 274). The eagerness for suffering and “propaganda for 
martyrdom” are the issues for the author, according to Pagels. as her reading of Apoc. 
Pet. continues, however, Pagels also submits that “while the Apocalypse of Peter rejects 
the orthodox view of martyrdom, it does not reject martyrdom per se” (ibid., 274). 
she roots this claim in a reading of 78.32—79.2, which i revisit below. tite (“Volun-
tary Martyrdom,” 48–49) echoes Pagels’s perspective and highlights “volunteerism” as 
the key issue, though he remains cautious about whether Apoc. Pet. actually addresses 
martyrdom, Ultimately, i find it difficult to envision the author as supportive of any sort 
of physical martyrdom. Havelaar (Coptic Apocalypse of Peter) also sees clues of persecu-
tion and possible martyrdom, given the author’s resistance to those who celebrate suf-
fering. in his translation, Meyer (“revelation of Peter,” 495) similarly understands this 
passage as a reference to martyrdom, indicated by his section heading to 78.31—79.31, 
which references “martyrs.” 
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Apoc. Pet. 74.4–14

Following a reference to defection of certain christians (73.23–28), the 
savior informs Peter of the fate of those who stray. referring back to “chil-
dren of this aeon” (73.18), he explains, “those who associated with these 
will become their prisoners, since they are without perception (anesthēton)” 
(73.32—74.3).9 Here, we discern at least two intersecting christian groups 
with which the author takes issue. The initial “those” appears to reflect a 
group of misguided christians, perhaps initially aligned with the author’s 
community, but now swayed by the “children of this aeon” (73.18)—i.e., the 
second group (“these”) involved with the misguidance. Though “prisoners” 
is likely not meant literally, the implication is that certain christians are op-
pressed by others.10 a lack of perception allows this situation, which Peter 
is ultimately tasked to resolve. This statement suggests that in the meantime, 
those lacking awareness might be unfavorably guided by other christians, 
presumably those in relative positions of leadership.

as the apocalypse continues, we gain further understanding of 
what happens in the course of this imprisonment: “They deliver the pure 
(akeraion) and good one (agathon), who is without deceit (atkrof), to the 
executioner. and in their kingdom, christ is glorified in a restoration, and 
the ones who lay down lies, who will succeed you, are glorified” (74.4–12). 
This passage suggests, first that those with power include christians who 
advocate a resurrected christ, and second that they are responsible for 
prompting a “pure and good one” toward death of some sort (literally, “the 
one who works for death”). some interpreters understand the “pure one” 
as a christological reference.11 an alternative is to understand the “pure 
one” as a general reference to christians who are misled under the sway of 
other christians.12 The immediate context of the passage supports the view 
that this passage refers to intra-christian conflict, with encouragement for 
martyrdom as a point of contention; immediately preceding this passage we 

9. Havelaar observes, “The whole phrase (73.32—74.3) could be read as a reference 
to the transition of Petrine gnostics to the hostile (orthodox christian) side, formu-
lated in terms that suggest struggle and oppression” (Coptic Apocalypse of Peter, 88).

10. rather than suffer actual imprisonment and persecution from fellow chris-
tians, it seems more reasonable to understand such experiences as occurring at the 
hands of romans; the issue though is that certain christians seems to prompt others 
toward this fate. 

11. This possibility is explored by Havelaar, Coptic Apocalypse of Peter, 88. 
12. Brashler (Coptic Apocalypse of Peter, 218) takes this perspective, considering 

this as a reference to hostile christian interactions, potentially with actual executions. 
evidence of the latter, though, is lacking.
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find the description of the defection of certain christians to the apparent 
proto-orthodox camp.

What follows this reference to executioners also supports an interpre-
tation centered on martyrdom. First, if one considers a connection between 
the potential execution and the subsequent mention of glorification, this 
passage could reflect a situation of persecution and early christian cel-
ebration of martyrs. The reference to “glorified” ones could well indicate 
martyrs, since among early christians, they reflect the group most likely 
to be celebrated and praised. second, the passage continues with the notice 
regarding allegiance to a “dead one” (74.13–14). certainly, this statement 
reflects criticism of a christological focus on the crucified one,13 but it also 
suggests a rejection of confession of this “dead one” and the related hope of 
purity. 

Apoc. Pet. 77.33—78.6 / 78.7–15

as the polemic continues, Apoc. Pet. criticizes “messengers of error” (77.24–
25) for, among other things, their belief that good and evil have a common 
origin (77.30–33). These “messengers” also represent a significant threat for 
the author and his community. The savior says, “They do business with my 
word (pašaje). and they will establish a difficult fate from which the gen-
eration of the immortal souls will flee in vain, until my return (parousia)” 
(77.33—78.6). The accusation of misusing the savior’s “word” suggests a 
situation of competing christian identities.14 The allegiance to christ is fur-
ther associated with apparent persecution, which the “immortal souls” will 
try to avoid. The “difficult fate” involves a significant threat to the “immortal 
souls.” it could refer simply to their general negative experience of suppres-
sion; however, the tenor of the passage combined with a subsequent refer-
ence to transgressions suggests that some more substantial action is meant.

The continuation of the passage also highlights the relative lack of 
boundaries among early christian groups as well as the potential for error 
among those favored by Apoc. Pet. The savior informs Peter, “They will re-
main among them. and i have forgiven the transgressions into which they 
fell through the adversaries. i accepted the ransom from their slavery, to 
give them freedom” (78.7–15). given the context, the initial “they” likely 

13. Havelaar (Coptic Apocalypse of Peter, 89) recognizes the reference to the “dead 
one” as a clear indication of the orthodox christian belief in a crucified Jesus.

14. The beginning of this passage recalls 2 cor 2:17, in which Paul likewise distin-
guishes his proper mission from those who are “peddlers of god’s word,” writing “we 
speak as persons of sincerity, as persons sent from god and standing in his presence.”
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refers to the immortal souls mentioned in the preceding lines. Here, Apoc. 
Pet. reiterates that even those favored by the savior are not immune to er-
ror or, in this case, misguidance. The nature of the “transgressions” and the 
“ransom” is less apparent, making this a tricky passage to comprehend.15 in 
my view, the reference to their “ransom from their slavery” is provocative. it 
could refer simply to escape from the body, but combined with the difficult 
fate encouraged by others, it could well indicate a martyr’s death, one of the 
transgressions prompted by error and misguidance. 

Apoc. Pet. 78.31—79.2 / 79.8–21

as the author of Apoc. Pet. continues to describe his adversaries, he explains 
the error of christians who celebrate the value of suffering. The savior ex-
plains to Peter their folly: “But others among them, because they endure 
suffering (emkah), think that they will fulfill the wisdom of the brotherhood 
that really exists” (78.31—79.2). among the passages i examine, this one 
most clearly evokes the prospect of martyrdom.16

in the same section, presumably with the same opponents in mind, 
Apoc. Pet. continues,

The similar generation of the sisterhood will appear as an imita-
tion. These are the ones who oppress their brothers and sisters, 
saying to them, ‘Through this our god has mercy, since salva-
tion comes to us through this.’ They do not know the punish-
ment of those who rejoice in what has been done to the little 
ones whom they sought out and imprisoned. (79.8–21)

This passage reports that some within the community encourage others to 
take on a particular deed that reflects a mode of suppression and report-
edly earns one salvation. referring to 79.11–12, Havelaar suggests that “the 

15. a subsequent reference to “Hermas, the first-born of unrighteousness” (78.18–
19) leads Havelaar (Coptic Apocalypse of Peter, 96–97) to understand the transgressions 
as related to the concept of second penance. according to this understanding of the 
passage, the author of Apoc. Pet. takes issue with certain early christian leaders’ pre-
sumed ability to forgive sins repeatedly. Though this reading initially seems reasonable, 
it fails to take into account the harsh fate that is to be avoided as well as the savior’s 
forgiveness and acceptance of ransom. This reading also relies on the assumption that 
mention of Hermas is, in fact, a reference to the Shepherd of Hermas. as Brashler (Cop-
tic Apocalypse of Peter, 232) notes, this is not self-evident, and there is reason to reject 
this reading. if one cannot assume the author has the Shepherd of Hermas in view here, 
then the importation of second penance as the issue is less persuasive.

16. Havelaar (Coptic Apocalypse of Peter, 98) and Pagels (“gnostic and orthodox 
Views,” 274) both associate the “suffering” with physical martyrdom.
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verb used to denote this suppression, lōjeh, may even point to a situation of 
persecution,” but she does not explicitly connect the statement regarding 
salvation (79.14–16) to martyrdom; rather, she views it as a more general 
statement of orthodox salvation.17 i see no convincing reason to be reticent 
in equating 79.11–21 with the early promotion of martyrdom, given the 
prior reference to suffering and the emphasis on a deed. in his brief notes 
on the text, Brashler states that this passage reflects “the author’s rejection 
of the oppressors’ motivation that they are promoting the salvation of the 
gnostics by forcing orthodox doctrine upon them.”18 rather than doctrine 
though, the passage makes an issue of some kind of practice. When one 
considers what sort of deed would fit here—one that causes others to re-
joice, is reputed to earn mercy and salvation, and is associated with impris-
onment—martyrdom stands as the most reasonable option.

Apoc. Pet. 79.32—80.7

at the conclusion of the savior’s overview of the rise of division, Peter ex-
presses his concern over the situation with a statement symptomatic of his 
persistent lack of understanding. He confesses to the savior, “i am afraid 
because of the things you have told me . . . there are many who will mislead 
many of the living ones, and they will be destroyed among them. and when 
they speak your name, they will be believed” (79.32—80.7). Peter’s state-
ment asserts that “living” christians are being led astray by other chris-
tians, with a destructive outcome. in addition, the final line in this passage 
suggests martyrdom as one possible threat. to “speak” the savior’s “name” 
as a means of encouraging belief (80.6–7) depicts a situation in which con-
fession is central and public.

collectively, this series of references to persecution suggests that pro-
motion of a martyr’s death was a key source of concern for the author of 
Apoc. Pet., one that prompted conflict with other christians. The critique 
of the promotion of martyrdom, as well as other faulty behaviors, appears 
rooted in an improper understanding of the nature of christ; an extensive 
vision of the crucifixion narrative emphasizes that the savior did not ex-
perience a suffering death, which, in turn, mitigates the value of a martyr’s 
death. Here, Peter’s position as the authoritative recipient of christ’s revela-
tion—not only regarding christian division but also the cross—becomes 
especially relevant.

17. Havelaar, Coptic Apocalypse of Peter, 98.
18. Brashler, “apocalypse of Peter,” 237. 
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Peter plays a central role in Apoc. Pet.’s distinctive portrait of the Pas-
sion (81.2—83.15); he serves as both a witness to the event and the recipient 
of special revelation. Peter experiences a series of three visions, each ex-
plained by the savior. The progressive illumination highlights Peter’s sig-
nificant role in the narrative. Through these elements, the reader discovers 
a tripartite spiritual savior who temporarily inhabits a fleshly body. Having 
departed this latter figure just prior to the crucifixion, the savior stands by 
“laughing” (81.11; 15) as the authorities foolishly execute the irrelevant 
bodily remnant. Apoc. Pet.’s unique interpretation of the Passion thus il-
luminates the author’s perspective on suffering.19 Through the example of 
the savior, the author rejects the glorification of physical plight, challenging 
those who advocate a suffering savior. Apoc. Pet. makes it clear that the real 
savior is only a bystander to the suffering, while those who persecute, like 
the false christians, are blind and imperceptive (83.2–3). Moreover, Peter’s 
role as an exclusive, proper witness to the crucifixion adds to his charac-
terization as a different sort of martyr. as the savior did not suffer, neither 
will Peter. in addition, Peter participates in conveying salvation to others 
by sharing his vision; in this manner, he further serves as a witness, in the 
term’s more general sense. This special role of Peter also has implications for 
intra-christian debate.

Following the savior’s description of erroneous christians, Peter 
abruptly experiences a vision of the savior’s arrest and subsequent cruci-
fixion: “after he had said these things, i saw him apparently being seized 
by them” (81.3–6). Peter then initiates a dialogue with the savior to com-
prehend what he sees. He inquires, “What do i see, o Lord?’ is it really 
you whom they take? and are you grasping me? Who is this one glad and 
laughing above the cross? and is it another one whose feet and hands they 
are striking?” (81.7–14). Peter’s initial observation of the crucifixion thus 
reflects the presence of (at least) two distinct figures: the hovering figure 
who laughs and the bodily figure hung upon the cross. at its core, Apoc. 
Pet.’s christology appears dualistic, distinguishing the material from the 
spiritual. The latter, though, finds expression in multiple ways. The savior 
explains, “The one you see above the cross, glad and laughing, is the living 
Jesus. But the one into whose hands and feet they are driving the nails is his 
fleshly part, the substitute. They put to shame the one who is in his likeness. 
But look at him and me” (81.15–24). This explication prompts a misun-
derstanding by Peter, who looks (81.25), notes that no one is watching the 
savior, and thus suggests escaping the situation: “Lord, no one is looking at 

19. There is a relative consensus regarding the essential christology of Apoc. Pet.; 
in this discussion, my interest focuses more on what this information suggests about 
suffering and how it positions Peter in relation to it.
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you. Let us flee this place” (81.26–28). The savior’s response suggests that 
Peter’s proposed flight is absurd, since the persecutors do not reflect a real 
threat. He chastises Peter, “i have told you, ‘Leave blind ones alone.’ see 
how they do not know what they say. For they have put to shame the son 
of their glory, instead of my servant” (81.29—82.3). The persecutors are 
mocked for the pointless execution of one of their own. This passage also 
highlights Peter’s particular role: he is instructed to be attentive to their lack 
of knowledge, rather than to any threat of physical persecution. The savior 
thus refocuses Peter, and the primary lesson is to not worry about physical 
persecution.

The second part of Peter’s vision further illuminates the nature of the 
savior. Peter reports, 

and i saw someone approaching us who looked like him and 
like the one who was laughing above the cross. and he was 
woven with a holy spirit, and he was the savior. and there was 
a great ineffable light surrounding them, and the multitude of 
ineffable and invisible angels blessing them. and it was i who 
saw that this one who glorifies was revealed. (82.4–16)

This passage details additional manifestations of the savior. The approach-
ing figure appears distinct from the laughing figure, but resembles the savior 
already known to Peter. a third figure seems to be reflected by the presence 
of the “great ineffable light” as “one who glorifies.” in addition, this passage 
reiterates Peter’s distinctive role: he stresses that he is the key witness to the 
revelation.

Peter’s position is further highlighted in the following lines, which 
convey additional details about the nature of the crucified one. The savior 
instructs Peter, “Be strong (čemčom)! For you are the one to whom these 
mysteries have been given, to know through revelation that the one they 
crucified is the firstborn, the house of demons, and the stone vessel in 
which they dwell, belonging to elohim and the cross that is under the law” 
(82.18–26). Here, Apoc. Pet. highlights Peter’s role as recipient of the key 
mysteries surrounding the crucifixion—specifically, the actual identity of 
the one on the cross. The list of attributes makes it clear that this second-
ary figure reflects the material realm, the world associated with the law and 
the inferior, creator god. Moreover, it is apparent that other christians have 
made this critical christological error. The themes of division and perse-
cution, initially introduced in the central, polemical section, surface again 
in Apoc. Pet.’s portrait of the Passion (and are arguably central to it). The 
encouragement for Peter to remain strong suggests the tenuousness of his 
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position; with uncertain parameters, Peter reflects the possibility for even 
“true” christians to misunderstand and lapse. 

The savior continues with an explication of the figure standing by at 
the crucifixion scene: 

But the one who stands near him is the living savior, the one 
who was initially in the one whom they seized, and he was 
released. He stands gladly, seeing that those who were violent 
toward him are divided among themselves. Therefore, he laughs 
at their inability to perceive, and he knows that they were born 
blind. (82.26—83.3)

a number of points in this passage are noteworthy.20 First, the bystander is 
designated as “the living savior,” who inhabited the one who will be cruci-
fied. Prior to the punishment though, the spiritual form departs the distinct 
body.21 second, this passage reveals perspectives on persecution and suffer-
ing that correspond with the intra-christian issues addressed previously in 
Apoc. Pet. The persecutors are mocked for their blindness, which presum-
ably limits their ability to recognize the “true” identity of their prisoner; they 
err in their understanding of the situation. The laughing savior highlights 
the futility of the persecution of one of their own. The persecutors are char-
acterized also as internally divided. in Apoc. Pet., the traditional persecutors 
associated with the Passion—Jews and romans—serve as symbols of the 
author’s contemporary christian opponents. Both of these characteristics—
lack of understanding and division—echo the author’s critique of erroneous 
christians in the preceding section of the apocalypse.22

The savior goes on to detail the distinctions among the figures present 
in Peter’s vision of the Passion scene: “Therefore, the suffering one must 
remain since the body is the substitute. But the one that was released was 
my bodiless body. i am the intellectual spirit filled with radiant light. The 
one you saw approaching me is our intellectual pleroma, which unites the 
perfect light with my holy spirit” (83.4–15). This passage distinguishes the 
physical body, which will suffer, from: 1. the savior’s “bodiless body,” 2. the 
“intellectual spirit filled with radiant light” (the savior’s self-designation), 
and 3. the one Peter witnessed, “the intellectual pleroma.” The latter three 

20. a laughing christ is also present at the crucifixion in Disc. Seth (Vii,2) 56.19, 
in which simon of cyrene appears as the physical substitute on the cross. a similar 
perspective is attributed to Basilides by irenaeus, Haer. 1.24.4.

21. Luttikhuizen (“suffering Jesus,” 194–95) ascribes this figure an intermediate 
role between christ’s intellectual spirit and the material body, comparable to an “ethe-
real soul-body” in a trichotomous concept of reality.

22. The recurrence of the lack of awareness and divisiveness reflects how these 
seemingly distinct sections of the apocalypse are actually intertwined.
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appear to be related manifestations of the spiritual realm. The body that 
suffers is, on the other hand, purely physical; characterized as a “substitute 
(šebiō),” its role in the scheme seems to carry little to no value. in addition, it 
derives from a distinct, inferior cosmic realm. combined with the negative 
associations noted above, the crucified one who suffers is not a figure to be 
glorified, as the author’s critique of other christians reveals.

no less significant than the christological reflections here are the re-
cipient of the message and its purpose. The savior’s interpretation of events 
on Peter’s behalf is immediately followed by a commission for the disciple to 
share what he has discovered. The savior instructs Peter, 

You shall present these things that you have seen to those of an-
other generation, who are not of this aeon. For there will be no 
honor in any one who is not immortal, but only for those who 
were chosen from an immortal substance, which demonstrates 
the ability to comprehend the one who gives his abundance. 
(83.15–26)23 

Peter’s delivery of the message is a significant task. Peter receives final en-
couragement: “You, therefore, be courageous and fear nothing. For i will be 
with you so that none of your enemies will prevail over you. Peace be with 
you. Be strong (čem nomte)!” (84.6–11). 

The depiction of the Passion in Apoc. Pet. thus reveals that physical 
suffering, including the actual crucifixion, is not to be celebrated. as Mi-
chel desjardins concludes in his discussion of this crucifixion scene, “The 
author’s main point . . . is that Jesus’ external, physical form is not the one 
worth honoring.”24 This lack of enthusiasm corresponds with the author’s 
apparent assessment of martyrdom. nevertheless, the Passion scene itself 
makes up a significant part in the apocalypse. rather than highlight suf-
fering, though, it reveals the nature of the savior and signals Peter’s key 
role as the witness of this knowledge. This is apparent in the details the 
author chooses to highlight. The cross itself is secondary to the action of 
the scene from Peter’s perspective. it also serves as a corrective to those who 
misunderstand the crucifixion and subscribe to a suffering savior; Peter’s 
vision of the crucifixion as well as the savior’s subsequent explanation of the 
scene and his nature demonstrate the futility of physical suffering and mock 
those who subscribe to it. The concluding instructions for Peter to share his 

23. This passage recalls a preceding passage in Apoc. Pet. that describes the in-
tended recipients of Peter’s revelation. The savior encourages Peter, “now then, listen 
to the things that are being told to you in a mystery, and guard them. do not tell them 
to the children of this age” (73.14–18).

24. desjardins, “apocalypse of Peter: introduction,” 206. 
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received knowledge also relate to the savior’s function—more specifically, 
his provision of salvation through his message.

as the pseudonymous author, Peter’s role in Apoc. Pet. thus extends 
beyond that of the typical apocalyptic revealer.25 in the context of intra-
christian debate, the choice of Peter as apocalyptic messenger is significant, 
given his prominent role in proto-orthodox tradition, the author’s apparent 
opposition. specifically, Peter’s authoritative voice challenges the centrality 
of suffering for christian identity and redefines his role as a proto-martyr 
or witness. Peter’s progressive enlightenment, via the savior, over the course 
of the apocalypse serves as a model for other christians to imitate. His pe-
riodic misunderstandings reveal that his acquisition of awareness is not au-
tomatic. Through proper instruction and reflection they can participate in 
the immortal realm and become invulnerable to suffering. The encourage-
ment to “be strong” (84.11) relates not to Peter’s physical situation, but to his 
newfound understanding in the face of “persecution” by fellow christians 
as he awaits the end of the present age.26 Moreover, in depicting Peter as 
the original leader of a unified community (cf. 73.23–28), Apoc. Pet. offers 
hope that Peter will reclaim his authoritative role with the savior’s return. in 
the meantime, Peter is meant to await the Parousia (78.4–6), while bravely 
accepting his role in the midst of intra-christian conflict (80.31—81.3).

Peter’s portrait can thus be understood as a challenge to his traditional 
characterization as a dying witness, especially in light of the intra-christian 
conflict in Apoc. Pet. By the time of its composition, the tradition of Peter 
as a key early martyr appears to have been well-entrenched.27 given Pe-
ter’s martyr legacy and his expressions of fear in this text, it is all the more 
noteworthy that his own death is not forecast in Apoc. Pet. as with the cru-
cifixion narrative, we find an adaptation of shared tradition in Apoc. Pet.’s 
portrait of the disciple: Peter admits fear, yet it is alleviated. otherwise, his 
quest centers on perfection, a challenge posed by the savior at the start of 

25. typical facets of Peter’s role include his authoritative status as a figure close to 
the savior and his ability to view “the future,” given his experience in the historical past.

26. This contrasts Pagels’s view of this final statement as encouragement for Peter 
to go on to confidently face his own suffering (“gnostic and orthodox Views,” 275). 
given the negative assessment of suffering in the text and the lack of reference to Peter’s 
pending persecution, this reading does not seem entirely persuasive. 

27. in 1 Clem. 5, perhaps the earliest reference to the tradition of Peter’s death as a 
martyr; note also the ‘Quo Vadis’ legacy of Acts Pet. 35–36; origen, Comm. Jo. 20.12; 
and eusebius’s later reports, Hist. eccl. 3.1.2–3; 2.25.5–8. For a full account of the textual 
legacy, see eastman, Ancient Martyrdom Accounts; for an account of Peter’s role as a 
witness, see Perkins, “Peter, Witness and Martyr.” Barnes, “‘another shall gird Thee’” 
offers a detailed discussion of evidence for Peter’s death in rome and related early 
traditions.
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the apocalypse. He encourages, “Peter, become perfect, in accordance with 
your name, along with me, the one who has chosen you” (71.15–18).28 in 
addition to highlighting Peter’s special role, this opening also sets the savior 
as an example for Peter to follow. The perfection involves attaining proper 
knowledge, particularly regarding the nature of the crucifixion (71.25–33).29 
The combination of a crucifixion without suffering and the call for Peter to 
imitate the savior leads Brashler to consider this statement as a “subtle criti-
cism of the orthodox view that martyrdom was the τελειóτης of spiritual 
perfection.”30 one could also understand the moments of encouragement 
for Peter to “be strong” (71.22; 82.18; 84.11) and have courage (80.32–33; 
84.7) as adaptations of typical support in the early martyr acts.31 in this case, 
Peter’s strength relates to his ability to perceive progressively through the 
course of the apocalypse. in the end, the indication that Peter “came to his 
senses” (84.12–13) reflects the awareness he achieves. if read as an allusion 
to acts 12:11, in which Peter “came to himself ” after a miraculous escape 
from prison, this final statement further implies Peter’s ultimate distance 
from persecution.32

the letteR of peteR to philip33

With this perspective on Apoc. Pet. in mind, let us turn to another pseudo-
Petrine text, Ep. Pet. Phil. Less extensive than Apoc. Pet. in its depiction 

28. it is somewhat unclear what is meant here by “in keeping with your name”; 
Havelaar (Coptic Apocalypse of Peter, 81) suggests a possible link between the greek 
telios (71.16) and petros, noting that a rock might symbolize strength and perfection. 
The emphasis on the savior’s choice of Peter also recalls the tradition of Matt 16:18, in 
which Jesus casts Peter as the rock on which the church will be built. Baumeister also 
considers this apparent allusion, asserting that it positively shapes the subsequent revi-
sions of the traditions regarding Peter’s denial (“rolle des Petrus,” 7).

29. The author might have in mind the description of Peter as a “witness of the 
sufferings of christ” in 1 Pet 5:1. see smith, Petrine Controversies, 131.

30. Brashler, “coptic apocalypse of Peter,” 209–10.
31. For example, in Mart. Pol. 9, a heavenly voice encourages the martyr in the 

arena, “Be strong, Polycarp, and be a man [Or: be courageous]” (trans. ehrman).
32. smith (Petrine Controversies, 126) mentions this parallel, though he does not 

discuss its potential significance in relation to Apoc. Pet.’s perspective on persecution 
and possible martyrdom.

33. Ep. Pet. Phil. appears as the second writing in nag Hammadi codex Viii; an-
other version survives in codex tchacos, which suffers from considerable damage. in 
what follows, i rely primarily on the text from nHc Vii, drawing on Wisse’s english 
translation and the coptic text in Nag Hammadi Codex VIII and consulting an addi-
tional english translation by Meyer in Nag Hammadi Scriptures. i also thank Lance Jen-
ott for graciously sharing drafts of his coptic transcriptions of Ep. Pet. Phil., including a 
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of the crucifixion and its development of Peter, Ep. Pet. Phil. also suggests 
intra-christian debate, yet in limited and implicit ways. The primary hint 
of competing christian perspectives appears in the epistolary framework 
of the text.34 The actual “letter” of Peter to Philip, positioned at the start of 
the text, places Peter as an intermediary between christ and Philip; specifi-
cally, christ encourages union among the apostles. Peter requests Philip’s 
return, but there are indications that this might not have been Philip’s pref-
erence (133.1–5). regardless, the request is happily met, and Philip rejoins 
the other apostles, including Peter, for a post-resurrection encounter with 
christ. The separation, followed by reunion, of the apostles could be viewed 
as indicative of division within the church, which the author hopes to cor-
rect; if so, it is admittedly a subtle, rather than overt, indication of christian 
discord. regardless, the reunion does set the scene for Peter’s role in relation 
to the other apostles. They appear as a collective throughout much of Ep. 
Pet. Phil., but on significant occasions Peter distinguishes himself as a key 
interpreter of christ’s revelation.

Like Apoc. Pet., Ep. Pet. Phil. also regularly draws on existing tradi-
tions, primarily material from the canonical gospels and acts, to set the 
scene for new revelation.35 The author emphasizes the continuity between 
the teachings received by christ when he was “in the body (sōma)” (133.17; 
138.3; 139.11) and those conveyed in the post-resurrection setting. at the 
same time, the limits of the initial message are suggested, as the apostles 
failed to fully comprehend it; therefore, they need to hear it again (135.5–8). 
This suggests that the author valued existing traditions, but also saw a need 
to extend and adapt them.36 This strategy appears to reflect the author’s in-

side-by-side comparison of the nag Hammadi and cod. tch. texts.
34. The opening letter (132.12—133.8) essentially serves to preface the remainder 

of the text, presented as a revelatory dialogue between the apostles and christ, detailing 
an abridged version of a gnostic myth, including the creation of humans and their cur-
rent state of entrapment (134.24). The apostles, in particular, seek to understand how 
to overcome this situation by learning how to battle opposing powers (134.26—135.2). 
kaler (“Letter of Peter to Philip”) shows how the framing letter connects in clear, delib-
erate ways with the subsequent revelation.

35. The scene recalls John 20, Luke 24, and the early chapters of acts. smith (Petrine 
Controversies, 122–23) outlines a series of parallels; kaler (“Letter of Peter to Philip,” 
269–73) also effectively demonstrates Ep. Pet. Phil.’s use of acts 7–8—specifically, acts 
8 provides the basis for Philip’s absence, and the martyrdom of stephen in acts 7 sets 
the scene for the disciples’ anticipation of suffering. He also notes that Philip of acts 8 
likely is conflated with Philip the apostle (acts 1:13).

36. kaler (“Letter of Peter to Philip,” 273) highlights how Ep. Pet. Phil. reflects not 
the typical gnostic “rewritten bible,” but an “expanded bible.” Providing the rationale 
for such a move, Perkins observes, “the emphases of the narrative suggests that the 
primary counter-arguments to the gnostic preaching were founded on appeals to 
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terest in aligning his gnostic perspective with apostolic tradition, authority, 
and unity. The emphasis on suffering in the text, though, might signal an ad-
ditional motivation: to problematize or counter what the author understood 
to be faulty views of suffering.

Ep. Pet. Phil. centers on the prospect of suffering, apparent in the apos-
tles’ initial prayer to christ. en route to Jerusalem, they ask the redeemer 
to “give us power, for they seek to kill us” (134.8–9).37 christ responds 
through a great light and in voice, inquiring, “Why are you asking me?,” and 
calling upon the apostles to listen to his words (134.10–18). The concern re-
garding persecution and potential suffering thus initiates the dialogue with 
the savior. The apostles then go on to ask about the “deficiency of the aeons 
and their pleroma” (134.21–22), their own situation in the world, as well as 
their departure. recalling their role as “witnesses (mentre)” (135.5), christ 
reminds the apostles of his prior teaching and admonishes them for their 
unbelief. The implication is that the apostles are not yet fully aware; christ’s 
response details their plight, outlining typical elements of a gnostic myth 
(135.8—137.4). Here, as in Apoc. Pet., we find the initial threat of suffering 
reframed, shifting from the bodily concerns to spiritual realities.

Ep. Pet. Phil.’s attention to christ’s appearance in the body and the 
crucifixion also highlights the prospect of suffering. in this regard, both 
christ and Peter reveal the proper insight. noting his origins in the ple-
roma, christ details, 

i am the one who was sent down in the body (sōma) because 
of the seed which had fallen away. and i came down into their 
mortal mold (epeuplasma etmoout). But they did not recog-
nize me; they were thinking of me that i was a mortal human 
(ourōme efmoout). (136.16–22). 

a few aspects of this revelation are worth noting. First, as antti Marjanen 
observes, it “is possible but not inevitable” to read this as reflective of a 
docetic perspective. alternatively, the notion of being “in the body” could 
simply convey “becoming subject to the predicament of earthly existence.”38 
if one accepts the latter option, it still entails a consideration of whether 
suffering was part of earthly existence for Ep. Pet. Phil.’s christ. second, it is 

canonical scripture, particularly acts, and to the unity of apostolic preaching. concern 
to demonstrate the continuity of gnostic teaching with Jesus’ preaching and apostolic 
testimony leads the author to have all the disciples—not just their leader Peter—in-
structed in gnosis during the earthly ministry” (Gnostic Dialogue, 123).

37. or, an alternative translation, noted by kaler, “we are being sought after in 
order to be killed” (“Letter of Peter to Philip,” 265).

38. Marjanen, “suffering,” 492.
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worth considering who are those who fail to recognize christ; Ep. Pet. Phil. 
does not make their identity clear. Luttikhuizen appropriately considers 
them as lower cosmic forces, representatives of the arrogant one.39 But, as 
we have seen in Apoc. Pet., such figures can simultaneously signal opposing 
christians, those who similarly misperceive the realities of christ’s nature. 
in addition, the notion that they mistook christ for a mere “mortal human” 
suggests that however one imagines his existence in the body, it was not 
typical.

Following christ’s explication of his identity, he associates the apos-
tolic experience with his own: “you are being detained because you belong 
to me” (137.4–6). He encourages their particular path, which involves 
fighting against the archons. The apostles inquire again, this time regard-
ing the prospect of their own suffering, and broadly, the nature of the ap-
ostolic mission (137.13—138.3). as in Apoc. Pet., we find concern about 
possible persecution being redirected; instead, their struggle will be internal 
(137.20–22) and their proper mode of witnessing involves illumination of 
others (137.23–25).

nevertheless, emphasis on potential suffering persists, both for christ 
and for the apostles. as the dialogue continues, Peter emerges as a promi-
nent voice, especially in relation to the other apostles. His responses ap-
pear as subtly corrective, perhaps reflecting tension between the author’s 
view and that of other christians. as the apostles venture back to Jerusalem 
following christ’s ascension, they inquire, “if he, our Lord, suffered (afji 
mkah), then how much must we suffer?” (138.15–16). Peter replies, “He 
suffered (afji mkah) on our behalf, and it is necessary for us too to suffer 
because of our smallness (tenmentkoui)” (138.18–20). Peter’s reply empha-
sizes his position in relation to other apostles; he is part of the unified group, 
as the text suggests, but he also appears to have greater insight. The notion 
of smallness, not unusual in gnostic christian writings, could indicate the 
experience of the human condition; this might then signal that the suffering 
that takes place is related to the entrapment of the spirit, or the light, in the 
earthly realm. The smallness could relate also to the relative position of the 
author’s audience in relation to other christians, similar to the minority 
experience portrayed in Apoc. Pet. 

Peter’s response to the apostles is echoed as Ep Pet. Phil. continues.40 
a voice (presumably of christ) affirms, “i have often told you that it is nec-
essary for you to suffer. it is necessary that they bring you to synagogues 

39. Luttikhuizen, Gnostic Revisions, 154.
40. according to smith, this “heavenly ratification” of Peter’s message affirms that 

he is “the correct interpreter of the savior’s will” (Petrine Controversies, 123). 
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and governors, so that you will suffer” (138.22–27).41 This passage certainly 
appears, on the surface, to highlight the value of potential suffering, espe-
cially at the hands of authorities. Unfortunately, a lacuna of a series of lines 
follows (139.1–3), prefaced with the distinction of one who will not suffer 
(138.27–28).42 in its current context then, it is difficult to develop any solid 
understanding of this passage. allowing for a bit of speculation, i wonder 
whether what is missing might reflect a further inversion, or at least com-
plication, of the necessity of suffering; the distinction that precedes the gap, 
as well as parallels in the canonical gospels, suggest this possibility. The 
reference to synagogues and governors recalls synoptic sayings, specifically 
Matt 10:17–18 and Luke 12:11–12; 21:12. Both Matthew and Luke empha-
size the occasion before the authorities as an opportunity to testify through 
the spirit (Matt 10:20; Luke 12:12); in addition, in these gospel scenes, Jesus 
assures the disciples to “not be anxious” (Matt 10:19; Luke 12:11). The inclu-
sion of the passage in Ep. Pet. Phil. appears to reflect this initial context—it 
responds to apostolic concern and previews Peter’s subsequent reception of 
the spirit and related testimony.

as Ep. Pet. Phil. continues, Peter comes back into focus. He asks his 
disciples, “did our Lord Jesus, when he was in the body, show us every-
thing? For he came down. My brothers, listen to my voice’” (139.10–13). 
Peter becomes filled with the Holy spirit (139,14) and affirms the crucifix-
ion of Jesus:

our illuminator, Jesus, came down and was crucified. He wore 
a crown of thorns and put on a purple garment. and he was 
crucified on a tree and was buried in a tomb. and he rose from 
the dead. My brothers, Jesus is a stranger to this suffering. But 
we are the ones who have suffered (pete anjiemkah) through the 
transgression of the mother. and because of this, he did every-
thing like us. (139.15–25)43

41. in the cod. tch. version, this segment (138.15–20; 138.22–27) of Ep. Pet. Phil. 
includes language of death, rather than suffering; and “humanity” appears, rather than 
“smallness.” to the disciples, Peter replies, “He died (entaf mou) for us; we ourselves are 
to die (emou) for humanity (tmentpōme)” (7.1–3); and similarily, the heavenly voice 
explains, “i often told you, you are to die (emou), and you are to be brought into syna-
gogues and before governors” (7.5–9). For discussion of a similar variant and its related 
relevance, see below (n. 43).

42. The subsequent lines are also lost in the cod. tch. version.
43. Here again, we find an intriguing variant in cod. tch., one that highlights 

death rather than suffering: “Jesus is a stranger to death (mou). But we are the ones 
who have died (nentamou) through the transgression of our mother” (8.2–5). We do 
not know which version of the text is earlier; so, one can only offer a tentative proposal 
regarding the circumstances that could have encouraged each reading and the shift 
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notably though, he does not affirm the suffering of Jesus; rather, he distin-
guishes Jesus from this particular facet of the experience and highlights his 
actions as like those of humans. i find Luttikhuizen’s reading of this passage 
generally persuasive, specifically that it reflects a gnostic reinterpretation of 
the crucifixion tradition, one that revises the proto-orthodox perspective 
on the savior’s suffering.44 in addition, through Peter’s confession, the au-
thor positions the apostolic suffering as having already happened, perhaps 
with the implication that it will continue. recalling the “transgression of 
the Mother” also situates the suffering of Peter and others in their essential, 
created human condition; as such, their suffering is not particular to nor 
does it signal their deaths. 

in Ep. Pet. Phil., the crucifixion is thus viewed as one moment in the 
fuller experience of what appears to be a limited incarnation; through the 
latter, christ apparently suffers in taking on a human form, though in death 
he remains distant from suffering. Peter and the apostles progressively dis-
cern these matters over the course of their encounter with the risen christ. 
Peter stands out as one who perceives these realities, offering explanations 
and subtle correctives to the perspective of the apostles. in addition, this 
particular perspective on the crucifixion, combined with the sense of suffer-
ing as involving more than physical harm, problematizes views of Ep. Pet. 
Phil. as a text that encourages martyrdom.45

from one to the other. i suggest that in the context of debates regarding the value of 
physical death, specifically martyrdom, among some early christians, the “suffering” 
readings might have been preferred over the references to “death,” particularly when 
“suffering” could be understood more broadly, as a scenario of persecution (not neces-
sarily involving death) and/or an aspect of the human experience.

44. Luttikhuizen writes, “What we find here is that the contents of an early ortho-
dox tradition testifying to the sufferings of Jesus are subsumed entirely into a gnostic 
mythical thought pattern. in this mythical transformation, christ is the illuminator 
from the transcendent world. The idea that he could suffer as a physical being is reject-
ed explicitly. He is a stranger to this suffering” (Gnostic Revisions, 4). Van os (“role of 
the apostles,” 158) offers an alternative reading, one that diminishes the anti-orthodox 
perspective. He asserts that Peter’s gnostic explanation does not necessarily replace the 
prior statement; rather, the two appear to work side-by-side in Ep. Pet. Phil. given the 
letter’s interest in unity, it is possible that the initial statement is validated, but only in a 
limited sense; the author’s comment delivers the significant interpretation.

45. according to king, Ep. Pet. Phil. encourages missionary teaching which “re-
quires suffering and death” (“Martyrdom,” 29 n. 24). she considers the text, along with 
others in cod. tch., as “preparation for martyrdom,” which involves, “articulat[ing] a 
set of practices aimed at training potential martyrs” (ibid., 25). king admits, though, 
that her understanding of martyrdom is broad; this is affirmed in her summary of the 
goals of this preparation: “people had to be trained well in the true teaching, learn to 
overcome fear, imitate laudable models from the past, and keep their eyes firmly fixed 
on the goal of salvation” (ibid., 26). i generally agree with king’s discernment of these 
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Unlike Apoc. Pet., which features Peter as an exclusive recipient of 
the savior’s revelation, Ep. Pet. Phil. links Peter’s authority with the unified 
apostolic collective.46 as we have seen though, moments in Ep. Pet. Phil. 
highlight Peter’s leadership and elevated understanding, especially in rela-
tion to the apostles’ consistent need for reinforced teachings.47 This use of 
Peter suggests an interest in both affirming unity within the christian mes-
sage and prioritizing Peter.

as with Apoc. Pet., it is possible that the choice of Peter as the pseud-
onymous author relates to his own association with traditions of suffering.48 
in this case, Ep. Pet. Phil.’s emphasis on apostolic ministry shifts the fo-
cus away from the apostles’ trials and toward their message. Their mission 
involves becoming “illuminators in the midst of mortal humans,” having 
themselves dismissed bodily corruptions (137.6–9). Their battle against the 
archons comes through unity and teaching salvation in the world (137.22–
25). The conclusion of the letter further affirms their role—with the “power 
of Jesus” they scatter to share their message (140.23–27).

considering Ep. Pet. Phil. alongside Apoc. Pet. also encourages us to 
consider whether similar intra-christian negotiations regarding the value 
of suffering might be reflected in the former. it does not appear that its 
author or audience was entrenched in any considerable christian dispute; 
still, the text appears to reflect emerging questions about the relative value 
of suffering.49 Through pseudo-apostolic authority, particularly Peter’s, the 
author expresses a need to recognize the “true” nature of suffering, one that 

goals in Ep. Pet. Phil, though i do not find them to be exclusively connected with actual 
suffering and death; rather, these lessons could fit a range of early christian texts.

46. see Perkins, Gnostic Dialogue, 122.
47. Perkins and smith, among others, note how Peter’s characterization draws on 

his portrait in the initial chapters of acts, which appear to have significantly influenced 
the author of Ep. Pet. Phil. in addition, nicklas highlights Peter’s special role, as one 
who receives important revelation, brings the apostles together, and “speaks in accor-
dance with the Lord” (“‘gnostic’ Perspectives,” 210). 

48. drawing on connections with acts 9, kaler discusses ways in which Ep. Pet. 
Phil. reflects Pauline, rather than specifically Petrine, tradition; he writes, “Peter is as-
similated to Paul, in that the pivotal revelation that he and the other apostles share is in 
fact modeled formally on Paul’s, and its content references Pauline writings” (“Letter of 
Peter to Philip,” 285). if this “assimilation” is indeed the case, one should ask why the 
preference for Peter? Peter’s role could make better sense, given the historical scenario 
of acts, as kaler suggests (ibid., 287). at the same time, the collapsing of Paul into Peter 
could also serve to claim the emerging authority of Peter within proto-orthodox circles.

49. There is no clear identification of the opposition, including those responsible 
for the pending persecution of the apostle. on this point, the comparison with Apoc. 
Pet. is suggestive. it is possible that other christians are the source of the perceived 
persecution.
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involves the body, but does not necessarily value the physical experience 
itself. His alignment with and leadership over the other apostles evokes ap-
ostolic unity.50 Ep. Pet. Phil.’s special interest in unity among the apostles 
might be rooted in its use of acts; at the same time though, it could oper-
ate as a means to dispel dissenting views within the church.51 Van os sug-
gests that the apostolic unity of Ep. Pet. Phil. serves to mediate, rather than 
heighten, rifts between gnostic and proto-orthodox christians, revealing 
the potential for multiple interpretations to co-exist.52 i agree that we find 
an interest in unity among christians in Ep. Pet. Phil.; but the interactions 
between the disciples and Peter also reveal an interest in correcting certain 
views, particularly regarding the prospect of suffering.

conclusion

The inclination to correct potentially erroneous perspectives on suffering, 
apparent in both Ep. Pet. Phil. and Apoc. Pet., signals related debates around 
the turn of the third century, a period in which expectations of persecution 
and martyrdom define proto-orthodox christian identity.53 in these texts, 
Peter, one reputed to have suffered himself, offers further enlightenment 
on the experience. drawing on distinctive understandings of christ, the 
bodily aspects of suffering are devalued in Apoc. Pet. and redefined in Ep. 
Pet. Phil. given his emerging role as a martyr in proto-orthodox circles, 
Peter’s appearance in both texts as the recipient of key revelation that offers 
alternative perspectives on suffering strikes me as strategic. His apostolic 

50. Van os (“role of the apostles,” 158) notes how the initial reunion of the dis-
ciples reveals the necessity of apostolic unity prior to revelation; this distinguishes Ep. 
Pet. Phil. from other gnostic revelatory discourses, including Apoc. Pet., that promote a 
single, exclusive recipient. 

51. on this point, i find a middle ground between locating no evidence of intra-
christian conflict within the text (as suggested by tite, “Voluntary Martyrdom,” 43 n. 
54) and positing a distinct social group of christians, possibly associated with Philip; 
for the latter position, see Hartenstein, Zweite Lehre; and Matthews, Philip. Based on the 
evidence of the letter and our broader understanding of late second- and early third-
century christianity, it is quite possible that christians within a single social group, 
reflecting diverse perspectives and practices, were debating a range of issues, some 
reflected discursively in texts like Ep. Pet. Phil. 

52. according to van os, the text advises, “it is better to stay in the mainstream 
or apostolic church, because one can interpret its scriptures, confession, and rituals in 
a gnostic way” (“role of the apostles,” 160, see also 158). He is responding, in part, to 
Luttihuizen (Gnostic Revisions, 119–29), who views Ep. Pet. Phil. as a more overt attack 
on proto-orthodox perspectives. 

53. on this aspect of early christian identity, see Perkins, Suffering Self, and cas-
telli, Martyrdom and Memory. 
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authority tempers opposing views, which appear to encourage martyrdom 
and celebrate bodily suffering. in this way, these pseudo-Peters exemplify 
how, as king writes, “christians were variously (and polemically) engaging 
situations of persecution and violent death,” in ways that do “not presume 
any particular predetermination of the meaning of Jesus’ death or the deaths 
of his followers.”54 For Apoc. Pet. and Ep. Pet. Phil., as i show, the deaths 
themselves are ultimately secondary, mitigating the appeal of martyrdom.

54. king, “Martyrdom,” 24–25. 
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Paul as Letter Writer and  
the Success of Pseudepigraphy

Constructing an Authorial Paul in the 
Apocryphal Corinthian Correspondence1

Gregory Peter Fewster

in a recent article, alberto d’anna states that there are a number of 
discrepancies between 3 Corinthians and other Pauline letters that “reduces 
a lot . . . the possibility of success for the fiction.”2 This statement is predi-
cated on the stated assumption that the use of Paul’s name was an effort to 
assume the historical Paul’s authority, and that discrepancies with authentic 
Pauline letters would make problematic the authoritative connection.3 Yet, 
on a very basic level, 3 Cor. enjoyed some measure of success given its di-
verse textual history and periodic canonical status in the armenian church. 

1. i am grateful to John Marshall and Benjamin White, who provided comments on 
a prepresentation draft of this paper.

2. d’anna, “Third epistle,” 142. d’anna does qualify this statement as a problem 
primarily for modern scholars.

3. ibid., 135, 141. several other studies assume that the use of Paul’s name appeals 
to an associated authority. see rist, “iii corinthians,” 56; snyder, Acts of Paul, 14. Judith 
Lieu (“Battle for Paul,” 6) includes 3 Cor. among a selection of Pauline pseudepigraphy, 
which she claims were written to appropriate Paul’s authority. 
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This tension between textual history and a lack of coherence with the let-
ters of Paul raises questions about what it means to call a pseudepigraphon 
“successful” and how we can go about determining that success. are we to 
understand success purely on the basis of coherence and a pseudepigra-
phon’s ability to go on undetected as such? and how does such coherence 
depend upon scholars’ own preconceived images of Paul? My objective in 
this paper is to engage the question of the success of Pauline pseudepig-
raphy, 3 Cor. in particular, and propose why we might be able to consider 
it a “success” in spite of its apparent incoherence with the letters of Paul. i 
formulate the notion of success as a feature of reception history that consists 
of the interplay between images of Paul and strategies used in their textual 
reproduction. as such, i position the text of 3 Cor. in comparison with the 
diversity of early images of Paul, while considering the textual history and 
codicological contexts of 3 Cor. itself. By situating Pauline pseudepigraphy 
within the framework of the reception of Paul, i draw a connection between 
the production and circulation of pseudepigraphy and the reception of im-
ages of Paul. i propose that the success of 3 Cor. operates on the basis of an 
emerging and compelling construction of Paul as a letter writer that pairs 
with an equally dynamic image of Paul in prison.

receptions oF pAul And 
the success oF A pAuline text

standard approaches to the reception of Paul rest upon a strong bifurcation 
between the thought and activities of the historical Paul and the interpreta-
tions and appropriations of that original by later writers. interpretation and 
appropriation take a number of forms, including commentary and citations 
of portions of Pauline letters, descriptions of the character and activities 
of Paul by commentators and in acts literature, and in the production of 
Pauline pseudepigraphy. Pseudepigraphy highlights the strange theoretical 
position held by the notion of “reception.” in order for a pseudepigraphon to 
endure within the legacy of Paul, its coherence with the historical Paul had 
to become somewhat natural.4 reception necessarily represents the blurring 
of a material distinction between the historical Paul and the received Paul, 
yet this distinction is precisely what continues to propel studies in Pauline 

4. Marguerat (Paul in Acts, 5) suggests that reception implies a “dialectic of iden-
tity and shift that characterizes the relationship between an original thought and it 
subsequent reception.” This may take the form of imitation on one hand, or magnifica-
tion, on the other. The difficulty with this formulation, however, is that processes of 
reception necessarily make the difference difficult to distinguish.
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reception.5 J. c. Beker, for example, distinguishes between the traditum, the 
original tradition stemming from Paul himself, and the traditio, subsequent 
adaptations to the tradition.6 James aageson argues that for the “person” 
of Paul to have achieved receptive status through, for example, the writing 
of the Pastorals, he was constructed into a “personage.”7 Martinus de Boer 
uses the term “image” to discuss the varied legacies of Paul in the late first 
century, a term that continues to hold traction.8

Images of Paul in the Second Century

From the perspective of this traditional framework, it seems reasonable to 
assert that since the historical Paul wrote letters, pseudepigraphal Pauline 
letters function as an imitative form of the reception of Paul.9 For example, 
richard Pervo advocates the view that the Pauline letters were foundational 
for the expansive production of other epistolary literature in early chris-
tianity, in spite of the other literary genres available.10 This is a tempting 
hypothesis, which immediately locates the production of pseudepigraphal 
letters in the context of Paul’s own letter-writing activity and perhaps even 
in the context of a strong sense of a Pauline charisma. However, if we want 
to consider Pauline pseudepigraphy in the context of Pauline reception, 
we are immediately faced with the conspicuous lack of early memories of 
the image of Paul as a letter writer. The acts of the apostles, for example, 

5. attempts to place a higher value upon the early reception of Paul resists the older 
Pauline captivity narrative. This view, propagated especially by scholars like Harnack 
and campenhausen, viewed Paul’s legacy as hijacked by heretics and ignored by the 
proto-orthodox in the mid-second century so that it had to be reclaimed by later 
christian apologists. This view was eventually resisted in the 1970s with some scholars 
promoting a widespread diversity of Pauline legends and images. For a critical overview 
of these two periods, see White, Remembering Paul, 20–69.

6. Beker, Heirs of Paul, 1–31.
7. aageson, Paul, 8–9.
8. de Boer, “images of Paul.”
9. in this case, pseudepigraphy may function to interpret or clarify the letters of 

Paul, but with the appearance that it is self-authorized. see, for example, Merz, “Ficti-
tious self-exposition”; roose, “2 Thessalonians.”

10. Pervo, Making of Paul, 119. He bases this argument on the common use of the 
epistle in early christian literature in spite of alternative genres and frequent interac-
tion with Pauline literature—both in admiration and in conflict. similarly, J. L. White 
(“saint Paul”) argues that Paul’s letters provide a formulaic model imitated by other 
“apostolic letters” in the new testament. He does not elaborate on letters outside the 
new testament. interestingly, this opposes the view presented in the Muratorian Frag-
ment (see below).
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commemorates Paul as a traveller who spreads word of the resurrection 
of christ in the synagogues and marketplaces of the Mediterranean. Luke 
imagines Paul as possessing a high level of scribal literacy11—he can quote 
lengthy passages of Jewish scripture and he can converse with philosophers 
in the aeropagus—yet he is never recorded as writing a letter.12 First timo-
thy and titus, even though they exist in the form of the letter, are much 
more interested in positioning Paul as a figure who managed order among 
christ groups and the flow of leadership.13 Various other images were prop-
agated as well. The coptic Apocalypse of Paul apparently was interested in 
an apocalyptic Paul who enjoyed heavenly visions, expanding on the brief 
description provided in 2 cor 12:2–4 and speculating on who Paul may 
have met during this experience.14 Finally, Paul as a martyr at the hand of 
nero is another image propagated outside the letters and the acts of the 
apostles. Paul’s death is mentioned in texts such as 1 Clement, is considered 
alongside the martyrdoms of other apostles (e.g., tertullian, Scorp. 15.2), 
while an expanded story concludes the Acts of Paul.15

Under the conventional receptive framework of casting a simple di-
vide between the historical Paul and the received legacy of Paul, there is 

11. My understanding of scribal literacy derives primarily from chris keith’s work 
on the literacy of Jesus (Jesus’ Literacy, 71–116). Here literacy is placed on a spectrum 
between craftsman literacy and scribal literacy. The former end of the spectrum incor-
porates very basic reading and writing skills relevant to one’s trade while scribal literacy 
implies a high level of education that would have included familiarity with authoritative 
bodies of literature and competency in composition. We must also acknowledge a dif-
ference between reading literacy and writing literacy, a separation particularly relevant 
for those who received an education in Judea, which emphasized torah reading over 
compositional ability. 

12. kloppenborg (“Literate Media,” 34) emphasizes the way in which representa-
tions of Paul valorized him as rhetorically and literarily sophisticated. Lukan literate 
valorization is a particular redactional technique also applied to Jesus. For example, 
Jesus’ oral performance of the isaiah scroll in Luke 4:16–30, diverges from Mark’s and 
Matthew’s depiction of Jesus as a builder (Mark 6:1–6//Matt 13:54–58), which keith 
claims is a Lukan strategy to move “Jesus from the manual-labour class to the scribal-
literate class” (Jesus’ Literacy, 142–45). 

13. i group 1 timothy and titus together without 2 timothy on the basis of the 
increasingly common affirmation that the three Pastoral epistles were not composed 
as a unit. see especially the discussion in richards, Difference and Distance, 20–26; and 
den dulk, “i Permit no Woman.” 

14. kaler (“expanded Understanding”) argues how consideration of this text wid-
ens our view of nag Hammadi Paulinism in the second century. Where scholars have 
typically engaged the question of how Pauline theology is adapted by gnostic writers, 
kaler argues that the Apocalypse of Paul bears witness to the construction of Paul as an 
apocalyptic hero. 

15. see especially the comprehensive discussion of the legends of Paul’s martyr-
dom in tajra, Martyrdom of St. Paul; and snyder, Acts of Paul, 24–65.
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a strange disconnect between the fact that our primary access to Paul is 
his letters but there are a number of traditions that do not seem to put a 
lot of stock in that letter-writing activity itself.16 Judith Lieu uses the title 
“the elusive Paul” to describe second-century impressions of Paul wherein 
these writers have only a passing and stilted knowledge of Paul and his 
teachings, resorting to formulaic applications and veiled allusions.17 Lieu 
also cites the author of 1 Clement and ignatius as two writers who seem to 
know that Paul wrote letters, but their grasp of the content of these letters is 
somewhat lacking. she possibly overstates her case in some examples, but 
appropriately problematizes a direct connection between knowing Pauline 
letter content and remembering a Pauline letter-writing image. There is thus 
a difference between using and interpreting Paul’s letters and considering 
him as scribal literate and a letter writer.18 in the following examples we will 
see that commemoration of Paul as a letter writer does exist; however, this 
commemoration fits within the label “elusive Paul,” since it does not often 
connect knowledge of Paul (or Pauline letter content) with reflection upon 
Paul’s letter-writing activity.

Early Images of Paul as a Letter Writer

The first example comes from a Pauline letter itself. in 2 cor 10:9–11, Paul 
attempts to mediate his authority and his opponents’ accusations about his 
authority in a contrast between his bodily presence and absence; this ab-
sence is accommodated by writing a letter. it is taken for granted that the 
writing of a letter is used when the writer cannot physically be present. Paul 
thus constructs himself as someone who writes letters and has equivalent 
strength of authority both in his bodily presence and his absence.19

16. i here distinguish between letter-writing activity and the use of content from 
Paul’s letters. For example, irenaeus frequently engages Pauline letters both to defend 
his positions and to expose the misuse of Paul by opponents. see the helpful discus-
sions in norris, “irenaeus’ Use of Paul”; and White, “How to read a Book.” However, 
irenaeus does not seem to explicitly discuss Paul’s activity of letter writing, using verbs 
of speaking rather than verbs of writing. This observation was confirmed for me by 
strawbridge, “‘Preacher of the truth.’” 

17. see Lieu, “Battle for Paul,” 11–13.
18. keep in mind that remembering someone as scribal literate and as a letter writ-

er are not equivalent. as in the example from acts 17, Paul was remembered as scribal 
literate but not necessarily as a letter writer. With that said, i consider the construction 
of Paul as a letter writer part of a larger effort within early christianity to represent 
themselves as literate and accordingly their early leaders as literate heroes. This project 
has been proposed in kloppenborg, “Literate Media,” 21–59.

19. second corinthians elsewhere foregrounds Paul’s letter-writing activity and his 
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two other examples of the construction of Paul as a letter writer oc-
cur within instances of verisimilitude, if indeed the letters in which they 
appear are both pseudepigraphal. Verisimilitude in pseudepigraphal letters 
refers to a fictitious self-reflexivity, with attempts to make the letter appear 
genuine through the inclusion of mundane detail and references to the act 
of writing the letter.20 These instances are notable especially in contrast to 
other early Pauline pseudepigrapha (e.g., ephesians, 1 timothy, or titus) 
that do not display the same kind of literary anxiety. second Thessalonians 
famously includes an exaggerated signature at the end of the letter, which 
Paul supposedly appended to all of his letters.21 earlier in the letter, how-
ever, the author warns against being swayed by, among other things, “a letter 
as/supposedly from us” (ἐπιστολῆς ὡς δι᾽ ἡμῶν) (2 Thess 2:2). However in-
terpreted, this passage raises the letter-writing image of Paul by positioning 
him as someone whose letter-writing activity could be imitated.22

The author of 2 timothy also makes a passing reference to writing 
materials near the end of his letter as he asks “timothy” to bring with him 
the cloak he left in troas as well as his books. There is some debate as to 
what τὰ βιβλία μάλιστα τὰς μεμβράνας (4:13) actually refers. This reference 

absence from the corinthians. see also 2 cor 1:13–2:4; 3:1–4 (though metaphorical); 
7:12; 9:1; 13:10. note also Mitchell’s suggestion (“new testament envoys,” 641–43) that 
the sending of a letter, especially in the care of a designated letter carrier, could perform 
a mediatory function that Paul himself could not. 

20. donelson (Pseudepigraphy, 23–42) notes the tendency toward verisimilitude in 
the Pastorals and sets it in the context of analogous practices in greco-roman pseude-
pigraphy. see also rosenmeyer (Ancient Epistolary Fictions, 204–209), who describes 
the pseudepigrapher’s anxiety of producing a forgery, which frequently resulted in the 
inclusion of mundane biographical details and references to the act of writing.

21. according to the extant manuscripts, signatures do not appear at the end of all 
the Pauline letters. However, the signatures at 1 cor 16:12; gal 6:11; col 4:18; Phlm 
19 are other brief instances where Paul’s letter-writing activity emerges from the back-
ground. The signature here thus invents the signer, so to speak, which keith has argued 
is an attempt to foreground Paul’s literate skill vis-à-vis the ability to sign his name 
and compose brief greetings. in the context of pseudepigraphy, the signature performs 
double duty, continuing to advocate for Paul’s moderate literacy and implying that the 
letter came from Paul himself. see keith, “‘in My own Hand’”; Fewster, “‘can i Have 
Your autograph?’,” 34.

22. Most commentators who see 2 Thessalonians as pseudonymous take this to be a 
somewhat ironic warning against other Pauline pseudepigraphy, especially considering 
the signature at the end of the letter, which likely is there to authenticate the letter. e. 
randolph richards (Secretary, 174) suggests that the signature is meant to guard against 
forgery. Hanna roose (“‘a Letter as by Us’”) appropriately notes the ambiguity of the 
ὡς, meaning either “supposedly” or “as,” thus either referring to some pseudepigraphon 
or 1 Thessalonians, which she argues reflects the anxiety of the pseudepigrapher to 
construct a compelling pseudepigraphon. at the very least, this passage does seem to 
hint at Paul’s letter-writing activity, even if in a roundabout way.
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simply may construct Paul as someone who generally makes use of litera-
ture, but the books could also be blank scrolls that he would write on or 
even collections of his own letters.23 in an effort to avoid conflating scribal 
literacy in general with letter-writing in particular, i will simply suggest that 
it is possible that 2 timothy hints at Paul’s letter-writing activities, prob-
ably as a way of providing a sense of legitimacy to the pseudepigraphon as 
well as self-reflexively referring to some aspect of literate practice within a 
pseudepigraphal document. in both of these examples, verisimilitude is a 
site where Paul’s image as a letter writer can be constructed. 

1 Clement provides an early mention of Paul’s letter-writing activity.24 
The author recognizes continued factions in the corinthian community 
and using very bloated language tells his readers to take the blessed Paul’s 
letter (τὴν ἐπιστολὴν τοῦ μακαρίου Παύλου τοῦ ἀποστόλου),25 asking them 
to recall what he wrote (ἔγραψεν) to them, and that he wrote spiritually 
(πνευματικῶς ἐπέστειλεν) about factions surrounding Peter and apollos (1 
Clem. 47.1–2; ed. Lightfoot). clement thus seems to have a basic knowledge 
of at least 1 corinthians and elevates the image of Paul and his letter-writing 
activity to a spiritual activity. other instances of Pauline citations and allu-
sions occur throughout; however, they are not explicitly paired with Paul’s 
letter-writing image.26

23. donelson remarks that books and parchments are “particularly appropriate 
materials for a travelling apostle who likes to write letters” (Pseudepigraphy, 56), and 
kloppenborg states that this reference “underscores the identity of Paul as a writer” 
(“Literate Media,” 32–33, italics original).

24. 1 Clement is usually dated to the mid-90s, though gregory (“1 Clement: an in-
troduction”) proposes the potential for an earlier date (70s–80s). The literary relation-
ship between 1 Clement and Polycarp establishes the composition of Polycarp’s letter as 
the latest possible date for 1 Clement. see Berding, “Polycarp’s Use of 1 Clement,” on the 
relationship between Polycarp and 1 Clement.

25. White (Remembering Paul, 79–81) identifies several early references, including 
1 Clem. 47:1–7 along with 2 Pet 3:15–16; ignatius, Eph. 12.2; and Polycarp, Phil. 3.2; 
11.2–3, which “comingle honorific titles for Paul with reference to his letters.” calling 
Paul “blessed” is particularly prominent. The brief account of the scillitan Martyrs also 
calls Paul a just man when the protagonists reveal that they have in their bag the books 
and letters of Paul. see Musurillo, Acts of the Christian Martyrs, 12. it is probably the 
case that the reference to the books and letters of Paul tells us less about the commemo-
ration of Paul as a letter writer, and more about the relationship between early christian 
identity and the book as a cultural artifact. see kloppenborg, “Literate Media,” 30–31, 
on this latter point.

26. debate concerning the extent of 1 Clement’s knowledge of Paul ranges. downs 
recently argued for clement’s knowledge of romans, arguing that clement’s discussion 
of justification follows Paul rhetorically, though their cosmology differs. gregory takes a 
fairly minimalist approach and limits 1 Clement’s knowledge to romans, 1 corinthians, 
Hebrews, as well as some Jesus tradition, while Hagner’s study argues that 1 Clement 
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The Muratorian Fragment articulates an interesting comparative ac-
count of Paul’s letter-writing activity. While the date of the fragment re-
mains a contested issue, the image of Paul that emerges in the fragment 
would not be entirely out of place in the second century.27 The fragment 
states that Paul imitated John in writing to seven churches (cum ipse beatus 
apostolus paulus sequens prodecessoris sui iohannis ordine nonnisi com-
enati semptae eccleses scribat ordine tali, fol. ib.16–19; ed. tregelles) and 
names each one.28 additionally, the fragment betrays knowledge that there 
are two letters written fictitiously in the name of Paul (Pauli nomine fincte, 
fol. iia.1–4; ed. tregelles) to the alexandrians and the Laodiceans.29 Here, 
Paul’s letter-writing activity is seen to be in continuity with other apostolic 
figures who also wrote letters and an activity that is subject to imitation. 
However, this information seems to proceed from basic inferences drawn 
from a 13-letter collection rather than from images of Paul circulating out-
side of the collection itself. 

Polycarp contrasts his own writing of letters with Paul’s writing of 
letters in Phil. 3.1–2. Polycarp seems to be very conscientious to mute his 
own status in comparison to the “blessed and glorious Paul” (τοῦ μακαρίου 
καὶ ἐνδόξου Παύλου; ed. Hartog). He insists that he did not write on his 
own accord but only responded to the Philippians’ request, reasoning that 
he is unable to attain to the type of wisdom that Paul taught (ἐδίδαξεν).30 
While Polycarp first describes Paul’s teaching in person (κατὰ πρόσωπον), 

was familiar with all of Paul’s letters except Philemon and 1 and 2 Thessalonians. see 
downs, “Justification”; gregory, “1 Clement and the Writings”; and Hagner, Use of the 
Old and New Testament, 236–37. 

27. a late second-century date made up the early consensus. sundberg’s somewhat 
influential proposal, finally emerging in his 1973 article, proposed a fourth-century 
date, though this was forcefully rebutted by Ferguson (sundberg Jr., “canon Muratori”; 
cf. Ferguson, “canon Muratori”). The more recent date has been argued even more vig-
orously in Hahneman’s 1992 monograph, Muratorian Fragment. recently, armstrong 
(“Victorinus of Pettau”) has argued for a third-century date by proposing Victorinus of 
Pettau as the author of the Fragment. For a more comprehensive survey of the issue of 
dating see schnabel, “Muratorian Fragment.” The list of Paul’s letters itself creates prob-
lems for an early date, since there is no mention of Hebrews, whose Pauline attribution 
is well established in the late second century by its inclusion in P46.

28. i have retained the incorrect spelling from the Fragment, rather than include 
editors’ corrections.

29. Which letter to the Laodiceans the Fragment refers to is unclear. The text of the 
Fragment notes that these letters were written “ad he(re)sem marcionis” and Marcion 
includes an epistle to the Laodiceans in his list, though that reference is probably to 
ephesians.

30. cf. Lieu, “Battle for Paul,” 11, who suggests that Polycarp simply follows in 
Paul’s footsteps.
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he adds that Paul wrote letters (ἔγραψεν ἐπιστολάς), which are able to con-
tinue building up the Philippians’ faith.31 two implications arise from this 
assertion: Polycarp affirms the relationship between Paul’s letter-writing 
and his bodily absence and he also affirms the continuing relevance of Paul’s 
letter(s) long after his death. Berding notes that in Polycarp’s letter, citations 
and allusions to Pauline texts cluster around the three occurrences of Paul’s 
name.32 However, only one of these instances mentions Paul’s letter-writing 
activity (3.2) and two note Paul as a teacher (3.2; 11.2). This is similar to 
ignatius, who in Rom. 4.3, differentiates himself from Paul and Peter—they 
are people with the authority to issue commands.33 even so, Paul’s and 
Peter’s ability to command are not necessarily predicated upon any letter-
writing capability.

Both Polycarp and ignatius function as witnesses to the early dis-
semination of at least some of Paul’s letters.34 But however provocative these 
citations and paraphrases are, references to Paul’s letter-writing activity are 
somewhat pale in comparison to ignatius’s and Polycarp’s reflection upon 
their own epistolary contribution. ignatius makes frequent reference to his 
own acts of writing (using some form of γράφω), while only making the 
one passing reference to Paul’s letters in Eph. 12.2, without mentioning the 
act of writing them.35 in Phil. 13–14, Polycarp continues his final greetings, 

31. Polycarp’s use of the plural ἐπιστολάς is a contentious issue given that we cur-
rently possess only one letter that Paul wrote to the Philippians. Hartog (Polycarp and 
the New Testament, 223–26) suggests that the plural results from a combination of 
Polycarp referring to a multiple-letter collection of Paul’s letters and the general notion 
that physical absence pairs with the writing of letters. Berding notes other solutions—
Polycarp made a mistake, Polycarp knows other letters, he represents a single letter 
with the plural, he includes 1 and 2 Thessalonians or any Pauline letter is in view—but 
Berding sees no resolution to the problem (Polycarp and Paul, 62–63). Holmes (“Poly-
carp’s Letter to the Philippians,” 212) adds that this reference does not confirm a priori 
that Polycarp was aware of what we now recognize as Paul’s letter to the Philippians. 

32. Berding, Polycarp and Paul, 149–52; see also Holmes, “Polycarp’s Letter to the 
Philippians,” 201–18.

33. Paul is mentioned throughout ignatius and, according to Foster (“epistles of 
ignatius”), the literary affinities between the two corpora confirm ignatius’s knowledge 
of the Pauline corpus. ignatius, Eph. 12.2 makes explicit reference to Paul as someone 
who remembers the ephesians in all his letters (ἐν πάσῃ ἐπιστολῇ). curiously, the men-
tion of the letters is replaced with “prayers” in the longer recension.

34. Holmes, for example, rightly notes that “Philippians is unquestionably an im-
portant early witness to Paul’s written legacy” (“Polycarp and Paul,” 58).

35. see ignatius, Eph. 12.1; 20.1; Magn. 15.1; Trall. 3.3; 5.1; Rom. 4.1; 7.2 (2x); 10.1; 
Smyrn. 5.3; 12.1; Pol. 8.1 (2x, he also mentions the sending of letters). This count is 
higher than in Paul’s letters themselves (see 1 cor 16:21; 2 cor 1:13; 9:1; 13:10; Phil 3:1; 
col 4:18; 1 Thess 4:9; 2 Thess 3:17), not to mention that Paul (or the Pauline pseudepig-
rapher) mentions his own writing usually in the context of a signature/final greeting. 



Fewster—Paul as Letter Writer and the success of Pseudepigraphy 161

writing extensively about having received letters from the Philippians and 
from ignatius, sending the letters of ignatius to the Philippians appended 
to the present letter (and the benefit they will receive from them), and fi-
nally noting that he wrote the letter with the help of crescens (haec vobis 
scripsi per Crescentem).36 That Polycarp is able to write in some detail about 
epistolary correspondence between several parties while acknowledging his 
involvement in the collection and dissemination of ignatius’s letters implies 
a conscious awareness of literary practice that is only partially applied to 
Paul’s activity. While it is true that Polycarp places his status (and particu-
larly his own letter-writing activity) lower than Paul’s, Polycarp’s image of 
Paul as an active letter writer is not nearly as contoured as his own self-
construction as a letter writer.

These descriptions of Paul’s letter-writing activity are brief and, i sug-
gest, do not provide nearly the depth of image construction that we see at 
play in biographical and apocalyptic modes of Pauline reception. First- and 
second-century writers are only able to invoke Pauline letter content and 
occasionally connect this letter content to letter-writing activity that was 
necessitated by Paul’s absence and need to give commands. second Peter 
3:14–16 marks a later example that seems to assume a developing image 
of the beloved Paul as a letter writer, whose content is complex and able to 
be used in deceitful ways. However, it still does not attain to some of the 
later constructions we will see in the 3 Cor. material. This brief account of 
images of Paul in early Pauline reception reveals a diversity and complexity 
of images and the genre choices made to propagate them. While the notion 
of image is a compelling feature of reception theory, it does not adequately 
address or explain a connection between developing images of Paul and the 
ways they were selected and deployed.

Challenges to the Traditional Reception Paradigm

recent scholarship on the reception of Paul provides some more complex 
models that, while not without deficiency, present an excellent way forward. 
François Bovon divides the reception of Paul into two modes: he is received 
either as a document or as a monument.37 The documentary Paul is a tex-
tual figure who is reproduced through pseudepigraphy or understood by 
interpreting his letters, while Paul as monument is admired and discussed 
because of his exploits. This paradigm would account for the data above 
by situating citation and allusion to Pauline letter content as documentary 

36. see Hartog, Polycarp’s Epistle, 94–95.
37. Bovon, New Testament and Christian Apocrypha, 305–17.
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reception, while description of Paul’s letter-writing activity would count as 
monumental reception—the former being stronger than the latter. daniel 
Marguerat develops Bovon’s model into a theory of Pauline reception that 
defines three poles or strategies that ancient writers invoked to negotiate 
the Pauline legacy. The significance of Marguerat’s formulation rests in 
its attempt to cut through the strict comparison of Paul’s epistolary self-
disclosure and the portrayal of Paul in acts, comparison that either must 
harmonize or emphasize historical or theological discrepancies.38 These 
approaches privilege Paul’s letters as the basis for reliable knowledge about 
Paul, to which Luke’s acts more or less adheres. Marguerat resists such priv-
ileging of Paul’s letters by shifting them into a stream of reception in their 
own right and widening the possible sources for acts’ reception of Paul to 
include oral stories about him. second-century writers deployed imagined 
features of a Pauline persona into three parallel streams of reception: the 
“biographical pole” instantiates Paul’s activities and accomplishments, the 
“doctoral pole” pursues Pauline thought and authority through the penning 
of pseudepigraphal letters, and the “documentary pole” collects and pre-
serves Paul’s letters into a literary whole.39 

according to Marguerat’s model, the three poles are concurrent recep-
tive strategies, but they are somewhat porous and interactive. Thus, images 

38. see the discussion of these options also in Phillips, Paul. The literature on the 
historicity of acts and its relationship to Paul’s self-disclosure in his letters is exten-
sive. some studies see the portrait of Paul in acts as completely irreconcilable with 
Paul’s letters, such that Luke virtually invents his Paul (Mount, Pauline Christianity), 
or at least prefer to see acts as of secondary value, especially regarding chronology 
(e.g., Jewett, Chronology; McLean, Cursed Christ, 148–64; cf. riesner’s argument [Paul’s 
Early Period, 1–32] that the data of acts cannot be completely abandoned and Paul’s 
own autobiographical material must be critically scrutinized). Marguerat character-
izes Porter’s work (Paul of Acts, 187–206) as paradigmatic of conservative attempts at 
harmonization, though this is somewhat of a mischaracterization since Porter is more 
interested in Lukan characterization and literary and rhetorical variation within the 
Lukan portrait. even so, when he finally treats the relationship between acts and Paul’s 
letters (Paul of Acts, ch. 9), he argues that the variation is not as significant as previous 
critical scholarship often portrays, and the types of variation are to be expected between 
two different and accomplished writers in that time. This sort of argument has also been 
taken up by keener (Acts, 221–57), who emphasizes Luke’s adherence to ancient histo-
riographical standards. still other treatments of Paul in acts are primarily concerned 
with Luke’s reconfigured portrait of Paul, and in the case of Lentz (Luke’s Portrait of 
Paul), its potential reception by its second-century audience. 

39. see Marguerat, Paul in Acts, 5–7. Holmes (“Polycarp and Paul,” 58) claims to 
adapt Marguerat’s poles in discussion of Paul and Polycarp, tracing Polycarp’s treatment 
of Paul’s letters, knowledge of Pauline biography, and the theological influence of Paul 
on Polycarp.
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of Paul can shift and be influenced by adjacent streams.40 The extent to 
which receptive strategies can remain distinct remains unclear. How might 
images of Paul propagate from one pole to another until the receptive strat-
egy itself becomes undifferentiated? For example, treating Paul as a doctor 
of the church through the production of pseudepigraphy quickly folded into 
the treatment of Paul as a document through the inclusion of pseudepigra-
phy into the collection of Pauline letters. in spite of these remaining ques-
tions, Marguerat’s notion of strategy will prove useful.

a second concern is brought to light in the recent work of Benjamin 
White, who advocates a thoroughgoing shift in theoretical approach to the 
reception of Paul. White argues that even provocative proposals, like that 
of Marguerat, continue to operate on the epistemologically problematic 
basis of a “real” Paul, which many scholars view as having been corrupted 
in the production of the Pauline legacy.41 instead of focusing on how the 
second-century writers “got Paul wrong,” White is interested in basic im-
ages about the apostle that precede their deployment in commemorative 
texts.42 From this perspective, White is able to argue that the interpreta-
tion of Paul is always mediated by conceptual images of the apostle. For 
example, both 3 Cor. and irenaeus of Lyons utilize an image of Paul as the 
defender of tradition against heresy, an image that they gained largely from 
the Pastorals.43 White’s model depends on articulating conceptual images 
that mediate subsequent Pauline interpretation and he demonstrates how 
different writers can employ the same image to similar effects, but with dif-
ferent compositional tactics.

Both White and Marguerat elaborate on features of a theory of re-
ception that are important for my hypothesis. By elaborating on a theory 
of image construction, White warns us against evaluating later writers’ 
constructions of Paul on the basis of “historical accuracy.” With this 

40. Marguerat (Paul in Acts, 5, 31) is adamant that “the canon of Pauline letters 
does not form the documentary basis, the backdrop for the apostles’ reception,” since 
that canon is itself a later production. What this means is that Paul’s letters may still 
operate as origins for Pauline reception, but canonical understandings of Paul cannot.

41. see White, Remembering Paul, 1–7, 10–17. John Marshall observes similarly: 
“The appropriate question is not, Who in the second century understood Paul?, but 
rather, What axes of transformation and continuity characterize each reception of 
Paul?” (“Misunderstanding the new Paul,” 27). Marguerat maintains the language of a 
“real Paul” that can be distinguished even from Paul received through the documentary 
pole. 

42. White (Remembering Paul, 70–107) approaches this question through the use 
of social memory theory, which provides a social-scientific basis for how memories are 
formed and subsequently deployed. 

43. ibid., 108–69, esp. 166–69.
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preoccupation set aside, i am able to investigate more closely the strategies 
and interests involved in producing a particular image of Paul from a shared 
cultural imagination. White recognizes that images are propagated through 
texts, thus narrowing his focus upon the function of images in the writing of 
novel texts while understanding these images as operating prediscursively 
for the writers of said texts.44 However, there are two shortcomings of this 
formulation for the purposes of this essay. First, an interest primarily in the 
writing of new texts in the Pauline legacy diminishes our ability to account 
for lengthy and disruptive processes of textual transmission. Marguerat’s 
notion of receptive strategies is a necessary contribution in order for us to 
appreciate the reception and reproduction of Pauline images through the 
material transmission of a single text. in particular, the doctoral pole pro-
vides a place to start thinking about Pauline pseudepigraphy as a feature of 
reception, within which we can analyze certain images of Paul.45 second, 
disconnecting the reception of Paul from the historical Paul reduces the 
need to speak of reception altogether. For example, Michael kaler prefers to 
talk about the creation of a Paulusbild rather than the reception and passing 
on of Pauline images.46 This returns us to the precise problem of harmoniza-
tion vs. incompatibility that Marguerat sought to solve with his three poles 
of reception. However, questions of consistency and coherence between 
images of Paul exist between different images deployed in different texts, 
but also in reproductions of images in the history of a single text. This latter 
dimension is informative of the way we should think about the propagation 
of Pauline images, insofar as it positions difference in image construction 
within a discursive and textual trajectory and not grounded in a “real Paul.” 
Thus, rather than considering images of Paul as prediscursive resources for 
the composers of Pauline pseudepigraphy, biography, etc., we may consider 
images of Paul as scholars’ redescriptive attempts to trace variations in con-
tinuity and discontinuity across the field of Pauline reception.47

44. ibid., 79–81. recall White’s treatment of some of the same examples i raised in 
the discussion of early memories of Paul as a letter writer.

45. i am sympathetic to timothy Beal’s criticism of a reception history that 
“priviledg[es] scriptural content over scriptural materiality” (“reception History,” 
365–69). textual transmission and the variation entailed by transmission is a feature 
of such materiality.

46. see kaler, “expanded Understanding,” 306. Beal (“reception History,” 367) 
notes that “reception” implies an original to be received, a problematic notion with 
reference to the Bible, which has no original as such. He thus prefers to speak of a 
cultural history of the scriptures (ibid., 371).

47. This approach comes close to redeeming d’anna’s statement concerning the 
discontinuity between the authentic Paul and the Paul of 3 Cor.—i.e., discontinuity de-
pends on scholars’ expectations and constructions of the received Paul. This is precisely 



Fewster—Paul as Letter Writer and the success of Pseudepigraphy 165

as we saw above, the descriptions of Paul’s letter-writing activity result 
in a pale but constructed image, from as early as 2 corinthians and extend-
ing throughout a variety of early christian literature. We also noticed that 
images do not occur on their own. in each example where Paul is pictured 
as a letter writer, there are other features that contribute to its portrait of 
Paul. The Paul who writes letters is also a Paul who is absent. The Paul who 
writes letters is also a Paul who gives advice. The Paul who writes letters is 
also an esteemed Paul with a great deal of wisdom. early depictions of Paul 
as a letter writer are neither detailed nor programmatic, but are lost amid 
other concerns and images of Paul potentially more relevant to immediate 
concerns. it may be difficult to discern the effect that an image of Paul had 
on his reception, except insofar as it is materially constituted according to 
a particular strategy. This pairing of Pauline image, receptive strategy, and 
textual history is where we can begin to formulate a notion of success. 

a document’s success can be indicated by its textual history. situating 
success within the framework of reception history provides a more robust 
way of assessing such success in spite of potential hindrances. First, success 
occurs through the propagation of an image or a cluster of images. and 
their validation relies upon previous instantiations and can be compared 
against future ones. a successful image is, in a sense, self-validating insofar 
as it recommends itself for future deployment. second, authors use images 
according to strategies of reception, as initially proposed by Marguerat. dif-
ferent writers may use a different strategy to deploy a given image and thus 
augment it compared to other uses of the same image. Third, the history of 
a single text, like 3 Cor., may reveal different receptive strategies, allowing 
for both the re-production and re-creation of a particular image or set of 
images of Paul.

pAul in 3 coRinthians

With this broad receptive framework in mind, i return to d’anna’s charge 
that the discrepancies in 3 Cor. as compared to the letters of the historical 
Paul renders its success strange to the modern scholar. in what follows i 
will map out what i consider to be the relative success of 3 Cor. on the basis 
of image and strategy, the two dimensions articulated above. on one hand, 
3 Cor. constructs a compelling image of Paul as a letter writer. This image 
is also dependent upon other relevant images at play in the corinthian 

the driving concept behind Marshall’s reappraisal of Marcion’s reception of Paul (“Mis-
understanding the new Paul,” 1–29). However, the discontinuity noted by d’anna still 
revolves around the notion of a “real” Paul, a notion that has already been criticized.
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correspondence, especially Paul as prisoner.48 on the other hand, the tex-
tual history of 3 Cor. sees what is initially a text within Marguerat’s doctoral 
pole integrated into the documentary pole. in this textual history, the image 
of Paul as letter writer develops and expands. Further, the theological em-
phases of 3 Cor. are altered slightly because of its shifting codicological con-
text, thus leaving the question of traction with the historical Paul irrelevant. 

Paul as Letter Writer in 3 Corinthians

The shortest, and presumably earliest, text of 3 Cor. comes to us in greek as 
one of several texts in the Bodmer Miscellaneous codex.49 This text is imme-
diately striking compared to other familiar Pauline pseudepigrapha because 
it occurs as a correspondence: a letter from the corinthians followed by 
Paul’s response.50 The corinthians’ letter claims to be sent by stephanus and 

48. Hovhanessian (Third Corinthians, 94–96) suggests that one of the pseudepi-
graphic techniques used by the writer of 3 Cor. is the creation of a fictive letter setting 
that plausibly maps onto well-known correspondence between Paul and believers in 
corinth. He also notes the historical setting of Paul in prison but does not directly 
connect the two images closely. 

49. The other texts include the Protevangelium of James, 11th Ode of Solomon, Jude, 
Melito’s Peri Pascha, a fragment of a hymn, the Apology of Phileas, Psalms 33:2—34:1, 
1 Peter, and 2 Peter. Brice Jones (“Bodmer ‘Miscellaneous’ codex,” 9–20; see also Was-
serman, “Papyrus 72,” 154) has argued that the Bodmer codex should be considered a 
“composite codex” rather than a “miscellany” with no theme that unites the selection 
of texts, though possibilities for a unifying theme have been proposed by, e.g., Haines-
eitzen (Guardians of Letters, 96–104), who suggests the theme might be the body. 
Michel testuz (Papyrus Bodmer X–XII, 9–45) provides the first edition of this third-/
fourth-century manuscript. scholars provide a range of dates for the original compo-
sition of 3 Cor., from the early first century to the early third. snyder (Acts of Paul, 
186–87) notes that determining the date is usually predicated upon determining the 
identity of the opponents. This range is suitable for my treatment of the letter-writing 
image. at the very least 3 Cor. was composed somewhat contemporaneous to 1 Clement 
and Polycarp, etc., though i would suggest that the inclusion of 3 Cor. in the composite 
codex mediates against its composition any later than the late second century. White 
(“reclaiming Paul?,” 517–20) proposes that the image of Paul at play in 3 Cor. bears 
such a resemblance to irenaeus’s that they must come from the same period—i.e., late 
second century. 

50. ehrman (Forgery and Counterforgery, 427) suggests that Paul’s response may 
have been composed without the initial letter from the corinthians, since Paul neither 
mentions the corinthians’ letter nor names the opponents. More importantly, v. 8 of 
the corinthians’ letter states that Paul was saved from the lawless one, whereas he is 
in prison when he writes the response. compare this argument with snyder (Acts of 
Paul, 155–68), who suggests that the corinthians’ letter was composed to set up the 
concerns addressed in Paul’s “response.” My hypothesis does not necessarily depend on 
the two letters being composed together or separately, though ehrman’s comments are 
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a group of elders, who are concerned with the arrival of simon and cleobius 
in corinth and their disruptive teachings, which are listed in order.51 Besides 
setting up “Paul” for a concise response to the “deviant views” (ἀστοχήμασι), 
this initial letter betrays a number of anxieties that are important to the 
production of the pseudepigraphon.52 Benjamin White has already noted 
that one of the key images of Paul at play in the correspondence is Paul as 
defender of the faith against opponents.53 However, there are a number of 
other details that play into the Pauline image construction in 3 Corinthians. 
First, the pseudepigrapher seems slightly anxious about the death of Paul. 
The voice of stephanus is thankful that the Lord has shown mercy, insofar 
as Paul is still in the flesh and thus able to respond to their request or at 
least respond in writing (ii.8).54 This statement affirms the significance of 
“the flesh” in the scope of the pseudepigraphon by circumlocuting around 
Paul’s continuing to be alive, but it also establishes the possibility for Paul 
to come to corinth and respond to the teachings of simon and cleobius 
directly. stephanus’s final statement confirms this desire by asserting that 
Paul’s prompt visit will save the corinthians from foolishness and stumbling 
(ii.16).

worth noting. in either case, snyder’s argument could be pushed to the benefit of my 
hypothesis. The necessity of Paul’s letter-writing activity seems to play off the corinthi-
ans’ partial ignorance of Paul’s situation, which is only heightened by their expectation 
that Paul is available to visit them and thus retroactively accentuating the fact that Paul 
responds with a letter rather than a visit.

51. attempts to mirror-read opponents in this document have resulted in a fairly 
circumscribed set of conclusions. White (“reclaiming Paul?,” 499, 521–23) resists mir-
ror reading for opponents altogether but suggests that 3 Cor. responds to opponents of 
“a generally ‘gnostic’ variety.” a similar approach is advocated independently by snyder 
(Acts of Paul, 155–68), who suggests that the opponents in the initial letter (usually 
the guide for scholars’ reconstructions) are used as a rhetorical foil to set up Paul’s 
doctrinal response. Previous interpreters have made more specific proposals includ-
ing Marcionism (rist, “iii corinthians,” 49–58), ophites (Hovhanessian, Third Cor-
inthians, 126–31), simon Magus (klijn, “apocryphal correspondence,” 22), gnostics 
in general (dunn, “acts of Paul,” 122–27, 190); or gnostics, particularly saturnilians 
(d’anna, “Third epistle,” 143).

52. scholars provide a variety of glosses for ἀστόχημα, including échecs, tribula-
tions, afflictions, and failures. White’s recent proposal (“reclaiming Paul?,” 501–503) 
that ἀστόχημα should be translated as “deviant views” is convincing. 

53. White, “reclaiming Paul?,” 499–500, 505–10. White suggests that the image of 
Paul as the defender of the faith against deviant teachings is an image developed from 
the Pastorals.

54. That Paul is described as “in the flesh” rather than simply alive likely ties into 
the doctrinal anxiety of the pseudepigraphon. The numbering of the text follows that of 
Hovhanessian (Third Corinthians). see further n. 59 below.



Fakes, Forgeries, and Fictions168

in keeping with White’s argument, Paul is immediately established as 
the type of person who defends against doctrinal deviance. stephanus’s let-
ter also constructs Paul as the type of person who travels between cities in 
order to defend against those deviant views. However, the text of the Bod-
mer Miscellaneous codex immediately mitigates against the prominence 
of that type of Paul, since he responds instead with a letter. The structure 
of the address appears to contain the usual Pauline elaborations, but rather 
than calling himself an apostle of christ Jesus (cf. rom 1:1; 1, 2 cor 1:1; gal 
1:1; eph 1:1; Phil 1:1; col 1:1; 1, 2 tim 1:1; tit 1:1; Ep. Lao. 1), Paul refers to 
himself as a prisoner of christ Jesus, a title only found elsewhere in the ad-
dress of Philemon.55 as the text unfolds, Paul responds to the corinthians’ 
listed concerns, reaffirming the birth of Jesus by Mary for the purpose of 
saving all flesh and providing arguments for the resurrection of the flesh 
with examples from nature and the Hebrew Bible. 

Following the elaboration of his argument for the resurrection, Paul 
asserts his position as prisoner by describing the bonds on his hands and 
brands on his body (iii.35). With this reiteration, the pseudepigrapher plays 
up the image of Paul as a prisoner. This Paul-as-prisoner image is critical to 
the successful construction of the composite image of Paul in 3 Cor., both 
in comparison to the more widespread reception of Pauline images and re-
garding the coherence of the correspondence as a whole. The image of Paul 
as a prisoner occurs throughout acts.56 Paul is imprisoned with silas in 
Philippi (acts 16), then again in Jerusalem (acts 21) and in caesarea (acts 
25–26).57 Paul as a prisoner is more commonly referenced in a number 
of authentic and pseudepigraphal letters. The most extensive description of 
Paul’s imprisonment takes place in Phil 1:12–30, in which Paul describes his 
imprisonment by the romans and his resignation to his inevitable death. 
as noted, Paul also calls himself a prisoner in Phlm 1 but he references his 
status as a prisoner in Phlm 9 and calls epaphras a prisoner like himself in 
Phlm 23. This kind of co-prisoner language occurs also in col 4:10 (regard-
ing aristarchus), while self-reflexive references to Paul’s being a prisoner/
in chains appear in colossians (4:18), ephesians (3:1; 4:1; and 4:18), La-
odiceans (v. 6), and 2 timothy (1:8 and 2:9).

Paul as prisoner appears as a prominent image propagated within the 
early reception of Paul, especially in some pseudepigraphal letters. This 

55. in codex claromontanus, both the greek and Latin text read “Paul an apostle 
of Jesus christ,” with the greek text adding “servant of christ Jesus” in smaller letters at 
the end of the column, perhaps by the same hand.

56. This image also appears in Acts Paul, which will be treated in depth below.
57. in acts 23:18 and 25:27 Paul is referred to as a prisoner by an opposing official 

(a centurion and by Herod agrippa).
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image provides for the 3 Cor. correspondence a convincing scenario that ex-
plains why Paul wrote a letter rather than visiting the corinthians in person, 
as they requested. as we already saw in 2 corinthians, Polycarp’s Letter to 
the Philippians, and possibly 2 timothy, Paul’s bodily absence pairs with his 
image as a letter writer. if bodily absence serves as a prerequisite for Paul’s 
letter-writing activity, then Paul’s imprisonment provides a reason for such 
absence. as 3 Cor. takes up the Paul-in-prison image the picture of Paul as a 
letter writer is made more compelling. Within the Bodmer text, this image 
is not explicitly tied to any historical circumstance, thus allowing readers to 
imagine any number of imprisonments with which they may be familiar. in 
what follows, i will demonstrate the ways this image is developed in the life 
of the text of 3 Cor.

The Success of 3 Corinthians and Its Textual Instability

The Bodmer Miscellaneous codex provides the earliest and shortest text 
of 3 Cor., though fourth-century attestation in the writings of ephrem and 
aphrahat reflects a diffusion of the text at least from egypt to Persia to 
syria.58 The text appears in a variety of other witnesses, including coptic, 
armenian, and Latin, which collectively attest to four distinct portions of 
the text.59 sections ii and iV contain the letters of the corinthians and Paul 

58. While the Bodmer codex is the earliest and briefest manuscript of 3 Cor., it 
remains to be seen whether or not it represents the “original text.” This designation of 
“original text” is itself a problematic category, now criticized on the basis of its diverse 
usage, material representation, and ideological content. see notably, Parker, Living Text, 
esp. 1–7; epp, “Multivalence.” snyder (Acts of Paul, 152–53) suggests that the Bodmer 
codex best represents the earliest recoverable text, though it may not be a good reflec-
tion of still earlier but now lost manuscripts. Based upon a suggestion from eldon epp, 
snyder defends his qualification noting that P72, a notoriously unreliable manuscript 
of 1–2 Peter and Jude, is collected in the same codex as 3 Cor., and thus may be simi-
larly unreliable. This proposal must be modified somewhat, since the contents of the 
Bodmer codex were copied by different scribes. However, it is generally agreed that 
the scribe of Jude and 1–2 Peter are the same as the scribe of 3 Cor. and the majority of 
corrections were accomplished by the same scribe rather than another working with a 
different Vorlage. see royse, Scribal Habits, 546–70; Wasserman, “Papyrus 72,” 148–54; 
cf. Haines-eitzen, Guardians of Letters, 96–104. in any case, given the problematic na-
ture of the category of “original text,” i am more comfortable considering the Bodmer 
manuscript of 3 Cor. on the basis of its early and independent circulation as a useful 
point of comparison to other extant witnesses.

59. The enumeration and division of 3 Cor. differ in the scholarship on the text. 
roman numerals are the standard means of delineation, though the number of com-
ponent sections are different. For example, klijn (“apocryphal correspondence,” 2) 
divides the text into three portions because he does not include the narrative introduc-
tion found in Acts Paul. Thus, his numbering begins at i, representing the corinthians’ 
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and appear in almost every witness, while sections i and iii are spread out 
through the various manuscripts and are quoted in the works of ephrem 
and aphrahat.60 These additional sections (i and iii) and the variation with 
which they appear in the manuscript tradition allow us to see how the im-
ages of Paul as letter writer and Paul the prisoner is important to the life 
of 3 Cor. as a text. Latin and armenian versions incorporate 3 Cor. into 
the documentary reception of Paul, while its incorporation into Acts Paul 
represent a biographical reflection of Paul’s letter-writing activity.

section iii is a common addition to the correspondence, appearing in 
most armenian manuscripts and the coptic version of Acts Paul (though 
it is absent from the fourth-century Hamburg manuscript of Acts Paul and 
from all but one of the Latin manuscripts), and it details the delivery of 
the corinthians’ letter to Paul, Paul’s reaction, and his decision to respond 
with a letter.61 The textual relationship between these versions is conten-
tious. schmidt argues that armenian versions derive from the circulation 
of the correspondence independently from its incorporation into Acts Paul, 
whereas Luttikhuizen believes that the eastern churches must have received 
the correspondence and the narrative interlude from some version of Acts 
Paul.62 despite the variation of contents and perhaps textual genealogy be-
tween the armenian and Latin versions, they share a common feature: 3 
Cor. is included in biblical codices. This status is somewhat variable. on 
one hand, the syrian/armenian tradition reflects early acceptance of 3 Cor. 
as authoritative—it is included right after 2 corinthians and is treated as 
authoritative by ephrem and aphrahat.63 Most of these texts include the 

letter. For the sake of consonance with recent studies i follow Hovhanessian’s four-fold 
division. Martin rist (“iii corinthians,” 49) also divides the text into four sections but 
uses letters a–d. 

60. The Latin manuscript Z lacks section iV, but does contain section iii. given 
section iii’s description of Paul’s decision to respond with a letter, de Bruyne (“Un 
quatrième manuscrit Latin,” 192) believes that section iV was originally present but has 
been lost. see also Hovhanessian, Third Corinthians, 7–8.

61. see klijn, “apocryphal correspondence,” 2–4; Hovhanessian, Third Corinthi-
ans, 3–8.

62. Luttikhuizen, “apocryphal correspondence,” 78–79. The presence of section 
iii in the syriac/armenian tradition may be best explained by influence of the Acts 
Paul tradition. Though the absence of section i is slightly conspicuous, made more so 
by the fact that ephrem’s commentary includes his own narrative introduction to the 
correspondence.

63. Hovhanessian (Third Corinthians, 5) notes that in most armenian manu-
scripts and ephrem’s commentary, 3 Cor. comes after 2 corinthians, though another 
cluster of manuscripts includes it after revelation. The commentary on and use of 
3 Cor. in ephrem’s and aphrahat’s writings represent earlier treatments of 3 Cor. as 
somewhat authoritative and useful for their particular goals. see Walters, “evidence for 
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narrative interlude, which suggests an interest, not just in the text of the 
letters themselves, but in the activity of Pauline correspondence. The Latin 
manuscript L (codex Laon 45), on the other hand, is explicit that Paul’s 
response to the corinthians is not genuine and it is placed at the end of the 
codex.64 The Latin traditions evince distinct interest in the pseudepigraphal 
constructions of Paul, highlighted by M’s (codex ambrosianus e53 infer. X) 
inclusion of Laodiceans immediately after 3 Cor. in both cases, 3 Cor. enters 
into the documentary reception of Paul, where Paul’s letters are collected 
and organized. This documentary reception occurs for some when Paul’s 
letters are considered genuine, but for others even when they understand 
the authorship of the text to be spurious.

section i is a brief and fragmentary introduction to the letter from 
stephanus occurring only in the sixth-century coptic version (P. Heid. inv. 
kopt. 300+301) of Acts Paul.65 Acts Paul situates 3 Cor. within Paul’s visit 
to Philippi, prefixed to a narrative sequence that ends with Paul’s martyr-
dom.66 The narrative framing constructs a very different quality to the cor-
respondence, which serves to emphasize the image of Paul as a letter writer.67 
This technique can be seen in other apostolic pseudepigrapha, like the 
Letter of Peter to Philip, which constructs what John Marshall has termed 
an “ethos of genre.”68 narrative embedding shifts the letter characteristics 

citations,” who provides a comprehensive treatment of citations and allusions to the 
text in aphrahat.

64. see Hovhanessian, Third Corinthians, 6–7.
65. The Philippian episode, in which 3 Cor. is embedded, is entirely absent from 

the Hamburg manuscript of Acts Paul; however, the top of p. 6 of P. Hamb. includes 
the heading ἀπὸ Φι[λί]ππων εἰς Κόρινθον (From Philippi to corinth). see schmidt 
and schubart, Act Pauli, 44–45, 98–100. P. Hamburg is important to consider as it is 
perhaps two centuries earlier than P. Heidelberg and is greek, rather than coptic. sny-
der argues (Acts of Paul, 196) that it is simplest to assume that the Hamburg compiler 
did not know the Philippian episode. if snyder is correct, then it is difficult to know 
whether 3 Cor. was embedded in the Philippian episode before or after that episode was 
incorporated into Acts Paul as a whole.

66. For an english translation of the Philippian episode, including 3 Cor., see 
schneemelcher, “acts of Paul.” snyder has argued (Acts of Paul, 196–212, 254–56) that 
Paul’s travel from corinth to rome was added early on to the Martyrdom of Paul in 
order to form a narrative sequence describing Paul’s “passion,” and forms a base for 
both the Hamburg and Heidelberg manuscripts. He goes on to argue that the Philip-
pian episode is loosely connected to the passion narrative, as we now see reflected in 
the Heidelberg manuscript.

67. Thus, i modify snyder’s points that the image of “a Paul who was absent in 
the flesh but present in letter was reduced to one among many” (Acts of Paul, 189). My 
argument positions Paul’s letter-writing image as becoming more prominent in relation 
to itself when it is embedded within other images significant to Acts Paul.

68. Marshall, “When You Make the inside,” 93. Marshall argues that the Letter of 
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from stereotyped formal features to foregrounded description of epistolary 
activity, including composition and delivery (i.e., sending and receiving let-
ters). section i describes the conflict in corinth due to the arrival of simon 
and cleobius which instigates the corinthians’ letter. two letter carriers 
are named (Threptus and eutychus), who are to deliver the letter to Paul. 
textual variation in P. Heid. also serves to foreground Paul’s letter-writing 
activity. Whereas the Bodmer Miscellaneous codex as well as the armenian 
and Latin versions mention that Paul may reply to the corinthians with a 
letter, the Heidelberg version simply requests that Paul visit.69 This omission 
produces a strong juxtaposition between the corinthians’ request for Paul’s 
visit and his reply by letter. That Paul may respond to doctrinal deviance by 
a letter is by now a perfectly natural and expected procedure. The Acts Paul 
version also includes section iii, which, as we have seen, describes the de-
livery of the letter to Paul by letter carriers, Paul’s distraught reception of the 
letter, and his decision to respond with a letter. This interlude participates in 
the narrative foregrounding of Paul’s imprisonment and subsequent letter-
writing activity. Unfortunately, the portion of the Philippian episode fol-
lowing Paul’s letter is missing in P. Heid., though Paul apparently is released 
from prison and eventually is able to continue on to corinth.

The inclusion of 3 Cor. in Acts Paul bears witness to the continued 
play on the image of Paul as a letter writer and the interesting confluence of 
receptive poles. Play on Paul as a letter writer should not be surprising given 
its currency within the correspondence and since Paul’s commemoration 
as literate and as a letter writer was, by the sixth century, well-established. 
a conflation of receptive poles occurs with Acts Paul insofar as the pseude-
pigraphal 3 Cor. is simultaneously incorporated into a biographical con-
struction of Paul and into a Pauline collection of sorts. certainly, Acts Paul 
should be distinguished from Pauline letter collections of the first and sec-
ond centuries or the inclusion of 3 Cor. into the canonical collections of the 

Peter to Philip’s invented narrative frame is valuable for setting up the following narra-
tive and for setting forth a particular ethical programme (ibid., 92). Third Corinthians is 
to be distinguished on this point given that it’s narrative frame is a secondary editorial 
technique. even so, when embedded in Acts Paul, the correspondence evokes the ethos 
of the letter genre similar to that in the Letter of Peter to Philip.

69. schneemelcher reconstructs v. 7 as “do thou [write to us or] come to us.” The 
inclusion of “write to us” in this location is evidently derivative of the armenian and 
the Latin L, since ephrem, M, and P. Bodm. X place the request for writing in v. 8. 
schmidt makes the similar observation that the Latin and armenian versions include 
the request that Paul visit or write. While lacunate, P. Heid. does not seem to have room 
for the conjecture that schneemelcher seems to suggest. see schmidt, Acta Pauli, 75, 
40* and Tafelband, 46. see also Hovhanessian, Third Corinthians, 140, for a collation of 
the variants.
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Latin and armenian Bibles. However, comparison between the Hamburg 
and Heidelberg manuscripts, alongside the other independent portions of 
Acts Paul (e.g., the Acts of Paul and Thecla, the Martyrdom of Paul, and 
the Ephesus Act), indicate that a biographical collection of Paul took on a 
documentary flavour akin to that of Paul’s letters.

How Pauline is 3 Corinthians and Did It Matter?

to what extent can we call 3 Cor. Pauline? The question of the traction of 
3 Cor. with the undisputed Pauline letters has occupied scholars for some 
time. The correspondence quite evidently betrays some allusive connection 
with a wide variety of Pauline letters, although exact parallels are debated. 
Hovhanessian argues that using the name of Paul in a somewhat plausible 
historical circumstance is enough to reclaim Paul from those heretics who 
“captured” his persona.70 snyder argues that at least with regard to teaching 
about resurrection, flesh (σάρξ) in 3 Cor. and body (σῶμα) in 1 corinthi-
ans 15 are interchangeable, making the pseudepigraphal Paul look pretty 
“Pauline.”71 This proposal, however, neglects the extensive Pauline argu-
ment against σάρξ especially in romans and completely ignores Benjamin 
L. White’s argument that 3 Cor. invokes the image of Paul as defender from 
the Pastorals so strongly that the Pauline teaching on the resurrection is able 
to be completely reformulated.72 d’anna likewise points out some significant 
discrepancies between 3 Cor. and other Pauline texts, including shifts in the 
meaning of σάρξ, therefore questioning its success as a pseudepigraphon.73 

There is little doubt that the Pastorals enact a powerful pivot for the 
reception of Pauline images.74 in this case, White’s formulation can be a 

70. Hovhanessian (Third Corinthians, 82–87) is evidently still enticed by the Pau-
line captivity narrative. 

71. snyder, Acts of Paul, 173–85.
72. White, “reclaiming Paul?,” esp. 510–16.
73. d’anna, “Third epistle,” 142–48. d’anna also refers to some additional shifts 

in terminology and states that, while the pseudepigrapher esteems Paul and invokes his 
authority, Paul “was not assimilated in any deep way” (ibid., 143). This is interestingly 
reminiscent of Lieu’s thesis of the “elusive Paul.”

74. aageson makes the instructive insight that the Pastorals function as hinge let-
ters between the historical Paul and the Pauline legacy. The continued dispute over 
authorship operates on the basis of strained coherence with the undisputed Paulines, 
whereas a number of other studies have emerged investigating the reception of the 
Pastorals and the earliest interpreters of Paul. one’s decision about authorship “sim-
ply moves the Pastorals from one side of that balance point to the other” (aageson, 
Paul, 6–7). The effects of the Pastorals as opening hermeneutical opportunities for the 
Pauline legacy have been thoroughly explored in Merz, Die fiktive Selbstauslegung; and 
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compelling explanation for why 3 Cor. was received as thoroughly Pauline 
in diffuse geographical and temporal locations. However, as 3 Cor. is re-
ceived and reproduced in various literary contexts, especially into Acts Paul, 
contradictions emerge that potentially confirm d’anna’s reservations. For 
example, in the corinthian episode, cleobius is cast as a prophetic figure 
who confirms Paul’s impending martyrdom.75 However, in the preceding 
Philippian episode, cleobius is an agitator who stirs up trouble in corinth, 
prompting the correspondence between Paul and the corinthians. in both 
of these cases, cleobius is an important constituent in the construction of 
Paul the letter writer and Paul the martyr in rome in the compiled Acts of 
Paul. Yet, these differing images utilize very different portrayals of cleobius 
How is it that the compiler of Acts Paul allowed for this kind of tension? 
We may also notice that different episodes reflect different relationships 
with the Pastorals. as White has shown, the relationship between 3 Cor. and 
the Pastorals operates on the level of a shared imagination of Paul as a de-
fender of tradition against heresy, as well as on the level of literary parallels.76 
Both the Pauline image and the literary parallels in particular derive from 
all three Pastoral epistles, which possibly provide evidence for the writer’s 
generally positive disposition toward the Pastorals as a unit. on the other 
hand, the Acts of Paul and Thecla diverge from the Pastorals, perhaps, as 
den dulk has argued, so that the Acts of Paul and Thecla uses 2 timothy to 
argue against the socially conservative emphases of 1 timothy and titus.77 
This internal contradiction was already noticed by tertullian, yet the Hei-
delberg manuscript includes both the Philippian episode (including 3 Cor.) 
and Paul and Thecla, both of which reflect widely different productions of 
the image of Paul relative to shared literary sources.78 it seems that by the 
time 3 Cor. was incorporated into Acts Paul, the Pauline legend had little 
room for distinction between the historical Paul and the received Paul and 
even “hinge texts” like the Pastoral epistles could be marshalled with vary-

Mitchell, “corrective composition.”
75. see the translation of the corinthians episode in schneemelcher, “acts of Paul,” 

257–58.
76. see the discussion and a helpful table in White, Remembering Paul, 116–21.
77. den dulk, “i Permit no Woman.” The direction of influence between the 

Pastorals and Acts Paul is disputed, especially in Macdonald, Legend and the Apostle, 
59–65. Both den dulk (“i Permit no Woman,” 192–95) and ehrman (Forgery and 
Counterforgery, 379–84) effectively affirm the literary direction coming from the Pas-
torals to Acts Paul.

78. tertullian argues against the right of women to teach and baptize in De bap-
tismo 17, suggesting that some have appealed to Thecla’s example in Acts Paul. tertul-
lian is adamant that this text is a forgery and does not represent the teaching of the real 
Paul, citing 1 cor 14:35 for support.
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ing effects in the reproductions of Pauline images. Likewise, the images of 
Paul as a letter writer and Paul as martyr seem to be more significant than 
the contradicting activities of what appears to be a single character.

early forms of 3 Cor. contributed to the developing image of Paul as 
a letter writer, an image that seems to have enabled the continued produc-
tion and use of pseudepigraphal Pauline texts. Further, for this image to 
be compelling, it required a close association with the image of Paul as a 
prisoner. again, we see this briefly in early forms of the correspondence, 
but increasingly, Paul as letter writer pairs with a more concrete image of a 
Pauline imprisonment associated with Philippi. Paul’s letter to the Philip-
pians is probably one reason why that image was propagated, but a Pauline 
imprisonment in Philippi is mentioned in the canonical acts as well. in 
the coptic Acts of Paul, a robust image of Paul’s letter-writing activity fits 
naturally within an episode that places Paul in prison in the city of Philippi. 
as images of Paul were developed and naturalized into the imagination of 
christians in late antiquity, a coherence operating between certain images 
enabled the reproduction of Pauline texts for which contradictions on other 
levels became less pronounced.

conclusion

according to alberto d’anna’s recent article, 3 Cor. uses a Pauline pseud-
onym because of a shared understanding of the authority of that name, yet 
d’anna problematizes the success of the correspondence on the basis of an 
incoherence of theology between the pseudepigraphon and the historical 
Paul’s letters. in contrast to this hypothesis, i have considered the question 
of the success of a pseudepigraphal letter within the context of reception 
history. Building on the work especially of White and Marguerat, i have 
emphasized the interaction between Pauline image and the strategies used 
to deploy that image, with special attention to the textual history of 3 Cor. 
as a means of tracing the strategic deployment of Pauline images. in spite of 
muted early images of Paul as a letter writer, 3 Cor. makes use of and builds 
upon this image through the use of a fictive correspondence between Paul 
and the corinthians—arguably a somewhat natural connection of image 
and genre. This particular strategy of constructing Paul as a letter writer in a 
pseudepigraphal correspondence (Marguerat’s doctoral pole) invokes a cer-
tain logical circularity that recommends its success. one could thus believe 
that Paul wrote this response letter because Paul is the type of person who 
would have written this letter. Third Corinthians also relies upon pairing the 
image of Paul as a letter writer with the image of Paul in prison—an ideal 
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context for letter-writing activity. attention to the textual history of 3 Cor. 
provides striking confirmation of this hypothesis as the image of Paul as 
letter writer is emphasized while the text of 3 Cor. is enlarged using different 
receptive strategies. Third Corinthians enjoyed documentary reception as it 
was gathered with various other texts in the Bodmer Miscellaneous codex 
and as it was added later to Paul’s other letters in some armenian and Latin 
Bibles. Acts Paul reflects Marguerat’s biographical pole as it incorporates 
Paul’s letter-writing activity into the narrative re-telling of his exploits. in 
fact, the Heidelberg manuscript of Acts Paul instantiates the convergence of 
all three of Marguerat’s receptive strategies in the reproduction of the image 
of Paul as an imprisoned letter writer: a pseudepigraphal correspondence is 
placed in a narrative framework that consisted in the collection of several 
episodes detailing the exploits of Paul.
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“Days of Our Lives”
Destructive Homemakers  
in the Passion of Andrew

Anne Moore

according to kate Bowes, the characteristics of soap operas include “an 
emphasis on family life, personal relationships, sexual dramas, emotional 
and moral conflicts; some coverage of topical issues; set in familiar domestic 
interiors with only occasional excursions into new locations.”1 soap operas 
tend to follow the everyday activities and the personal relationships of a 
group of characters who, at least in the american and canadian versions, are 
often glamorous, wealthy, and beautiful. The overlapping storylines of the 
different characters feature romance, duplicitous relationships, fraudulent 
pasts, deceitful characters, and extramarital affairs intersected with numer-
ous and frequent plot twists featuring mysterious strangers. The Passion of 
Andrew,2 specifically chs. 1–13, occurs in the domestic interiors of aegeates’ 
domus—specifically, the bedrooms of the wealthy roman couple aegeates 
and his beautiful wife Maximilla. The bedrooms are the sites for sexual dra-
mas: developing, but hidden, relationships between Maximilla, her brother-

1. Bowles, “soap opera,” 119.
2. edition by Jean-Marc Prieur, Acta Andreae; and accessible english translation 

by Macdonald, Acts of Andrew.
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in-law stratocles, and the mysterious stranger andrew, and the formulation 
of a deceitful arrangement intended to provide aegeates with a “fake wife.” 
The story features emotional and moral conflicts over the fulfillment of so-
cial obligations associated with the roman elite family and the alternative 
lifestyle advocated by the apostle andrew—an alternative that ultimately 
destroys aegeates’ household from within. 

This comparison between soap operas and the Passion of Andrew may 
highlight some of the dramatic, even comedic, elements of the apocryphal 
text; however, the comparison also provides some insight into the classi-
fication of “gynocentric” genres and in turn, how scholarship has shifted 
towards a formulation of social roles as a means through which to com-
prehend both the characters within a text and the audience interpreting 
the text. This examination discusses this shift in soap opera scholarship in 
terms of understanding soap operas as a “gynocentric” genre and how this 
shift illuminates a similar transition in the classification of the Passion of 
Andrew as a “text for women.” Further, the focus on social roles that is part 
of this scholarly shift will be presented and then utilized in the interpreta-
tion of the characters of Maximilla and the two female slaves, iphidama 
and euclia. analyzing these female characters in terms of their social roles 
reveals the destructive impact of Maximilla’s actions as she “brings down” 
the household she was obligated to protect and preserve.

soAp operAs As WoMen’s texts

initial scholarship on soap operas classified these “tV texts” as illustra-
tions of a “gynocentric” genre, a genre based in women’s culture, focused 
on women’s issues, and directed to women spectators. Within this academic 
discourse, annette kuhn raises a major issue in reference to the theoretical 
frameworks employed. according to kuhn, early analysis of soap operas 
adopted a film theory framework, a framework drawn from the criticism-
oriented tradition of literary studies.3 Both film and literary frameworks, 
specifically in reference to gender, incorporate particular insights from 
psychoanalysis, resulting in an emphasis on “representation and feminine 
subjectivity.”4 tania Modleski’s analysis of soap opera provides an illus-
tration of this “film theory” approach. according to Modleski, soap operas 
present various personal and domestic crises that are resolved with or 
through female skills. The narratives of crises and their resolutions appeal to 
female spectators because they are grounded in the female/domestic sphere, 

3. kuhn, “Women’s genres,” 18–19.
4. ibid., 19.
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feature female protagonists, and challenge the patriarchal construction of 
the female subject.5 “Modeleski’s view,” kuhn says, “is that soaps not only 
address female spectators, but in so doing construct feminine subject posi-
tions which transcend patriarchal modes of subjectivity.”6 soap operas are 
part of the process for the reconstruction of the female gender. 

Modleski’s observation about soap operas is analogous to some of the 
early scholarship on the apocryphal acts (aa).7 setting aside whether the 
texts were written by women, told and recorded/edited by men, or, like soap 
operas, drew upon tales of and about women that were reworked into a 
new narrative, there is the assumption that the aa were part of a specific 
process of gender construction. in fact, the narratives of both soap operas 
and the aa seem to function in a very similar way in that there are vari-
ous crises in terms of relationships—both domestic and romantic—that are 
resolved through feminine cunning. and through this storyline, overlying 
systems of patriarchy are revealed and the potential for an alternative gen-
der construction is provided. The aa served early christian women who, 
especially through the adoption of a chaste ascetic lifestyle, could challenge 
and liberate themselves from some of the patriarchal structures of second- 
to fourth-century roman/christian society. The aa offer an alternative to 
the traditional roles of wife and mother. This is vividly the situation with 
Maximilla, who uses euclia to play the role of the wife in bed with her hus-
band, aegeates. Maximilla is freed from her sexual duties and her obligation 
to ensure the continuation of her husband’s house through the creation of a 
legitimate heir. analogously, the soap operas provided women of the 1960s 
(and thereafter) with an alternative to the traditional role of housewife and 
mother; women could acknowledge both their sexuality as the sought-after 
“other woman” and their self-sufficiency as the divorced wife, both of whom 
function outside the male sphere of power. 

This similarity between the possible function of soap operas and the 
aa confirms one of kuhn’s observations about the specific theoretical 
frameworks inherent in film/literary criticism and issues of gender. kuhn 
notes that within these frameworks, gender is produced through represen-
tation found in the text. This construction of gender through representation 
tends towards the universal, rather than the specific.8 The discussion is on 
how the texts are representing female gender and then how the spectator/

5. Modleski, Loving with a Vengeance; Modleski, “search for tomorrow.”
6. kuhn, “Women’s genres,” 20. 
7. davies, Revolt of the Widows; Macdonald, Legend and the Apostle; Burrus, 

Chastity as Autonomy; and solevag, Birthing Salvation.
8. kuhn, “Women’s genres,” 23.
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reader engages and interacts with this textual representation as part of her 
own gender construction. Quoting kuhn, the “spectator, for example, is a 
subject constituted in signification, interpellated by the film or tV text.”9 
now, kuhn does not infer that the spectator/reader is solely a product of 
the text. Through her interaction with the text, the reader does bring into 
conversation with the text other discourses. kuhn’s point though is that 
there are certain proclivities within this literary/film theory framework that 
emphasizes: 1) gender as a product of representation; 2) the text as the sig-
nificant focus, and 3) the spectator and/or reader as engaged with gender 
construction or re-positioning. These emphases tend to produce a more 
universalist presentation of gender, and results in the neglect of the cultural 
and social specifics inherent in the context of the text and the audience.

The early scholarship on the aa demonstrates similar proclivities; 
these similar proclivities are partly the product of a shared framework: 
the literary/film theory approach to the study of gender. steven L. davis, 
dennis r. Macdonald, and Virginia Burrus—each advocating varying 
theories in terms of whether the texts were told by women, developed out 
of a stock of women’s tales, or were written by women—all focus on how 
gender is represented in the aa and all assume the aa address the issue 
of re-positioning the female gender within an alternative lifestyle of chaste 
asceticism.10 stefaniw Blossom, for her part, brings into the discussion ga-
len’s medical insights about the biology of sex; however, this is a supple-
ment to the gender representations derived from the aa.11 There is then the 
resulting depiction of a universalist “female” gender and the accompanying 
idea of women defying patriarchy through the adoption of christian as-
ceticism. This universalist view of gender has been challenged and criticized 
by gillian clark, Peter Brown, and kate cooper.12 Quoting gillian clark, 
“There is no certainty that our own dissatisfaction was shared by women 
of the time, whose experience and expectation were to be different from 
our own.”13 clark, Brown, and cooper emphasize the social construction 
of gender; each society developed its own specific view of femaleness and 
maleness.

The other framework used in the analysis of soap opera is provided 
through tV theory, or what would now be termed Media studies. The 

9. ibid., 23.
10. davis, Revolt of the Widows; Macdonald, Legend and the Apostle; Burrus, 

“chastity as autonomy”; Burrus, Chastity as Autonomy. 
11. Blossom, “Becoming Men, staying Women.”
12. clark, Women in Late Antiquity, 4. see also cooper, Virgin and the Bride, 

67–72; and Brown, Body and Society. 
13. clark, Women in Late Antiquity, 4.
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genealogy of Media studies has family branches largely within the social 
sciences, specifically sociology, anthropology, and cultural studies. Within 
this framework, one of the major assumptions is a focus on the context. The 
medium is examined as a product created through and as part of a series of 
social processes and institutions. This attention towards context results in 
a shift in focus from spectator/reader to social audience. a social audience 
refers to a group formed of spectators who are in “the social act of consum-
ing representations.”14 The shift to a social audience means one examines 
a group of spectators who already possess identities determined by class, 
social status, economics, and gender. The shift is evident in the various me-
dia studies that quantitatively and qualitatively examine the demographics 
of specific audiences. so, the contexts of the audience members become a 
significant focus.

charlotte Brunsdon, in her analysis of a British soap opera, proposes a 
mediating position between the frameworks of film theory and tV theory. 

i should like to make a distinction between the subject positions 
that a text constructs, and the social subject who may or may 
not take these positions up. We can usefully analyze the ‘you’ 
or ‘yous’ that the text as discourse constructs, but we cannot as-
sume that any individual will necessarily occupy these positions. 
The relation of the audience to the text will not be determined 
solely by that text, but by all positionalities in relation to a whole 
range of other discourses—discourses of motherhood, romance 
and sexuality, for example.15

First, implied in the ‘you’ or ‘yous’ constructed by a text’s discourse 
is the variety and complexity of the social audience. The ‘yous’ represent 
the layered identities inherent within most groups. second, the subject 
positions that the soap opera constructs derive significantly from the nar-
rative’s social setting and the characters’ social interaction including: sexual 
relations, economic status, social class, and other familial connections.16 
in addition, the plotline of a soap opera does depend on the “twists and 
turns,” the revelation of secrets and the discovery of deceit and forgeries; 
however, it is reliant on “constructing moral consensus about the conduct of 
personal life. There is an endless unsettling, discussion and resettling within 
the sphere of personal relationships.”17 in other words, the perennial soap 
opera question is what is the moral character of this person? This means 

14. kuhn, “Women’s genres,” 23.
15. Brunsdon, “‘crossroads’” 32. 
16. kuhn, “Women’s genres,” 34.
17. ibid., 35.
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that the text is focused on the construction of social identities, which are 
gendered; however, the emphasis remains on the social. The social audience, 
formed from a group of social subjects, is responding and interacting with 
these social identities. so, according to Brundson, the focus is not on the 
construction of the female gender; rather, it is the construction and interac-
tion with the social position of the mother, which is gendered. Brundson, 
therefore, emphasizes that one of the competences required of the viewers 
of soap operas is “[c]ultural knowledge of the socially acceptable codes and 
conventions for the conduct of personal life.”18 

soAp operA in the pAssion oF AndreW

continuing with the comparison, there was/is a shift within the study of the 
aa that focuses more on the social context—specifically “the socially ac-
ceptable codes and conventions for the conduct of personal life.”19andrew 
Jacobs places his discussion of the aa within the context of the emperor 
augustus’s reform of marriage and the subsequent development of con-
jugal ethics. specifically, in the Passion of Andrew, conjugal ethics frame 
the expectations of the social roles of the husband and wife aegeates and 
Maximilla. aegeates addresses his wife through the language of concordia. 
“sex for aegeates,” Jacobs writes, “represents a higher union in which female 
sexual submission becomes aristocratic, wifely ‘fellowship’ (as Plutarch 
might have described it).”20 in following the apostle andrew, Maximilla 
is choosing an alternative kinship; another family framed by a christian 
ethos. aegeates, rejected by his wife, dies without direct heirs and stratocles 
rejects the brother’s property. as Jacobs writes, “The marital union has 
failed on all counts—not even children were produced—and this failure 
signals the breakdown of a markedly upper-class oikonomia of status and 
gender relations.”21 in other words, Jacobs’s analysis is focused on the text’s 
construction of social positions—the elite wife and husband—and the ex-
pectations of conduct within the roman household. However, both soap 
operas and the aa include a more expansive view of family. in particular, 
the roman household, which is the focus of the aa, includes the slaves, 
freeborn and the extended biological family of the elite householders.22 in 

18. Brundson,“‘crossroads,’” 36.
19. ibid., 36.
20. Jacobs, “‘Her own Proper kinship’,” 37.
21. ibid., 40.
22. saller’s review of the term familia (“Familia, Domus,” 336–55), which, in le-

gal discourse, consisted of slaves, the mater and children. in social discourse, familia 
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other words, there are additional social positions and relationships to be 
considered.

rebecca solevag in her recent work on the intersection of childbirth-
ing and salvation discourse in early christian texts addresses the social 
categories of class and gender; building upon some of Jacob’s examinations, 
she discusses some of the social codes and conventions inherent within the 
roman familia.23 The competition between aegeates and andrew, for sol-
evag, is framed by role expectations inherent within exemplary portraits 
of roman manhood. aegeates has the necessary trappings of the patria 
familias: a high political position, wealth, authority within the community, 
and a high-born wife. However, he is unable to fulfill some of the major 
expectations associated with his social role such as: 1) the companionship 
of a submissive and obedient wife; 2) the presence of children to ensure his 
legacy; and 3) the loyalty of his slaves. in particular, he does not possess 
the self-control that is expected and required of all roman male elites. He 
is defeated by andrew, who as an exemplar of “philosopher masculinity,” 
is the epitome of self-restraint and whose philosophical words win over 
Maximilla and produce an heir/child in the form of stratocles, aegeates’ 
own brother. solevag’s analysis does illuminate various aspects of aa, es-
pecially in terms of the language surrounding birth and salvation, and the 
significance of andrew’s classification of Maximilla as an alternative eve to 
his adam. However, her examination focuses on Maximilla, stratocles, and 
aegeates. There is a lack of attention to the social sphere of the household, in 
all of its differing personal relationships and variety of roles. This is particu-
larly apparent in the discussion of the slaves iphidama and euclia. They are 
reduced to stereotypes: “We may recognize this type/antitype in the Acts. 
iphidama and alcman are presented as ‘faithful slaves’; whereas euclia, on 
the other hand fits the stereotype of the ‘enemy slave.’”24 euclia’s character 
is reduced to the wanton woman, an uppity strumpet whose pride results 
in a very violent death. However, as any audience member of Coronation 
Street knows, or as Brundson would advocate, the minor characters in a 
soap opera are not mere stereotypes. The minor characters are social sub-
jects and they are part of the social sphere of the family. They also contribute 
to the discussion and analysis surrounding the “socially acceptable codes 
and conventions for the conduct of personal life.”25 The relationships and 

“usually meant only the slaves of the house, as distinct from the freeborn mother and 
children, or sometimes a lineage sharing a nomen or clan name” (saller, “symbols of 
gender and status,” 87).

23. solevag, Birthing Salvation, 137–97.
24. ibid., 166.
25. Brundson,“‘crossroads,’” 36.
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actions between iphidama, euclia and Maximilla reveal how corrupting and 
destructive Maximilla becomes in terms of her own husband’s household.

to further aid in the reconstruction of the social roles and conventions 
of the roman household, i draw upon insights provided by sinclair Bell and 
others in an edited collection of essays entitled, Role Models in the Roman 
World: Identity and Assimilation. Bell proposes the adoption of the sociolo-
gist robert Merton’s understanding of role models and role sets as tools for 
understanding roman society.26 For Bell, the issue is to find an appropri-
ate set of methodological tools for comprehending and analyzing roman 
culture, a set of tools that reflect the predominant collectivist identity of 
the romans rather than the individualism of the modern researcher. The 
scholarly consensus of the roman world, as a highly competitive society in 
which behavior is governed by the public codes of honor and shame and 
determined by social class, necessitates a social understanding of identity. 
Bell thinks that Merton’s idea of ‘role-model’ may be useful. Quoting Bell, 

Following Merton, an individual does not possess a single sta-
tus and single role in society’s structure; rather society is made 
up of interrelated statuses and roles. status can be explained as 
one’s particular position in society, while a role is the behavior 
expected of occupants of a particular status. one’s roles are ori-
ented toward “reference groups,” the larger categories or groups 
of people in society to which individuals compare themselves 
(but to which they may not necessarily belong). so for any given 
status (e.g. parent, educator) one assumes an array of roles cali-
brated to meet the specific, individual set of expectations of the 
reference groups in his or her orbit (e.g. children, colleagues). 
This is the essence of Merton’s theory of the “role-set”: that an 
individual has a status to which is attached the role or patterns 
of behavior expected by his or her respective reference groups.27 

Merton’s idea of role-model and role-set coheres with Brundson’s focus on 
social positions and the “codes and conventions” that would govern one’s 
behavior. Brundson and Bell both acknowledge that the “codes and conven-
tions” of family life and the role-sets for romans are constructed from the 
various cultural texts of the society. They are found in more legal formats, 
conversations about the ideal, and other discourses about the family. For 
example, Maximilla has a “role-set” associated with her status as an elite 
wife of a proconsul. This role-set includes her relationships with her hus-
band, slaves, brother-in-law, wandering tramps and/or philosophers, and 

26. Bell, “role Models,” 1–39. 
27. ibid., 3.
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other elite romans, and her behavior associated with each of these roles 
differs. Her role as wife requires submission and obedience to her husband, 
while her role as domina requires authority and control. Bell’s suggestion 
coincides with the expectations found in the roman empire. The various 
elaborations on household codes from which the new testament letters (1 
timothy) and clement of alexandria (Paedagogus) drew their visions of the 
ideal household featured the common triad of husband and wife, father and 
son, and master and slave. each element of this triad focuses on a specific 
relationship, which is governed by a set of codes of behavior that define the 
specific roles.

For this investigation, i will focus on iphidama and euclia and their 
role-set as slaves within aegeates’ familia. This attention to their role-set 
and the specific behaviors associated with these roles shows that they are 
more than stereotypes. iphidama and euclia are not merely representations 
of the “faithful” and “enemy” slaves;28 rather, their behaviors contribute 
to the disruption, confrontation and destruction of the social codes and 
conventions governing an elite domus and the positioning of an alternative 
family in terms of andrew’s christian ethos. 

destructive hoMeMAKers

First, as a social institution, slavery was not merely economic; it was also an 
indication of the status and wealth of the familia and the slaves’ behavior was 
tied to the family’s honour.29 This meant that the slaves, who functioned as 
majordomos, stewards, foremen, chamberlains, readers, secretaries, clerks, 
financial administrators, and priests, not only provided financial support, 
but the manner and skill with which they conducted their tasks reflected 
on their owners in terms of their ability to manage appropriately.30 The ro-
man historians and the greek novel An Ethiopian Story provide examples of 
serving slaves being dressed in elaborate and expensive costumes to visually 
display the wealth of their owners.31 generally, one of the standards used 
to judge both the dominus and domina were their ability to manage their 
familia of slaves. in other words, the codes governing slave behavior were a 
major part of the life of the domus.

28. Harrill, “domestic enemy,” 232; see also solevag, Birthing Salvation, 165–68.
29. Joshel, Slavery in the Roman World, 184–85.
30. ibid., 179–83.
31. The sources are surveyed in Bradley, Slavery and Society at Rome, 87–88; 

Joshel, Slavery in the Roman World, 134–35.
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iphidama’s role-set includes first and foremost her role as handmaiden 
or attending slave to her mistress, Maximilla. specifically, she may be a 
cubicularii (bedroom servant), who performed some of the most intimate 
aspects of personal grooming and were also renowned as confidants.32 or, 
she may be an ornatix who was more equivalent to a personal maid who 
served her mistress both in public and private contexts.33 given that iphi-
dama is often tasked with errands and does accommodate her mistress in 
public places such as andrew’s prison, she is probably an ornatix. Within 
this role, as described by solevag, ipidama adheres to the expected set of 
behaviors. iphidama performs her tasks faithfully; she follows her domina’s 
instructions, and she is quiet, subservient.34 indeed, “iphidama seems to be 
nothing but an extension of Maximilla.”35

However, iphidama’s role-set is not strictly limited to fulfilling tasks 
for Maximilla. attending slaves or handmaids, due to their intimate rela-
tionship with the matrona, become part of the domus’s display of honor and 
status. a matrona was required to display her prudentia (prudence). This 
involved the wearing of appropriate garments and travelling “with a female 
slave attendant in public, preferably one unattractive enough not to attract 
inappropriate attention from male bystanders.”36 cicero’s speech Pro Caelio 
(2.7.3–4) confirms that the public behavior of a married woman included 
wearing a minimum of jewelry and being attended by preferably older com-
panions. The handmaiden is one of the few slave roles that is displayed in 
funerary inscriptions and art. Marice rose notes that “surviving evidence of 
the roles of domestic slave women comes from the first and second centu-
ries c.e., when funerary inscriptions named individual slaves who were as-
signed to the caretaking of wardrobe and of specific objects, such as mirrors 
and jewelry.”37 also in funerary art, and later in more elaborate representa-
tions such as the fourth-century silver Projecta casket, the late fourth-/early 
fifth-century sevso casket, the fifth-century mosaic from the baths of the 
villa at sidi ghrib in cathrage, and the late fourth-century dominus Julius 
mosaic from carthage, there are scenes depicting the domina attended by 
her slave(s) as she prepares herself for public viewing. These depictions are 

32. Joshel, Slavery in the Roman World, 180. 
33. ibid. 
34. solevag, Birthing Salvation, 166.
35. ibid., 167.
36. Perry, Gender, 11. 
37. rose, “construction of Mistress and slave,” 41. amy richlin (“Making Up a 

Woman,” 166–96) notes that roman men, on the one hand, viewed a women’s prepara-
tion as a preparation for love-making; however, they also understood it as a coverage 
for flaws and aging. 
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part of the visual rhetoric of the elite; the image of mistress with her symbols 
of wealth—jewelry, mirrors, and slaves—reinforces the social status of the 
woman and her household. These images also “idealize slaves’ relationship 
with their mistresses.”38 collectively, the image of mistress and handmaiden 
present the ideal behavior required of both within the household. in other 
words, iphidama’s role-set includes a set of behaviors expected in terms of 
maintaining or establishing the honor and status of the family, concerns 
that are predominantly associated with aegeates as the dominus. There is 
an expectation that attending slaves or handmaidens protect the honor of 
the familia.39 

iphidama, in her role of protecting or maintaining the honor of the 
family, fails. as reported to aegeates by one of the slaves, “My mistress, fol-
lowing iphidama’s lead, became acquainted with this stranger. she has so 
given way to desire for him that she loves no one more than him, including 
you i would say” (Pass. Andr. 25). The slave continues his report speak-
ing about how the corruption of aegeates’ household includes his brother. 
in fact, as shown by saundra schwartz, the literary trope of the adulterous 
wife is evoked in the text.40 iphidama, whose role as handmaiden focuses 
on the presentation and protection of her mistress and thereby contributes 
to the family’s honor and status, has facilitated adultery. she is the one who 
introduces andrew to Maximilla; she is present in the bedroom when an-
drew and Maximilla meet, and, as an attending slave, she probably assists 
Maximilla in her disguises. she certainly is key in maintaining Maximilla’s 
contact with andrew even while he is in prison. solevag is correct that 
“iphidama acts dutifully (πιστῶς, 28) and is called faithful (πιστοτάτη, 28).”41 
However, as solevag also notes, this praise comes from andrew, the other 
man in this strange love triangle. Therefore, in terms of iphidama’s role-set 
as a slave within the domus of aegeates, she has served her mistress; howev-
er, at the same time she has contributed to the destruction of the household 
by introducing and supporting Maximilla’s contact with andrew. 

generally, the consensus is that euclia is a “bad girl”42 or Maximilla’s 
“evil twin.”43 However, this portrayal becomes more complex once one 
considers euclia’s role-set. First, as numerous scholars have discussed, 
one of the major roles performed by slaves, especially female slaves, is the 

38. rose, “construction of Mistress and slave,” 45. 
39. glancy, “Mistress-slave dialectic,” 77–80.
40. schwartz, “From Bedroom to courtroom,” 267–311.
41. solevag, Birthing Salvation, 166.
42. ibid., 167.
43. schwartz, “From Bedroom to courtroom,” 301.
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sexual servicing of their masters and/or mistresses.44 This idea is ubiquitous 
throughout the roman empire. seneca notes, “Unchastity is a crime in the 
freeborn, a necessity for a slave, a duty for a freedman” (Impudicita in in-
genuo crimen est, in servo necessitas, in libero officium; Controversies 4. Praef. 
10; ed. and trans. Winterbottom). Plutarch recommends that a wife not be 
jealous of her husband’s slave girl because “it is respect for her [the wife] 
which leads him to share his debauchery, licentiousness, and wantonness 
with another woman” (Mor. 140B; trans. Fowler). The poems of Martial, the 
writings of Musonius rufus, and Petrolinus’s Satyricon all contain numer-
ous references to masters and mistresses engaged in sexual exploits with 
their slaves. even the various roman laws tended to define “adultery” only 
in terms of sexual intercourse between a matrona and a man who is not her 
husband. as richlin explains, “a married man could legitimately have inter-
course with any male who is not freeborn, or with any woman who did not 
have the status of matrona and was not engaged, married, or on concubinate 
and he could seek concubine(s) of either sex in his household.”45 Therefore, 
euclia, with her nightly bed adventures with aegeates is performing one of 
the roles expected/required of female slaves. However, euclia performs this 
duty under a ruse, a veil of deceit. she assumes the role of mistress.

one of the most famous examples of slave girls pretending to be free-
born women is reported by Plutarch (Cam. 33; Rom. 29). The story is told as 
the basis for the Festival of slave girls (ancillarum feriaei). The Latin allies, 
after the gallic sack of rome in 390 Bce, demanded that the romans send 
them their virgins and wives as a sign of submission. according to Plutarch, 
a slave girl proposed that slaves (ancillae) dressed as freeborn women be 
sent in the place of the honored women. The ancillae, given their status, lost 
no honor in bedding the Latin soldiers and, when the time was appropriate, 
they signaled the romans to attack. The assumption behind the ruse was 
the idea of “distinctive dress marking off honorable free women from slave 
women.”46 in fact, it was codified into law, as saller notes:

This distinction in clothing was taken for granted in the real 
world, where jurists used it as a basis for their discussion of legal 
actions for insult (the insult being decreasingly significant de-
pending on whether its victim was dressed as a matron, a slave 
woman, or a prostitute, Digest 47.10.15.15).47

44. Joshel, Slavery in the Roman World, 40, 151; Perry, Gender, 12–16.
45. richlin, Arguments with Silence, 42.
46. saller, “symbols of gender,” 90.
47. ibid.
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Plutarch’s story emphasizes that the ancillae assume the dress of freeborn 
women in order to protect the virgins and widows. after all, as female slaves 
they have no honor to lose. Maximilla dresses euclia in her garments, not 
to protect her honour as a matrona because the sexual encounter is with her 
lawful husband; rather, the ruse is to avoid fulfilling her role as wife. Here, 
one may return to Plutarch. Plutarch’s promotion of augustus’s conjugal 
ethics casts the sexual relationship between elite couples as a fellowship, 
and it is this vision of a marriage that dominates aegeates’ view of his re-
lationship with his wife.48 However, Maximilla frames marital relations in 
terms of lust, filth, etc.—the type of sex more appropriate between a man 
and a slave, or prostitute. Therefore, in disguising euclia as the mistress of 
the house, Maximilla is the one who is not acting according to the social 
code inherent in her role as the mistress. Maximilla is the one offering her 
husband an ancillae in the guise of a freeborn woman and she does so with 
the understanding that euclia/Maximilla will be used like a whore or slave, 
whereas the husband is the one who seeks his wife as part of the conjugal 
agreement to produce children and ensure the legacy of their family.

The paradox in Maximilla’s behavior in reference to her request to 
euclia appears even more bizarre when compared with the presentation 
of female slaves and elite wives in the comedies. The comedies of Plautus 
frequently portray the wife as the angry, unsuccessful rival in the competi-
tion with prostitutes, and the most feared of these prostitutes is the one 
within the domus. Casina centres on a wife’s need to control the sexual use 
of the slave girl (ancilla). Ancillae cannot be too attractive; in fact, the unat-
tractive syrians or egyptians are said to be the most suitable for hard work 
and maintaining the proper behavior of the dominus (Mercator 210–11, 
395–417). amy richlin, notes that in “a fragment of caecilus statius’s com-
edy Plocium (in gellius, Nocte. att. 2.23.10) a husband complains that his 
wife has made him sell an ancilla she suspects of being her paelex—that is, 
of having sex with her husband—one who, in the common comic epithet, 
‘looked good enough to be free’ (facie haut inliberali, in gellius’s paraphrase, 
Nocte. att. 2.23.8).”49 even the writers of comedy never portray a roman 
matrona agreeing to the ongoing presence of a paelex; they certainly did not 
conceive of a matrona arranging for a paelex.

euclia is behaving according to her role as a female slave; she is obedi-
ent to the instructions of Maximilla and she is sexually serving aegeates. 
However, Maximilla is behaving counter to her role-set as a matrona; she 
is assuming the role of a pimp providing her husband with sexual release. 

48. Jacobs, “‘Her own Proper kinship’,” 37.
49. richlin “Making Up a Woman,” 190.
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rather than limiting her husband’s engagement with the female slaves, she 
is actually supplying him with a paelex, usually the arch-enemy of the mis-
tress of the house.

in addition, the manner in which this arrangement takes place is 
through disguise and trickery—the type of actions normally associated with 
slaves. since slaves were viewed as articulate tools, there was the overarch-
ing paradox that these articulate tools, who should have no volition or will, 
actually maintained the household on numerous levels. This paradox results 
in a portrayal of slaves as loyal and subservient, enacting their owner’s will, 
or as deceitful and cunning. in other words, slaves, because they have no 
status or position, are only able to act with deceit. again, Plautus’s comedies 
are filled with slaves in disguise or role-playing. Maximilla, through her 
ruse, assumes the behavior expected from deceitful slaves. as the kind of 
roman matrona envisioned by aegeates, Maximilla should be demonstrat-
ing her overall loyalty to the common household.50 even in comedies, the 
upper-class wife maintains her dignity; in fact, her “dramatic function” is as 
guardian of the economic and moral integrity of the household over against 
a transgressive husband.51 Maximilla’s behavior is counter to her role-set.52

as part of the common understanding of euclia as the “bad slave,” her 
demands for freedom, money, clothing, fine linen, and headbands are often 
cast as “blackmail.” However, in setting up the ruse, Maximilla promised 
she would be “benefactor” for all of euclia’s needs. Therefore, a new set of 
role expectations are created. eculia’s demands then are the type of requests 
one would expect from a slave who has been specially tasked and whose 
relationship has changed. slaves did receive gifts is in the performance of 
specific “additional” tasks or special services. in fact, this was incorporated 
within the institution of slavery. slaves had peculia. according to the ju-
rist Florentius, “a peculium is made up of anything a slave had been able to 
save by his own economies or has been given by a third party in return for 
meritorious services or has been allowed by his master to keep as his own” 
(Digest 15.1.39). The peculium was actually owned by the master; however, 
slaves used these resources to purchase clothes, tombstones, or their free-
dom.53 Furthermore, domina could grant freedom without the consent of 

50. treggiari, Roman Marriage, 229–61.
51. rei, “Villains, Wives and slaves,” 96.
52. There is also the pseudomeretrix; a woman of free status trapped in a brothel. 

The pseudomeretrix also asserts her moral and social superiority, and she rejects the 
typical behaviors of tricksters, such as disguise and role-play. see rei, “Villains, Wives 
and slaves,” 97.

53. Joshel, Slavery in the Roman World, 128. 
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their husbands.54 so, euclia’s behavior is within keeping with her role as a 
slave, and her requests/demands are appropriate. 

even euclia’s boasting is not totally foreign to her role-set. again, 
returning to Plautus’s comedies, fantasies about freedom and elevation of 
status are often part of the repertoire of the slave characters.55 as Jacobs dis-
cusses, in the Ephesian Tale, the slaves Leukon and rhode become wealthy 
landowners.56 The point is not that slaves often obtained freedom and elite 
status; rather, it is expected that they would have those desires, and would, 
at least, strive for freedom and the status of freedman or freedwoman. in 
reference to the specific context of euclia, female slaves could, through 
affection and devotion to their masters, obtain a higher status within the 
household or even freedom. as Matthew J. Perry notes, 

roman authors and lawmakers condoned and supported long-
term relationships between male owners and their female slaves, 
so long as they were conducted with respects to standards of so-
cial propriety. an owner could express increased esteem for his 
sexual partner by bestowing the title of concubine (concubina) 
upon her, although legal commentators asserted that women of 
this status really ought to be manumitted. The idea of the slave 
concubine established an apex of female slave status against 
which other individuals and relationship could be measured. 
Here, female slaves were closest to the standing of respectable 
free women.57

in addition, Perry comments that there is considerable inscriptional evi-
dence that reveals “that manumissions ‘for the sake of marriage’ (causa mat-
rimonii) were reasonably common.”58

euclia, with Maximilla as her benefactor, is granted freedom and she 
has some of the resources necessary to economically support herself. More 
important, as a freedwoman who is still fulfilling the request to “play the 
mistress,” she has the opportunity to raise her status. schwartz suggests that 
the reference to a period of eight months elapsing is a veiled reference to the 
conception of a child between aegeates and euclia.59 The reference is perhaps 

54. elizabeth Leigh gibson points to the “well-attested but admittedly confound-
ing ability of women to manumit slaves without the consent of their husbands or over-
sight of a guardian” (Manumission Inscriptions, 131).

55. richlin, “talking to slaves,” 192–93.
56. Jacobs, “‘Her own Proper kinship’,” 33–34. 
57. Perry, Gender, 40.
58. ibid., 55.
59. schwartz, “From Bedroom to courtroom,” 301.
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too veiled. However, eculia’s recent elevation to the status of freedwoman 
and her continuing sexual relationship with aegeates does raise the poten-
tial not only for children, but for the acceptance of the children as more than 
slaves. While marriage with slaves and freedwomen is discouraged among 
the elite, the children of concubines have the possibility of a raised status in 
the familia. This is probably more so the case when a legitimate heir is not 
forthcoming. This expectation would then easily explain euclia’s decision to 
expose the ruse to the other slaves. solevag is correct that euclia’s boasting 
can be read as “hubris”;60 however, it is not unexpected given her role-set.

Understanding euclia’s role-set also elaborates further aegeates’ vio-
lent punishment of the slave (Pass. Andr. 22). First, her tortured confession 
would reveal Maximilla’s betrayal of her role as an elite wife. Maximilla acted 
as a pimp supplying aegeates with a paelex; she did so in a manner that was 
as deceitful as a slave and, in doing so, she risked the creation of a non-
elite heir. after all, if the ruse was so successful, what would have prevented 
Maximilla from continuing the ruse to the point of passing off euclia’s child 
as her own? euclia certainly would have seen the advantages for her status. 
This ruse challenged the honor of aegeates; he was thoroughly duped by 
his wife. it was also a complete act of betrayal of the conjugal ethics and the 
stability of the domus.

in the exemplum literature, one of the ideals associated with wives is 
loyalty. The exempla show how loyal wives protected their husbands from 
betrayal by others and after such betrayal.61 as Holt Parker notes, the exem-
pla served to quell the anxiety produced through the addition of “outsid-
ers” into the domus—specifically slaves and wives. The exempla are tales 
designed to show the code of behavior required and expected. according 
to the exempla, Maximilla has failed; she has betrayed her husband and the 
familia. in fact, one of the other set of exempla show the proper behavior 
of wives and slaves in reference to the suicide of the dominus. The basic 
assumption is that a roman elite male prefers suicide to the loss of honor 
and, out of loyalty, wives and slaves assist in this goal. instead, Maximilla’s 
betray will result in aegeates’ loss of honor and, due to this loss, his suicide. 
according to the exempla, the wife always commits suicide herself to avoid 
any suspicion of disloyalty or adultery. Yet Maximilla survives.

The role-set of iphidama and euclia suggest that in reference to the 
direct destruction of aegeates’ household, it is an ornatix who brings the 
influence of andrew into the domus, and then it is Maximilla’s exploitation 
of euclia that brings the final downfall. andrew may provide the alternative 

60. solevag, Birthing Salvation, 167.
61. Parker, “Loyal slaves and Loyal Wives,” 170–75.
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of a chaste ‘spiritual’ marriage; however, it is slaves and women, who actu-
ally bring about the fall of the house. 

conclusions

The key to understanding both soap operas and the Passion of Andrew is 
the social codes and conventions for familial life. The roman household of 
aegeates, as with most roman households, is governed through the ideas of 
concordia, interlocking ideas of honor and shame, and layers of patronage 
and clientage. almost all of these conventions are overturned by Maximilla 
in her desire to follow the ascetic life advocated by andrew. Maximilla re-
jects her husband’s pleas to adhere to concordia; she shames her husband 
and herself through the ruse of a “fake wife,” and she places her client euclia 
into a situation that results in euclia’s violent death. The main sphere of 
confrontation may be between andrew and aegeates; however, due to the 
actions of Maximilla and iphidama, the internal structure of the home is 
already collapsing.
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Manichaean Redaction of the  
Secret Book of John

Timothy Pettipiece

the discovery of the nag Hammadi codices in 1945 was a game-changer 
in early christian studies. They provided a wealth of intriguing and often 
bewildering texts in multiple genres and from multiple theological perspec-
tives. Most were previously unknown. in the decades since, these texts have 
been studied primarily by those scholars interested in one of the various 
permutations of movements once lumped together as “gnostic,” although 
outside of these specialized circles nag Hammadi material has been rela-
tively underexplored. Unfortunately, the main exception to this trend has 
been a somewhat myopic focus on the Gospel of Thomas (nHc ii,2), largely 
due to the tendency of some scholars to treat it as a surrogate Q. Yet Thomas 
is only one artifact among a vast array of others and from the perspective 
of the presumed readership of the codices, was far from the most popular, 
existing as it does in only a single coptic version. The codices contain two 
versions of the Gospel of Truth (i 3; Xii,2), the Gospel of the Egyptians (iii,2; 
iV,2) and On the Origin of the World (ii 5; Xiii,2) and there are no less than 
four versions of the Secret Book of John (=Ap. John)—two long (ii,1; iV,1) 
and two short (iii,1) including the Berlin codex (Bg 8502), which is closely 
related in terms of content and dialect to the nag Hammadi manuscripts. 
in spite of its status as a relative “best seller,” Ap. John has received far less 
attention.
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even less consideration has been paid to another large collection of 
coptic texts from the same period: the Manichaean codices from Medinet 
Madi.1 Though discovered in 1929, the editing and publication of these 
manuscripts has proceeded at a somewhat glacial pace, with much of the 
material still not widely accessible. This delay is in large part due to the 
extremely poor state of preservation of the texts as well as the stigma that 
still seems to be attached to Manichaean material in general, which is of-
ten seen as only marginally christian at best. ironically, what the Medinet 
Madi codices have demonstrated is the essentially christian character of 
the movement and its founder, who regularly styled himself an “apostle of 
Jesus christ.”2 Thus, as the third largest corpus of ancient coptic literature, 
the Manichaean material ought to be fully integrated into a holistic study of 
ancient christianity.

not surprisingly, the two bodies of texts have much in common. 
Physically both collections were written in similar “southern” egyptian 
dialects (L4 and L6)3 and were produced sometime in the fourth century 
ce, likely in the vicinity of Lycopolis. Thematically, the nag Hammadi and 
Medinet Madi codices preserve sources and traditions which have the most 
in common with one another. Few scholars, however, have ventured into 
comparative studies of the material;4 much attention has been paid instead 
to delineating Valentinian, sethian, Hermetic, and Platonic elements found 
within the nag Hammadi corpus.

This study is part of a larger project to correct this lack of comparison 
between the two collections and to produce a “Manichaean reading” of the 
nag Hammadi codices. as a launching point i will take the text which the 
codex compilers seem to have been most interested in—the Secret Book of 
John—and examine it through a Manichaean lens in order to determine 
what connections might have existed between the two bodies of early chris-
tian literature. i will show that a close reading of the variant versions, long 
and short, of Ap. John reveals substantial evidence of both Manichaean re-
ception and redaction.

1. For information on the discovery of these codices and their editing, see rob-
inson, Manichaean Codices; Funk, “research on Manichaeism,” 453–64; gardner and 
Lieu, “From narmouthis,” 146–69; schmidt and Polotsky, “ein Mani-Fund,” 4–90. 

2. as evidenced in quotations from Mani’s letters in Cologne Mani Codex 66, au-
gustine, Haer. 16, and now the Paris “Mani seal” (see gulácsi, “crystal seal of ‘Mani’”).

3. Funk, “Prolégomènes,” 10–11; Funk, “Linguistic aspect,” 107–47.
4. some exceptions being rudolph, “Mani und die gnosis,” 191–200; Van Lindt, 

“religious terminology,” 191–98; Mirecki, “coptic Manichaean Psalm 278,” 243–62; 
stahl, “derdekeas,” 572–80; Funk, “einer aus tausend”; coyle, “gospel of Thomas in 
Manichaeism?”
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gender-Bending BArBelo

in the short version of Ap. John, after the lengthy evocation of the transcen-
dent one, we learn that as he gazed at his own reflection in a pool of “living 
water,” his “thought” (ⲉⲛⲛⲟⲓⲁ) became actualized in the form of Barbelo(n) 
“the perfect aeon” (iii 7.19 / Bg 27.15). she is then androgynously iden-
tified (using the indefinite article) as “a first man” (ⲟⲩϩⲟⲩⲉⲓⲧ ⲛⲣⲱⲙⲉ)5 
and the “virginal spirit” (ⲡⲡⲛⲁ ⲛⲡⲁⲣⲑⲉⲛⲓⲕⲟⲛ) (iii 7.24 / Bg 27.20). The 
long version adds: “she became the womb of everything, for she is prior to 
all of them, the Mother-Father (ⲧⲙⲏⲧⲣⲟⲡⲁⲧⲱⲣ), the First Man” (ⲡϣⲟⲣⲡ 
ⲛⲣⲱⲙⲉ)” (ii 5.5–7), using the definite article. While the designation “First 
Man” in the short version is rather striking in itself, the long version’s al-
ternate formulation—“the First Man” (ⲡϣⲟⲣⲡ ⲛⲣⲱⲙⲉ)—using both the 
definite article and the ordinal term for “first,” parallels in a rather specific 
fashion the form of the technical term used in coptic Manichaean litera-
ture6 to designate the envoy sent by the Father of greatness to be devoured 
by the powers of darkness at the beginning of the cosmic drama.7 it is this 
confrontation that initiates the mixture of Light and darkness and leads to 
the creation of the cosmos. More than that, the figure of the First Man in 
Manichaean myth sometimes displays androgynous characteristics. For ex-
ample, according to Bema Psalm 223, the Father sent forth his “strong son” 
(ϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲛϫⲱⲣⲉ) to counter the dark invasion. The son, however, produces 
someone called “his virgin” (ⲧⲉϥⲡⲁⲣⲑⲉⲛⲟⲥ), who, like the First Man, is 
equipped with “five powers” (ϯⲉ ⲛϭⲁⲙ) in order to battle with the forces of 
darkness (Psalm-Book 10.6–9). Then, the psalmist records how First Man 
(here called the “watcher” [ⲡⲙⲁϩⲓⲁⲓ̈ⲧϥ]) reveals “his Maiden” to the dark 
powers, causing them to go mad with desire (Psalm-Book 10.10–14). This 
idea, also attested in a recently discovered Manichaean text from kellis,8 
that it was a pair of beings who actually when out to meet the darkness, 
may reflect some very early stratum of early Manichaean discourse in which 
the principal beings of each evocation where conceived of as androgynous 

5. The coptic texts are cited from the synoptic edition by Waldstein and Wisse 
(Apocryphon of John) unless otherwise noted.

6. ⲡϣⲁⲣⲡ ⲛⲣⲱⲙⲉ, Psalm-Book 1.26; 10.20; 22.16; 36.21; 85.4; 88.13; 118.3 etc; 
Kephalaia passim.

7. There is a similar instance in the Gospel of the Egyptians, where adamas is 
called ⲡⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲡⲉϩⲟⲩⲉⲓⲧ in codex iii,2 49.9–10 and ⲡⲓϣⲱⲣⲡ ⲛⲣⲱⲙⲉ in codex iV,2 
61.11. 

8. in this greek text, a feminine being addressed as ποτνία (“lady”) is depicted as 
clothing herself in the Five elements and going out to meet the powers of darkness. see 
gardner and Worp, “Leaves from a Manichaean codex,” 148–51.
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pairs.9 For those already familiar with coptic Manichaean literature, such a 
reference is certainly remarkable. What is even more remarkable is that this 
androgynous “First Man” is then said to be represented by a series of five 
powers—a “pentad of aeons” derived from the Father. 

Short Version (iii,1) 9.3–8 / Bg 29.8–14 Long Version (ii,1) 6.2–7
ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ⲛ[ⲉ ⲡ]ϯⲟⲩ ⲛ̅ⲁⲓⲱⲛ ⲛ̅ⲧⲉ ⲡⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲉⲧⲉ
[ⲛ̅ⲧ]ⲟ̣ϥ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲉϩⲟⲩⲉⲓⲧ ⲛ̅ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲧϩ̣ⲓⲕ̣[ⲱⲛ]
ⲙ̣̅ⲡⲁ̣ϩ̣ⲟⲣⲁⲧⲟⲥ · ⲧⲁⲉⲓ ⲧⲉ ⲧⲃⲁⲣⲃⲏ̣[ⲗⲟⲛ] ⲙⲛ̅
ⲧⲉⲛⲛⲟⲓⲁ ⲙⲛ̅ ⲡϣⲣ̅ⲡ ⲛ̅ⲥⲟⲟ̣[ⲩⲛ ⲙ]ⲛ̣̅
ⲧⲁⲫⲑⲁⲣⲥⲓⲁ ⲙⲛ̅ ⲡⲱⲛϩ ⲛ̅ϣ[ⲁ ⲉⲛⲉ]ϩ

ⲧ[ⲁ]ⲓ̈ ⲧⲉ ⲧⲡⲉⲛⲧⲁⲥ ⲛ̅ⲁⲓⲱⲛ ⲛⲧⲉ ⲡⲓⲱⲧ [ⲉ]ⲧⲉ
ⲡ[ⲁⲓ̈] ⲡⲉ ⲡϣⲟⲣⲡ ⲛ̅ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲑⲓⲕⲱⲛ
ⲙ̅ⲡⲓⲁϩ̣ⲟⲣⲁ̣[ⲧ]ⲟ̣ⲥ ⲙ̅ⲡⲛ̅ⲁ̅ ⲧⲁⲓ̈ ⲧⲉ ⲧⲡⲣⲟⲛⲟⲓⲁ ·
ⲉⲧⲉ ⲧⲁⲓ̈ ⲧ[ⲉ] ⲃ̅ⲁ̅ⲣ̅ⲃ̅ⲏ̅ⲗ̅ⲱ̅ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ⲙⲛ̅
ⲧⲡⲣⲟⲅⲛⲱ̣ⲥⲓⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲧⲙ̅ⲛ̅ⲧ̅ⲧⲁⲧⲉⲕⲟ ⲁⲩⲱ
ⲡⲱⲛϩ [ϣ]ⲁ ⲉⲛⲉϩ · ⲁⲩⲱ ⲧⲙⲉ

These are the Five aeons of the Father, which 
is the First Man, the image of the invisible 
one. This is Barbelon and Thought and 
Foreknowledge and imperishability and Life 
eternal.

This is the pentad of aeons of the Father, which 
is the First Man, the image of the invisible spirit. 
This is Forethought—which is Barbelo—and 
Thought, and Foreknowledge and imperishabil-
ity and Life eternal and truth.

This all seems very Manichaean. indeed, i would say that the idea of a “First 
Man” accompanied by five powers is characteristically Manichaean and 
fits with the sort of theological patterning found especially in the coptic 
Kephalaia.10 The Manichaean First Man is often presented as being armed 
with five aspects, variously called shekinahs, light elements or intellectual 
powers, although the series of powers from Ap. John bares only a limited 
correspondence to the canonical Manichaean pentad.

Ap. John (Short Version) Manichaean Pentad
1) Barbelon 
2) Thought (ἔννοια)
3) Foreknowledge (πρόγνωσις) 
4) imperishability (ἀφθαρσία) 
5) eternal Life (*ἀθανασία?)

1) Mind (νοῦς) 
2) Thought (ἔννοια) 
3) insight (φρόνησις) 
4) counsel (ἐνθύμησις) 
5) consideration (λογισμός)

still, in both the short and long versions of Ap. John there seems to have been 
a deliberate (albeit imperfect) attempt to associate Barbelo with a pentadic 
“First Man,” something that in itself is entirely incongruous with the sethian 
cosmogony as expressed in related texts. nowhere else is Barbelo referred 
to as “a/the First Man.” in fact, Barbelo is more likely to be described as 
“triple Male” and connected with Mother of the Father-Mother-child 

9. This is in fact confirmed by preliminary transcriptions of portions of Mani’s 
Living Gospel from the synaxeis codex, in which First Man has a sister (*53–*56) 
(Wolf-Peter Funk, personal communication, July 2015).

10. see Pettipiece, Pentadic Redaction.
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triad. Moreover, the original sethian cosmogony11 seems to suggest a nu-
merological progression from monad (the one) to triad (Father/invisible 
spirit, Mother/Barbelo, child/autogenes) to tetrad (Four Luminaries) (see 
the Gospel of the Egyptians). Therefore, the presence of this pentadic First 
Man seems entirely out of place and suggests that the text has been interpo-
lated—specifically by a Manichaean editor or scribe.

interestingly, this redaction appears to be rather poorly executed. on 
the surface there does seem to be a desire to impose the idea of the five-
fold “First Man,” but there is an ambiguity in the text that appears to have 
confused the redactor of the long version. This stems from the fact that in 
the short version Barbelo is said to be both “Thought” (ἔννοια) (iii 7.12 / 
Bg 27.5) and “Forethought” (πρόνοια) (iii 7.16 / Bg 27.11). Moreover, she 
makes only three requests to the Father—for Foreknowledge, imperishabili-
ty, and eternal life (iii 7.5—8.23). as a result, there are really only four pow-
ers clustered in the short version: 1) Barbelo (Thought and Forethought), 2) 
Foreknowledge, 3) imperishability, and 4) eternal Life. This, in fact, would 
tend to fit with the proposed interpretation of Barbelo’s name as “god in 
Four,”12 and would set the stage for the appearance of the Four Luminaries, 
which seems to be the natural progression of the sethian myth. But, in an 
effort to create a series of five, a redactor of the short version appears to have 
separated Barbelo as πρόνοια from ἔννοια to create an artificial pentad. The 
long version, for its part, seeks to make the pentad even more explicit13 by 
adding “truth” (ⲧⲙⲏⲉ < ἀληθεία) (ii 5.11–34) to the series of powers called 
forth by Barbelo. This combined with the extraction of “Thought” already 
in the short version led the redactor of the long version into difficulty since 
there are now, in fact, six powers to be enumerated as the “pentad” of the 
First Man:

Short Version Long Version
1) Barbelon 
2) Thought (ἔννοια)
3) Foreknowledge (πρόγνωσις) 
4) imperishability (ἀφθαρσία) 
5) eternal Life (*ἀθανασία?)

1) Forethought (πρόνοια) 
2) Thought (ἔννοια)
3) Foreknowledge (πρόγνωσις) 
4) imperishability (ἀφθαρσία) 
5) eternal Life (*ἀθανασία?)
6) truth (*ἀληθεία)

11. it is reasonable to assume that those figures in the sethian corpus with semitic 
names reveal the earliest strata of the cosmogony and its radical revision of genesis. 

12. Meyer, Nag Hammadi Scriptures, 110 n.17.
13. in Waldstein and Wisse’s synoptic edition ⲡϯⲟⲩ ⲛⲁⲓⲱⲛ and ⲡⲙⲉϩϯ ⲛⲧⲉ 

ⲛⲓⲁⲓⲱⲛ of the short versions are both translated as “pentad,” whereas only the long ver-
sion has ⲧⲡⲉⲛⲧⲁⲥ ⲛⲁⲓⲱⲛ (Apocryphon of John, 38–39).
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as a whole, this apparently clumsy redactional scheme seems designed 
to subordinate or absorb Barbelo to the pentadic First Man. This is a rather 
peculiar emphasis given the fact that Barbelo has so far been the main pro-
tagonist in the text and the so-called First Man virtually disappears from 
the subsequent narrative. as a result of this incongruity, it seems likely that 
a Manichaean hand has been at work. remarkably, it would seem, on both 
versions of the text. The short, which Barc asserts is closest to the original,14 
may have received a somewhat light redaction, whereas in the long the Man-
ichaean traces are far more evident (see below).

A lion-FAced lord

after an elaborate series of emanations, Ap. John comes to one of its central 
episodes: the begetting of the demiurge by Wisdom (σοφία). Wisdom, we 
are told, wanted to bring forth a being like herself, but failed to get permis-
sion from her mother spirit. as a result, she brought forth a monstrous off-
spring in the “form of a lion-faced serpent” (ii 10.9 / iii 15.11 / Bg 37.21). 
shocked by his grotesque appearance she hid him in a cloud and named 
him Yaldabaoth, the “child of chaos” (ii 10.19 / iii 15.22 / Bg 38.14). in his 
arrogance, he began creating minions for himself in the lower realm where 
he could sit as ruler (ἄρχων). The only other being aware of his existence is 
the “holy spirit,” the “Mother of the Living” (ⲧⲙⲁⲁⲩ ⲛⲛⲉⲧⲟⲛϩ) (ii 10.18). 

as in the case of Barbelo and the First Man, here we are faced with 
a similar cluster of motifs with Manichaean connotations. according to 
Kephalaia ch. 6, the “king of darkness,” who like Yaldabaoth rules the 
lower-realm, is described in theiromorphic terms: “his head [is lion-faced, 
his] hands and feet are demon-[and devil-]faced, [his] shoulders are eagle-
faced, while his belly [is dragon-faced,] (and) his tail is fish-faced” (Keph. 
30.34—31.1). such descriptions are not necessarily unique to Manichaean 
tradition since a very similar formulation is found in the Mandaean Right 
Ginza 280. Both of these easily could be dependent on an earlier prototype. 
We also have the reference to the spirit as “Mother of the Living” (ⲧⲙⲁⲁⲩ 
ⲛⲛⲉⲧⲟⲛϩ). This too is the exact form used in coptic Manichaean texts to 
designate the Mother of Life.15 Both the long and short versions from nag 
Hammadi use this form, although the Berlin codex reads “Life, the Mother 
of everyone” (ⲍⲱⲏ ⲧⲙⲁⲩ ⲛⲟⲩⲟⲛ ⲛⲓⲙ) (38.12–13). The title “Mother of 
Life” is used only later as a designation for eve (ii 23.24; iii 30.14).

14. Barc and Funk, Le Livre des secrets de Jean, 5–6.
15. Psalm-Book 32.28; 36.21; 137.11; 144.17; 145.8; 147.72; 199.5; 201.2; Keph. 

39.25; 40.1; 56.11.
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More direct evidence of Manichaean editorial activity comes in the 
form of a gloss on the sub-rulers of Yaldabaoth’s kingdom. Whereas the 
short version simply states that the demiurge placed “seven” powers (iii 
17.18, “kings” in the Bg 41.13) to rule over the heavens and “five over the 
chaos of Hades” (iii 17.19 / Bg 41.14–15), the long version develops this 
description by saying:

ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥⲡⲱϣ ⲉϫⲱⲟⲩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲙ̅ ⲡⲉϥⲕⲱϩⲧ
ⲙ̅ⲡⲉϥⲧⲛ̅ⲛⲉⲩ ⲇⲉ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̅ ⲧϭⲁⲙ ⲙ̅ⲡⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ
ⲉⲛⲧⲁϥϫⲓⲧⲥ̅ ⲛ̅ⲧⲛ̅ ⲧⲉϥⲙⲁⲁⲩ ⲛ̅ⲧⲟϥ ⲅⲁⲣ
ⲟⲩⲕⲁⲕⲉ ⲛ̅ⲁⲧⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛⲉ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ ⲇⲉ 
ⲛ̅ⲧⲁⲣⲉϥⲧⲱϩ ⲙⲛ̅ ⲡⲕⲁⲕⲉ ⲁϥⲧⲣⲉⲡⲕⲁⲕⲉ ⲣ̅
ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ ⲡⲕⲁⲕⲉ ⲇⲉ ⲛ̅ⲧⲁⲣⲉϥⲧⲱϩ ⲙⲛ̅
ⲡⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ ⲁϥϩⲧⲙ̅ⲧⲙ̅ ⲡⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ ⲁⲩⲱ
ⲙ̅ⲡϥϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲛ̅ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ ⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛ̅ⲕⲁⲕⲉ ⲁⲗⲗⲁ 
ⲁϥϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲉϥϣⲟⲡⲉ ⲡⲓⲁⲣⲭⲱⲛ ϭⲉ ⲉⲧϣⲟⲛⲉ
ⲟⲩⲛ̅ⲧⲁϥ ⲙ̅ⲙⲁⲩ ⲙ̅ϣⲟⲙⲧ ⲛ̅ⲣⲁⲛ ⲡϣⲟⲣⲡ ⲛ̅ⲣⲁⲛ 
ⲡⲉ ⲓ̅ⲁ̈̅ⲗ̅ⲧ̅ⲁ̅ⲃ̅ⲁ̣̅[ⲱ̅]ⲑ̅ ⲡⲙⲉϩⲥⲛⲁⲩ ⲡⲉ ⲥ̅ⲁ̅ⲕ̅ⲗ̅ⲁ̅ⲥ̅
ⲡⲙⲉϩϣⲟⲙⲛⲧ ⲡⲉ̣ ⲥ̅ⲁ̅ⲙ̅ⲁ̅ⲏ̅ⲗ̅

and he shared with them his fire, but he did 
not send forth from the power of the Light
which he had received from his mother. For 
he is ignorant darkness. and when the Light 
mixed with the darkness, it made the dark-
ness shine, and when the darkness mixed 
with the Light it darkened the Light and it 
became neither Light nor dark but dim. This 
ruler who is weak has three names: the first 
name is Yaltabaoth, the second is saklas, the 
third is samael (ii, 11.7–18).

This discussion of the “mixture” of Light and dark is also a characteristi-
cally Manichaean concept, as is the harsh condemnation of the ruler with 
a series of names that includes “saklas,” who is a key player in Manichaean 
tradition.16 Moreover, this passage interrupts the narrative flow of the short 
version which continues with enumerating the seven heavenly rulers. The 
interpolation also pre-empts the climax of the treatise by repeating Yalda-
baoth’s proclamation: “i am god and there is no other god beside me.” in 
the short version this dramatic indictment of the Jewish god only comes 
later (Bg 44.14–15 / iii lacuna). also, while the short version places the 
five rulers “over the chaos of Hades” (ⲉϫⲙ ⲡⲉⲭⲁⲟⲥ ⲛⲁⲙⲛⲧⲉ) (Bg 41.15 
/ iii 17.19–20), the long version places them “over the depth of the abyss” 
(ⲁϫⲙ ⲡϣⲓⲕ ⲙⲡⲟⲩⲛ) (ii 11.6). This may seem like a small detail, but “abyss” 
(ⲛⲟⲩⲛ) is the standard term used in coptic Manichaean sources to desig-
nate the lower-realm of darkness.17

iMAge And liKeness

Later in the narrative, when Yaldabaoth hears a voice from the heavens, 
the short version of Ap. John relates that he and his powers saw an “image” 

16. Keph. 138.2–3.
17. Homilies 35.19, 53.10, 78.17; Keph. 15.2, 29.29, 40.2, 41.19 etc; Psalm-Book 2.4, 

3.24, 10.9, 73.23, 86.26; Living Gospel (synaxeis *31?).
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of the “holy, perfect one, the [first Man]” (ϩⲟⲩⲉⲓⲧ ⲛⲣⲱⲙⲉ) (Bg 48.2 / iii 
lacuna) in the water. as a result, he says to his powers: “Let [us create man] 
according to the image of god and according to his likeness” (iii 22.4–6). 
The long version, however, includes an extensive gloss after the “First Man” 
(again using the alternate form ⲡϣⲟⲣⲡ ⲛⲣⲱⲙⲉ) revealed his image:

ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥⲥⲧⲱⲧ ⲧⲏⲣϥ ⲛ̅ϭⲓ ⲡⲁⲓⲱⲛ
ⲙ̅ⲡⲣⲱⲧⲁⲣⲭⲱⲛ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲛⲥⲛ̅ⲧⲉ ⲙ̅ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲛ
ⲁⲩⲕⲓⲙ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲛ̅ ⲙ̅ⲙⲟⲩⲉⲓⲟⲟⲩⲉ ⲛⲁⲓ̈
ⲉⲧϣⲟⲟⲡ ϩⲓϫⲛ̅ ⲧϩⲩⲗⲏ ⲁϥⲣ̣̅ ⲟ̣[ⲩⲟⲉⲓ]ⲛ ⲛ̅ϭⲓ
ⲡⲥⲁⲙⲡⲓⲧⲛ̅ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲙ̅ ⲡⲟⲩ[ⲱⲛϩ ⲉⲃ]ⲟⲗ
ⲛ̅ⲧⲉϥϩⲓⲕⲱⲛ ⲧⲁⲓ̈ ⲉⲛⲧⲁⲥⲟⲩⲱⲛϩ[ⲥ ⲁⲩ]ⲱ
ⲛ̅ⲧⲁⲣⲟⲩⲉⲓⲱⲣⲙⲉ ⲛ̅ϭⲓ ⲛⲉⲝⲟⲩⲥⲓⲁ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ⲁⲩⲱ
ⲡⲣⲱⲧⲁⲣⲭⲱⲛ ⲁⲩⲛⲁⲩ ⲁⲡⲙⲉⲣⲟⲥ ⲧⲏⲣϥ ⲙ̅ⲡⲥⲁ
ⲙⲡⲓⲧⲛⲉ ⲉⲁϥⲣ̅ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲙ̅ 
ⲡⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ ⲁⲩⲛⲁⲩ ϩⲣⲁⲓ̈ ϩⲙ̅ ⲡⲙⲟⲟⲩ ⲁⲡⲧⲩⲡⲟⲥ
ⲛ̅ⲧϩⲓⲕⲱⲛ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ⲛ̅ⲉⲝⲟⲩⲥⲓⲁ ⲉⲧϣⲟⲟⲡ
ϣⲁⲣⲟϥ ϫⲉ ⲁⲙⲏⲉⲓⲛⲉ ⲛ̅ⲧⲛ̅ⲧⲁⲙⲓⲟ ⲛ̅ⲟⲩⲣⲱⲙⲉ
ⲕⲁⲧⲁ ⲑⲓⲕⲱⲛ ⲙ̅ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲕⲁⲧⲁ ⲡⲛ̅ⲉⲓⲛⲉ
ϫⲉⲕⲁⲁⲥ ⲁⲣⲉⲧⲉϥϩⲓⲕⲱⲛ ⲛⲁϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲛⲁⲛ
ⲛ̅ⲟⲩⲟⲩⲉⲓⲛ

The whole aeon of the chief ruler 
trembled and the foundations of the 
abyss shook. and of the waters which 
are above Matter, the underside was 
illuminated by the appearance of this 
image which had been revealed. and 
when all the authorities and the chief 
ruler looked they saw the whole region 
below illuminated. and through the 
Light they saw in the water the form of 
the image. and he said to the authori-
ties which attend him, “come, let us 
create a man according to the image of 
god and according to our likeness, that 
his image may become a Light for us 
(ii 14.25—15.4).

in the long version’s account it is emphasized that the ruler lives in the 
characteristically Manichaean lower-realm of “Matter.” Therefore, he and 
his powers perceive the image shining through the waters above them. once 
they perceive this light-image of the First Man they resolve to create man 
based not only on its likeness but on their own likeness as well. in the Acts of 
Archelaus, the same event is outlined as follows: 

concerning adam and how he was created, he says this, that the 
one who says: “come let us make man in our image and like-
ness” and following the form that we have seen, is a prince, who 
says this to his fellow princes, namely, “come, give me some of 
the Light which we have received, and let us create following the 
form of ourselves, who are princes, and following that form we 
have seen, which is the First Man” (Acts of Archelaus 12).18

similarly, the Kephalaia states that the evil powers “fashioned adam and 
eve in the flesh” (Keph. 56.23) when they “saw his image and formed their 
shapes after his likeness, who are adam and eve” (Keph. 133.14–15). else-
where it is said that “saklas, chief of the demons, said, ‘come! give me your 
light and i will make you an image after the likeness of the exalted one’” 
(Keph. 138.2–3). This detail, that the human form is a hybrid modeled on 

18. Lieu, Greek and Latin, 49.
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both light and dark paradigms, is central to the Manichaean revision of 
genesis and is at the core of Manichaean anthropology. Therefore, we are 
faced with yet another instance of a scribal coloring to make the text seem 
more Manichaean in tone.

Miscell Aneous ModiFicAtions

Pages 15.29—19.10 of the long version of Ap. John contains an extensive 
interpolated section seemingly derived from a work called the “Book of 
Zoroaster.” in it, the parts of the body are associated with a vast array of de-
mons with decidedly semitic (or pseudo-semitic) names. This sort of melo-
thesia is found in Manichaean sources (such as Keph. ch. 70, “on the Body, 
that it was made to resemble the cosmos”), though towards the end of the 
list we read that “the origin of the demons which are in the whole body is 
determined to be four—heat, cold, wetness, and dryness. and the mother 
of them all is Matter (Ϩⲩⲗⲏ)” (ii 18.2–5). in fact, the apparent addition of 
Matter to the list makes five demons rather than four. another artificially 
imposed pentad like this could indicate a Manichaean redaction, although 
we find a rather striking parallel in the Kephalaia ch. 4 “on the Four great 
days, which have come from one another; along with the Four nights”:

ⲧⲙⲁϩϣⲁⲙⲧ[ⲉ ⲛⲟⲩϣⲏ ⲡⲉ ⲡϯⲟⲩ] ⲛ̅ⲕⲟⲥⲙⲟⲥ
ⲛ̅ⲧⲥⲁⲣⲝ . . . . . . [ϩⲁⲩ]ⲧ ⲙⲛ̅ ⲧϯⲉ ⲛⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ
ⲛⲉⲛⲧⲁⲩϫⲡⲁⲩ ⲁⲃⲁⲗ ⲛ̅ⲛ̅ϭⲁⲙ . . . ⲡⲉ ⲁⲩϩⲉⲓ̈ⲉ 
ⲁϫⲙ̅ ⲡⲕⲁϩ ⲉⲩⲟⲩⲁⲛϩ ̅ⲁⲃⲁⲗ ϩⲙ ⲡⲡⲉ
[ⲧϣⲟ]ⲩⲱⲩ ⲙ̅ⲛ̅ ⲡⲡⲉⲧⲁϭⲃⲉ ⲁϩⲛ̅̅ ⲧⲥⲉⲧⲉ ⲙⲛ
ⲧϩⲏⲇⲟⲛⲏ [ⲉⲧⲟ]ⲩⲏ[ϩ] ⲛ̅ϩⲏⲧⲟⲩ ⲉⲧⲕⲓⲙ ⲁⲣⲁⲩ 
ⲁϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲁⲛⲟⲩⲁⲣⲏⲩ [ⲧϩⲩ]ⲗ[ⲏ] ϩⲱⲥ
ⲧⲉⲛⲑⲩⲙⲏⲥⲓⲥ ⲙ̅ⲡⲙⲟⲩ ⲉⲧⲉ ⲛⲧⲁⲥ ⲡⲉ
ⲧⲟⲩ[ⲙⲉⲩ] ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ

The third [night is the Five] Worlds 
of Flesh . . . . . . [five(?) male] and the 
five female, those who are born of the 
powers . . . they fell upon the earth, 
while they are revealed in the dryness 
and cold, along with the fire and 
desire [which] dwells in them, which 
impel them towards one another. 
[Matter], however, is the death-
desire, which is [Mother] of them all 
(26.33—27.6)

as this passage shows, the association of dryness, cold, and fire (=heat) with 
Matter, the “Mother of them all” clearly seems to indicate a Manichaean 
adaptation.19

another adaptation is found when in the short version the Mother pe-
titions the Father to retrieve the power given to the ruler, the Father sends 
forth “autogenes with his four lights” (iii 24.2 / Bg 51.9–10). in the long 
version, however, it is simply “five illuminators” (ϯⲟⲩ ⲙⲫⲱⲥⲧⲏⲣ) (ii 19.19) 
that are sent forth. The modification is subtle. even though autogenes and 

19. Van Lindt, “religious terminology,” 196.
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his four lights does add up to five, the redactor of the long version wants to 
make the pentad explicit and replaces autogenes with “illuminator,” a term 
Manichaeans associated with the sun and Moon and with Mani himself. 
also in the short version, when christ explains to John who will be saved 
and deemed “worthy to enter these great lights” (iii 33.7 / Bg 65.8), the 
long version adapts this to “worthy of the greatness (ⲙⲛⲧⲛⲟϭ)” (ii 25.26), 
another Manichaean technical term referring to the Father and his associ-
ates in the Light realm.

Finally, when the short version describes the mating of the angels with 
the daughters of men (iii 38.21—39.4), the long version adds that those 
deceived by their precious gifts died “without knowing the god of truth 
(ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛⲧⲙⲏⲉ)” (ii 30.4)—the “god of truth” being an epithet fre-
quently applied to the Father of greatness in the Manichaean Psalm-Book 
(36.7; 49.29; 57.31; 62.30; 75.7 etc.).

A MAnichAeAn epilo gue?

The long version of Ap. John contains a substantial expansion of the savior’s 
final discourse. as we might expect, this addition has several Manichaean 
characteristics. First of all, the savior identifies himself with pronoia (ii 
30.12), a figure which, as we have already seen, the Manichaean redactor 
sought to assimilate to the First Man. next he calls himself the “richness 
of the light” (ⲧⲙⲛⲧⲣⲙⲙⲁⲟ ⲙⲡⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ) (ii 30.15). in the Manichaean 
Psalm-Book the First Man is called: “our Father, the First Man. The Lord 
of richness” (ⲡϫⲁⲓ̈ⲥ ⲛⲧⲙⲛⲧⲣⲙⲙⲁⲟ) (137.17–18) and “rich” is a term that 
is often applied to beings in the light-realm, such as the “twelve rich gods 
of greatness” (Keph. 25.16). as Kephalaia ch. 50 states, three names can be 
applied to beings in the realm of light: god, rich one, and angel (125.25ff). 

Then, the savior describes how he has made three descents. First, we 
are told that, like the First Man, the savior “went into the realm of darkness” 
(ii 30.17), although the dark powers did not recognize him. second, he 
“came from those belonging to the Light” (ii 30.23) and again entered “into 
the middle of the darkness and into Hades” (ii 30.25–26) before fleeing to 
the “root of Light (ii 30.30).20 Then, he says, “i came forth yet a third time 
(ii 30.32–33) as “the Light which exists in the Light” (ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ 
ⲉⲧϣⲟⲟⲡ ϩⲙ̅ ⲡⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ) (ii 30.33–34) so that “i might again enter” 
(ⲉⲉⲓⲛⲁⲃⲱⲕ) into the midst of darkness. The savior, we are told, entered the 
prison of the body, proclaiming “He who hears, may he get up from deep 

20. root (ⲛⲟⲩⲛⲉ) is one of the synonyms used in coptic Manichaean texts for the 
principles of Light and dark (cf. Keph. 35.3, etc.).
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sleep” (ii 31.4–6). These three descents appear to resemble three descents 
from the Manichaean cosmogony. More specifically, the three descents of 
the third power of the Manichaean trinity seem to be intended.

While Manichaean theology is known for its multiplicity of beings 
and divine powers, the entire system is rooted ultimately in a trinitarian 
scheme of Father-Mother-child, which is also present in Ap. John at several 
points. as a result, many of the figures key to the cosmogony should be 
understood as diverse manifestations of the central triad. according to one 
of the best representations of the Manichaean myth recorded in syriac by 
Theodore bar khonai, in response to the hostility of the powers of darkness 
the Father of greatness and the Mother of Life send forth the First Man 
to be devoured by the darkness. Thus, the first descent of the savior “into 
the realm of darkness.” next, in order to recover the light substance that 
had been consumed by the dark powers, the “second evocation” technically 
involves the Living spirit being called forth to build the cosmos as a kind 
of light-filtering machine. in the “third evocation,” however, the son-figure 
appears twice: once as the “Messenger” and once as Jesus. Like the image of 
the First Man earlier in Ap. John, the Messenger appears to the demons who 
then create adam and eve based on his image as a way to further ensnare 
light substance in the material prison of the body. Then, the son manifests 
a third time as “Jesus the splendor,” whom we are told “came to adam, the 
innocent, and awoke him from the sleep of death, so that he might be deliv-
ered from many (evil) spirit(s)” (Theodore bar khonai 317.16–17). after he 
receives this enlightening knowledge, adam laments “Woe, woe to the one 
who formed my body and to the one who bound my soul and to the tyrants 
who have enslaved me” (Theodore bar khonai 318.3–4).

it is possible then that the Manichaean redactor expanded the final 
discourse of the savior as a way to re-enforce the equations which had al-
ready been made between Barbelo/pronoia and the First Man and to un-
derscore the multiple ways in which the savior is manifest in Manichaean 
cosmogony.21 such a reading, however, remains highly speculative.

iMplicAtions

as this study has shown, there does appear to be some grounds to connect 
Ap. John and Manichaean traditions. one the one hand, it seems likely that 
at some stage in the textual history of these versions a Manichaean redactor 

21. Böhlig recognizes that in the Manichaean system, Jesus has been differenti-
ated into multiple functions (“new testament,” 98). see also Franzmann, Jesus in the 
Manichaean Writings, 141.
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was at work. given the similarities in technical terms that we find evident 
in coptic Manichaean sources it seems probable that the redactions were 
made to a coptic version of the text rather than a greek prototype. at the 
same time, there are key elements in the text, such as the Father-Mother-
child triad and some of the basic contours of the demiurgical myth, which 
surely predate any later editorial activity and probably influenced the for-
mation of the Manichaean cosmogony itself. as a result, we are in the rather 
remarkable position of seeing a gnostic cosmogonic text being reworked 
by a representative of a later movement originally influenced by some of its 
core elements.

such editorial activity should not be surprising given the fact that 
Manichaeans were a definite part of the egyptian landscape in the fourth 
to fifth centuries ce. in fact, Lycopolis seems to have been one of the main 
centers of Manichaean activity,22 as evidenced by the polemical treatise com-
posed against them by alexander, a local Platonist philosopher. as a result, 
Manichaeans would have inherited what stroumsa calls the “dualistic and 
encratistic tendencies” of the nile valley23 and could have therefore formed 
part of the readership of the works found in the nag Hammadi codices. 
Moreover, they may have served as a catalyzing force in the emergence of 
egyptian monasticism, although we cannot know for certain.24 What we do 
know, based on the material evidence of the manuscripts themselves, is that 
Manichaeans were involved in book production in egypt. in fact, they have 
earned the distinction of having produced the largest (the Psalm-Book) and 
the smallest (Cologne Mani Codex) manuscripts surviving from late antiqui-
ty. it should not be surprising then to find them embedded within the early 
coptic scribal culture of Upper egypt—both overtly and possibly covertly 
as well. stroumsa has argued also that a Manichaean “underground” existed 
in egypt,25 with some possibly taking refuge from state and ecclesiastical 
persecution in the monasteries. it is even reported, albeit in a late source, 
that bishop timothy of alexandria imposed a food-test to root out and ex-
pose Manichaeans among the egyptian clergy.26

22. stroumsa, “Manichaean challenge,” 308.
23. ibid., 307–308.
24. scholars are very divided on this question, which is frequently clouded by theo-

logical assumptions. on the one hand, some of those who have speculated about the 
Manichaean origin of monasticism in egypt are driven by a more general antimonastic 
attitude that sees asceticism as “un-christian” and a foreign element (Harmless, Desert 
Christians, 438–39). others, however, tend to dismiss any possible connection as a way 
to insulate egyptian monasticism from any “heretical” impurities. 

25. stroumsa, “Monachisme et ‘marranisme’,” 313–14.
26. eutychius in gardner and Lieu, Manichaean Texts, 121. 
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as for the nag Hammadi codices, ever since their discovery in the 
vicinity of Pachomian monastic settlements, many scholars have presumed 
that the texts have some connection to that environment, either as pious 
reading for heterodox monks or as a sort of heresiological reference library.27 
others strongly disagree and, again, we may never know for certain. one 
has to ask, however, who else would have produced such books other than 
christian scribes of some sort, probably monks (some of whom may have 
had Manichaean leanings)?

in closing, i would like to draw attention to the fact that the long ver-
sion of Ap. John is found within nag Hammadi codex ii.28 This manuscript 
also contains the Gospel of Thomas, which Manichaeans appear to have 
made use of,29 as well as On the Origin of the World, which Louis Painchaud 
has argued contains “une contamination manichéenne.”30 note too that the 
Book of Thomas (nHc ii,7), found in the same codex, presents Jesus pre-
dicting that what is sown “will hide in tombs of darkness,”31 which evokes 
Manichaean terminology; similarly, On the Origin of the World ends with 
the statement that “light will [overcome the] darkness and banish it. The 
darkness will be like something that never was, and the source of darkness 
will be dissolved. deficiency will be pulled out by its root (ⲛⲟⲩⲛⲉ) and cast 
down into the darkness, and the Light will withdraw up to its root (ⲛⲟⲩⲛⲉ)” 
(127.1–5). as such, the codex itself, or at least some of the writings it con-
tains, may provide additional clues of Manichaean scribes at work.

27. Veilleux, “Monasticism and gnosis,” 284. 
28. For a discussion of this see Pettipiece, “towards a Manichaean reading,” 

43–54.
29. see Mirecki, “coptic Manichaean Psalm 278,” 243–62; Funk “‘einer aus 

tausend,” 67–94; coyle, “gospel of Thomas in Manichaeism?” 75–91.
30. see Painchaud’s translation of the text in Mahé and Poirier, eds., Écrits gnos-

tiques, 436.
31. Layton, Nag Hammadi Codex II,2–7, 194–95.
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11

“Cherries at Command”
Preaching the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew 

in Anglo-Saxon England

Brandon W. Hawk

O then bespoke the babe, 
within his mother’s womb: 
“Bow down then the tallest tree, 
for my mother to have some.” 
Then bowed down the highest tree 
unto his mother’s hand: 
Then she cried, “See, Joseph, 
I have cherries at command.”

—“The Cherry Tree Carol”1

these lyrics, from a traditional folk song known as “The cherry tree 
carol,” offer a useful introduction to the transmission of apocrypha across 

1. child, English and Scottish Popular Ballads, 2:1–6.
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the centuries. This ballad relates Joseph’s reluctance to pick cherries for his 
new, pregnant wife, and how the infant Jesus, still in the womb, commanded 
the trees to bend for his mother to pick their fruit. With evidence of its use 
in folk traditions from at least the fifteenth century, this song continues to 
hold a place in contemporary culture: it has been performed by a number of 
music icons, including shirley collins, Joan Baez, Peter, Paul and Mary, as 
well as, more recently, sting and annie Lennox. as may already be apparent 
(at least from my title), a closer look at this folk ballad reveals its origins in 
the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew (BHL 5334–5342; cant 51).2 This par-
ticular apocryphon—consisting of a Latin adaptation of chs. 1–17 of the 
Protevangelium of James (BHg 1046; cant 50) as well as an expansion of 
that account—contains a similar story about Jesus commanding palm trees 
to bend for Mary on the holy family’s flight to egypt. of course, this carol is 
not the only persistent holdover from this apocryphon in popular music. For 
example, christians still sing about the “ox and ass” at the nativity in songs 
like “What child is This?” and “good christian Men, rejoice,” despite the 
fact that this image appears nowhere in the canonical gospels. reasons for 
starting with these reflections on contemporary music are two-fold, since 
such examples demonstrate the endurance of christian apocrypha across 
the centuries and directly intersect with the narrative subject of my paper.

Moving backward in time—to the tenth and eleventh centuries—in 
the rest of this essay, i examine uses of Ps.-Mt. for preaching and related me-
dia in late anglo-saxon england. christian apocrypha enjoyed a prominent 
afterlife in the medieval period (and beyond), particularly as subjects for 
preaching; this is especially the case in early england.3 in this study, i focus 
on versions of Ps.-Mt. in an old english sermon designated Vercelli Homily 
6 and a set of images in the sacramentary of robert of Jumièges, suggesting 
that these artifacts should be considered together as part of a larger media 
network of apocryphal narratives about Jesus’ childhood circulating in late 
anglo-saxon england. This examination specifically addresses how visual 
media serve as translations of apocrypha, and therefore key contexts for 
the culture surrounding parallel narratives in anglo-saxon preaching texts. 
adopting an interdisciplinary framework of transmission studies—encom-
passing book history, translations, and adaptations across media—allows 
for considering apocrypha beyond verbal representations, to encompass 
the many cultural currents that surrounded and affected anglo-saxons in 
their attitudes toward para-biblical narratives. taken together, multimedia 

2. references are to gijsel, Libri de nativitate Mariae, 277–481 (forma textus P); 
translations are adapted from ehrman and Pleše, eds. and trans., Apocryphal Gospels, 
73–113.

3. For bibliographic overview, see Biggs, ed., Apocrypha.
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witnesses to Ps.-Mt. further demonstrate how this apocryphon permeated 
anglo-saxon preaching contexts across a variety of porous social boundar-
ies linked by common subjects. Just as apocrypha were preached in ver-
nacular sermons to elites and commoners, ecclesiasts and laity, literate and 
illiterate, as well as men and women, these narratives appeared also in other 
media accessible to audiences across the spectrum of social strata.

MultiMediA trAnsl Ations

Various versions and translations of Ps.-Mt. survive from anglo-saxon 
england, particularly in relation to preaching.4 although this apocryphon 
circulated as early as the ninth century, english manuscript witnesses to the 
Latin text and revisions survive only from the late anglo-saxon period. a 
single independent witness, containing chs. 1 to 6:3, is extant in London, 
British Library, cotton nero e.i (s. xi3/4, Worcester), as part of a legendary.5 
two versions of the carolingian revision known as the Nativity of Mary 
(De Nativitate Mariae; BHL 5343–5345; cant 52) also exist:6 in durham, 
cathedral Library a.iii.29 (s. xiex, before 1096, durham) and salisbury, 
cathedral Library 179 (s. xiex, salisbury)—both included in copies of the 
Homiliarium of Paul the deacon.7 Finally, episodes from chs. 23 and 24 
have close analogues in a Latin sermon on the nativity of the innocents 
(item 11) in a version of the Homiliary of Saint-Père de Chartres surviving 
in cambridge, Pembroke college 25 (s. xiex or xi2, Bury st. edmunds).8 The 
fact that all of these collections revolve around liturgical cycles is significant 
for their connections with preaching, made all the stronger by the fact that 
the versions included in homiliaries were explicitly stylized and intended as 
sermons. Furthermore, these types of collections also have strong ties with 
continental homiliaries, as the anglo-saxons looked to carolingian models 
for their own sermon collections.9 What these witnesses reveal, then, is that 
anglo-saxon sermons based on Ps.-Mt. are situated within a larger media 
network of early medieval uses of apocrypha for preaching purposes.

4. For summaries of scholarship, see Hall, “gospel of Pseudo-Matthew”; and 
clayton, “de nativitate Mariae.”

5. gneuss and Lapidge, Anglo-Saxon Manuscripts, no. 344.
6. For an edition, see Beyers, Libri de Nativitate Mariae, 269–333.
7. gneuss and Lapidge, Anglo-Saxon Manuscripts, nos. 222 and 753.
8. ibid., no. 130. see cross, Cambridge Pembroke College MS. 25, 22–23.
9. For overviews with further references, see clayton, “Homiliaries and Preach-

ing”; various essays in kleist, Old English Homily; and Hill, “Ælfric and Haymo 
revisited.”
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old english translations of parts of Ps.-Mt. also demonstrate how an-
glo-saxons used this apocryphon for preaching. For example, a translation 
of chs. 1–12 exists as a sermon for the nativity of Mary, including the story 
of anna and Joachim’s infertility, the miraculous conception of Mary, her 
birth, and Mary’s early life up to her doubting the miraculous conception 
of Jesus.10 This sermon survives in three manuscripts: cambridge, corpus 
christi college 367, Part ii (s. xii, Worcester?); oxford, Bodleian Library, 
Bodley 343 (s. xii2, West Midlands); and oxford, Bodleian Library, Hatton 
114 (ca.1064–ca.1083, Worcester).11 all three manuscripts represent old 
english sermon collections, witnesses to the vibrant culture of vernacular 
preaching in early england. in these manuscript contexts, set alongside 
works of prominent preachers like abbot Ælfric of eynsham (ca.955–
ca.1010) and archbishop Wulfstan of York (d.1023), old english transla-
tions of Ps.-Mt. as sermons also attest to the ways in which apocrypha had 
entered mainstream anglo-saxon christianity.

The sermon known as Vercelli 6 appears in a collection of old english 
preaching texts (both prose and poetry) surviving in Vercelli, Biblioteca 
capitolare cXVii (s. x2, se england), more commonly referred to as the 
Vercelli Book.12 This manuscript was compiled in the second half of the 
tenth century (likely 959–988 in canterbury), although the precise origins 
and rationale behind the compilation remain unknown, as do the circum-
stances of its arrival in Vercelli, italy.13 The sermon designated Vercelli 6, 
intended for christmas, focuses on Jesus’ nativity and infancy as narrated in 
the canonical gospel of Luke, with expansions from Ps.-Mt.14 d. g. scragg 

10. see clayton, Apocryphal Gospels, passim, with edition and translation at 
164–90.

11. ker, Catalogue, nos. 63, 310, and 331; and gneuss and Lapidge, Anglo-Saxon 
Manuscripts, no. 638 (only on Hatton 114). see clayton, Apocryphal Gospels, 153–63.

12. ker, Catalogue, no. 394; and gneuss and Lapidge, Anglo-Saxon Manuscripts, 
no. 941. Because of boundaries imposed around the prose and poetry of the Vercelli 
Book in modern scholarship, there is no edition of the full manuscript as it survives. 
For prose, see scragg, Vercelli Homilies; and, for poetry, krapp, Vercelli Book. For a 
recent assessment of the collection, addressing modern distinctions between prose and 
poetry, see Leneghan, “teaching the teachers.” scholarship on the collection is vast, 
but see recently Zacher, Preaching the Converted; and bibliography in remley, “Vercelli 
Book and its texts.”

13. For extended summaries of scholarship, see Zacher, Preaching the Converted, 
3–29; and Leneghan, “teaching the teachers”; as well as scragg’s suggestions in Vercelli 
Homilies, xxxviii–ix; and “Vercelli Homilies and kent.”

14. references to the Vercelli sermons by line numbers are to scragg, Vercelli 
Homilies (Vercelli 6 at 128–31). readers and writers in medieval Western europe 
(anglo-saxons in particular) had access to the Bible primarily through Jerome’s trans-
lation, the Latin Vulgate; for this reason, unless otherwise noted, biblical references are 
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rightly observes the rarity of old english christmas sermons, since Vercelli 
homilies 5 and 6 are the only extant anonymous sermons on the subject15—
a fact that points to the significance of Vercelli 6 as representative of how 
anglo-saxon authors used apocryphal elements to supplement the biblical 
story of the nativity.16

even beyond translations undertaken for old english preaching, 
anglo-saxon representations of apocryphal narratives are evident also in 
visual media. scenes of the nativity and other episodes from Jesus’ life often 
include details related not only to the canonical gospels but also to para-
biblical sources expanding on the basic narratives. Both Jessica Brantley and 
Thomas d. Hill have demonstrated how iconography can reveal possible 
sources for texts translating theological concepts, opening up ways of think-
ing more deeply about relationships between media.17 expanding these no-
tions through an examination of media based on Ps.-Mt., i pose possibilities 
for further understanding interactions between texts and images. explor-
ing this question reveals a series of analogues in visual media within the 
eleventh-century sacramentary of robert of Jumièges (rouen, Bibliothèque 
Municipale 274 [Y.6]).18 considering these images and Vercelli 6 together 
as translations of Ps.-Mt. helps to situate their subjects within anglo-saxon 
mainstream religion. indeed, as different media were accessible across dif-
ferent social classes, when taken together, these artifacts reveal the varieties 
of learned and popular discourses in which apocrypha circulated in late 
anglo-saxon england.

surprisingly, methodological discussions of translation are not com-
monly addressed in scholarship about text-image relationships.19 The inter-

to Weber, Biblia sacra; and translations are from Holy Bible: Douay Version.
15. scragg, Vercelli Homilies, 109. other versions of Vercelli 5 survive in cam-

bridge, corpus christi college 198 (s. xi) and oxford, Bodleian Library, Bodley 340 
and 342 (s. xi); see ker, Catalogue, nos. 48 and 309; gneuss and Lapidge, Anglo-Saxon 
Manuscripts, no. 64 and 569; and, for further details, scragg, Vercelli Homilies, 108–10.

16. on liturgy and major christian feasts like christmas, see Bedingfield, Dra-
matic Liturgy.

17. Brantley, “iconography”; and Hill, “Baby on the stone.”
18. ker, Catalgoue, no. 377; gneuss and Lapidge, Anglo-Saxon Manuscripts, no. 921; 

and Lucas and Lucas, Anglo-Saxon Manuscripts, 117–25. For an edition, see Wilson, 
ed., Missal of Robert of Jumièges, with illuminations printed as black and white plates 
1–13.

19. The classic studies of text-image relationships are Mitchell, Iconology; and 
Mitchell, Picture Theory—though in neither is the notion of translation addressed. a 
related problem, Brantley observes, is that “Links between the visual and the narra-
tive arts in the anglo-saxon period remain largely unexplored” (“iconography,” 43, n. 
2, where some exceptions are cited); references in this chapter point to some further 
studies.
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play between texts and images is well-trodden territory in scholarship, but, 
instead of “translation,” scholars tend to employ terms such as “interchange” 
and “exchange,” “transformation,” “dynamic interaction,” “appropriation,” 
and, perhaps most often, “illustration”; when the term translation is used, it 
is often not accompanied by methodological explanation.20 adding to this 
muddled proliferation of vocabulary without elucidation, one recent critic 
describes an image as “translated” from text, but places the term within in-
verted commas without comment, as if the word stands as a surrogate for 
an undefined concept.21 similarly, extended discussions of translation rarely 
acknowledge the possibilities of this practice outside of a verbal medium, 
and only recently have scholars of translation studies begun to explore rela-
tionships across media.22 These criticisms are not meant to challenge these 
contributions to scholarship, but to question the methodological assump-
tions for a significant subject that could benefit from further exploration.

This chapter rests on the assumption that translation occurs in and 
across all media. Marco Mostert poses the challenge of considering media 
representations in an interdisciplinary manner in the following way:

Writing is a visual system representing speech, and because 
of its visuality, all writing is also image. This implies that ev-
ery written text shares some of its aspects with images. Hence 
the metaphor of reading may be useful to refer to the search 
for meaning in images as it does for that in texts. This suggests 
that the historians of the image might try having a look at the 
questions posed by the historians of reading, so that these may 
be adapted to the study of images. if images can be regarded 
as symbols or representations to which different contemporary 
audiences ascribed different meanings, and if these meanings 
show a development over time, have a history, then the ques-
tions put by historians of reading seem, mutatis mutandis, if not 
identical then at least similar.23

similarly, it is my hope that exploring theories of translation alongside work 
by those who study images will open up new assessments worth pursuing. 
From this perspective, the uses of apocryphal narratives in anglo-saxon 

20. For recent examples, see esp. Hoffman, “Pathways of Portability”; karkov, Text 
and Picture; Woodfin, “officer and a gentleman”; robinson, “arthur in alhambra?”; 
and smith, “chivalric narratives.”

21. smith, “chivalric narratives,” 35.
22. For recent notable examples of these shifts, see Venuti, “adaptation, transla-

tion, critique”; Zanoletti, “Marinetti and Buvoli”; and various essays in Wilson and 
Maher, Words, Images and Performances.

23. Mostert, “reading images and texts,” 6.
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england—in both verbal and visual media—should lead to reconsidering 
notions of translations represented in a wider network of interrelations.

one claim in the following examination is that sermons and visual me-
dia are not so different in their adaptive translations of apocryphal gospels. 
catherine e. karkov has pointed out that visual translations (like sermons) 
refer to influences besides strictly textual sources, such as pictorial reso-
nances.24 if, as scholars have readily acknowledged, translation is a process 
contingent on complex contexts and influences, then associations that may 
not be apparent in a primary written source should be considered seriously. 
in this manner, it is useful to examine translations related to a common 
source (even those in different media) as analogous to each other. Thus, 
parallels open up differences as well as commonalities in adaptive transla-
tions, which may be understood as keys to cultural associations that reso-
nate in and across media. When various materials are examined together 
as comparative projects of translation, it becomes apparent, as Brantley has 
pointed out, that they “represent related responses in different media.”25 in 
considering this issue, it is pertinent to remember that every translation is a 
specific, ideological representation of how the creator(s) perceived and used 
traditions from which the product was shaped. This reminder is particularly 
important for the present study, since various anglo-saxon media provide 
an understanding of not only the transmissions but also the receptions of 
apocrypha in anglo-saxon christianity.

one common feature of representations in preaching and visual me-
dia based on Ps.-Mt. is how they emphasize Jesus’ deeds rather than his 
teachings. in christian tradition, Jesus’ teachings are of course central, but 
old english sermons based on apocrypha about his life do not use them 
as a basis; instead, they generally focus on narrating his actions. similarly, 
artistic representations of Jesus’ life depict scenes that emphasize narrative 
action—not surprisingly, since actions lend themselves to pictures more 
readily than words. By highlighting narrative actions in verbal and visual 
media, anglo-saxons acknowledged that Jesus’ deeds are as significant for 
teaching christian doctrine as his words, even when certain events are ei-
ther not present or not related explicitly in the canonical gospels.

extended narratives surrounding Jesus’ infancy miracles are wholly 
absent from biblical accounts, and the popularity of these traditions largely 
relies on details from apocryphal narratives. in other words, for medieval 
authors, apocryphal stories suitably embellish those in the canonical gos-
pels. These deeds are central to understanding Jesus’ miraculous and divine 

24. karkov, Text and Picture, 17.
25. Brantley, “iconography,” 62.
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nature as well as soteriological doctrines, making them, subsequently, 
central to christian teaching. in fact, when considering the incarnational 
theology surrounding Jesus’ life—especially for the nativity, crucifixion, and 
resurrection—the lines between Jesus’ words and actions are blurred, since 
he is considered the Word of god. Jesus’ words and actions are simultane-
ously representative of his transcendent character, entwined together as sig-
nifiers of his divinity. in this sense, messages relayed through his speeches 
are no different from messages relayed through his actions. reflection upon 
translations of Ps.-Mt. in both verbal and visual media together reveals this 
convergence.

vercelli 6 And Jesus’ MirAculous inFAncy

apocryphal infancy gospels are not generally common in anglo-saxon 
england, but Vercelli 6 stands out as one of a few examples that do survive. 
This text includes an incipit (the only one in the Vercelli Book, though some 
items have titles) that states, “incipit narrare miracula que facta fuerant ante 
aduentum saluatoris domini nostri iesu christi” (“We begin to narrate the 
miracles which had been done before the arrival of our savior the Lord Jesus 
christ”). Following this headnote, the sermon begins, “Her sagað ymb ðas 
mæran gewyrd þe to þyssum dæge gewearð, þætte ælmihtig dryhten sylfa 
þas world gesohte ⁊ þurh unwemme fæmnan on þas world acenned wæs, 
to þan þæt he eall manna cyn fram hellwara wite alysde ⁊ to heofona rices 
wuldre gefremede” (1–4: “Here we will tell about the famous event which 
happened on this day, that the almighty Lord Himself sought this world and 
through an unspotted virgin he was born to this world, so that he freed all of 
mankind from the torments of hell and performed the glory of the kingdom 
of heaven”). in both theme and content, Vercelli 6 is intended for christmas 
in its aims to center on the nativity and the salvific implications for that 
feast. For the impetus of the narrative, however, the sermon’s author looked 
beyond only the canonical gospels to a host of traditional materials suitable 
for translation at the occasion. Foremost among these sources is Ps.-Mt., 
which is used along with the canonical gospel of Luke and historiographical 
traditions.26 in translating these sources, Vercelli 6 incorporates biblical and 
apocryphal materials synthetically, fusing together details about the nativity 
from a variety of sources rather than relying on a single text. in translating 

26. cf. excerpts from sources printed alongside Vercelli 6 in scragg, Vercelli Homi-
lies, 128–31, where scragg relies on von tischendorf ’s edition in Evangelia Apocrypha, 
50–105.
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these sources strategically, the author highlights the central theme of this 
sermon: Jesus’ miraculous nature—in birth and childhood deeds.

Para-biblical details at the start of Vercelli 6 include a series of miracles 
purported to have occurred preceding Jesus’ birth, some of which overlap 
with similar signs in Vercelli 5. as a contribution to source studies, James 
e. cross offered the first detailed examination of these portents and linked 
them to insular traditions derived from roman writers such as Livy, oro-
sius, and Julius obsequens.27 recently, Thomas n. Hall has provided an 
extensive treatment of the tradition in the early medieval period, and has 
demonstrated that such portents were widespread in biblical commentaries 
and homilies—especially those associated with irish learning.28 Hall’s work 
thus complicates previous studies seeking to create clear source links.29 The 
portents in the two old english sermons may be catalogued as follows:30

golden ring(s) around the sun
roman emperor forgives all the people
slaves are restored to their masters (not in Vercelli 6)
Peace throughout all the earth, no weapons
Men are obliged to pay tribute to the emperor (not in Vercelli 6)
sun shines as brightly as in summer for seven nights before na-
tivity (not in Vercelli 5)
Three wells flow with oil (not in Vercelli 5)

The effect that these miracles precipitate for the christian audience is won-
der, especially at the universal recognition of the coming birth of Jesus. 
These portents, in fact, have certain affinities with ancient oracular litera-
ture such as the Sibylline Oracles and other apocalyptica of Hellenistic Juda-
ism and early christianity,31 particularly since astrological signs foretelling 
politico-religious changes were taken over by late antique and medieval his-

27. cross, “Portents and events.”
28. Hall, “Portents.”
29. The primary analogue compared by cross is the Catachesis Celtica, a Hiberno-

Latin florilegium of exegetical materials compiled sometime before the tenth century, 
although he notes that closer immediate sources must rest behind the Vercelli sermons. 
atherton claims the Catechesis as variously a direct source, antecedent source, and one 
among multiple possible sources for Vercelli 5 and 6; see “sources of Vercelli 5”; and 
“sources of Vercelli 6”; cf. Zacher, Preaching the Converted, 20–21, who follows ather-
ton. a more circumspect assessment is provided by Wright, Irish Tradition, 80–81. 
scragg prints the Catechesis in the critical apparatus for Vercelli 5, though he cautions, 
“it is not intended to suggest that the Latin text is a direct source” (Vercelli Homilies, 
109 n. 1).

30. This list is indebted to Hall’s extensive table in “Portents,” 94–95.
31. see collins, Apocalyptic Imagination, esp. 116–27.
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toriographic writers.32 setting the scene for the nativity in Vercelli 6, these 
miracles point out the acknowledgment of Jesus’ cosmic advent not only 
by the roman emperor (forgiveness) and people (loyalty to the emperor) 
but also by the population of the whole earth (world-wide peace), the earth 
itself (wells springing forth oil), and even celestial bodies (the sun).

after enumerating these portents, the author of Vercelli 6 moves from 
the classically derived portents to the miraculous nativity itself. Here the 
narrative relates, “⁊ þa to þære sylfan niht ær morgensteorra upeode, dryht-
en wæs geboren on ðysne middangeard, ⁊ hine geborene englas onfengon 
⁊ hine gebædon, ⁊ him wundorlico lof sungon ⁊ swa cwædon: ‘Wuldor on 
heannesse gode, ⁊ on eorðan sib mannum ðæs godan willan’” (55–58: “and 
then in that same night before the morning-star arose, the Lord was born on 
this earth, and angels bore Him, received Him, and prayed to Him, and sang 
praise to Him, and so said: ‘glory to god in the highest, and on earth peace 
to all men of good will’”). The recognizable words of praise are, ultimately, 
derived from Luke 2:14,33 but this passage presents a translation from Ps.-
Mt. 13:2: “Quae lux non defecit nec in die nec in nocte, quamdiu ibi Maria 
peperit masculum, quem circumdederunt nascentem angeli, et natum super 
pedes suos stantem adorauerunt eum dicentes: gloria in excelsis deo et in 
terra pax hominibus bonae uoluntatis” (“This light did not diminish in day 
nor in night, until Mary brought forth a son, whom the angels surrounded 
at birth, and once he was born and standing on his feet, they worshipped 
him saying: ‘glory to god in the highest, and on earth peace to all men 
of good will’”). rather than signaling a break from the canonical gospel 
and the start of the translation of the apocryphon, the author incorporates 
a passage that blends the two sources. This is especially notable since the 
biblical gloria easily could have been used, especially considering that this 
passage from Ps.-Mt. comes from a chapter not otherwise incorporated into 
the old english sermon. This transitional passage seems to indicate that for 
the author of Vercelli 6, traditions were blurred enough that preferring Ps.-
Mt. raised no problems, and indeed allows a glimpse into the convergence 

32. astrological concerns run through much of the early Jewish pseudepigrapha, 
as discussed by charlesworth, “introduction.” astrological concerns were also of inter-
est to early medieval authors; see Flint, Rise of Magic; and, more specifically, Williams, 
Fiery Shapes.

33. The Vulgate reads: “gloria in altissimis deo et in terra pax in hominibus bonae 
voluntatis,” while the apocryphal gospel gives variant readings: “gloria in excelsis deo et 
in terra pax hominibus bonae voluntatis”; cf. Vercelli 5, lines 167–68: “‘Gloria in excelsis 
Deo. Wuldor sie on heannessum gode ⁊ sibb on eorðan þam mannum þe godne willan 
habbað.” These variants represent old Latin readings carried over into the apocryphon 
and the liturgy; see sabatier, Bibliorum sacrorum, 3:267–68.
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of canonical and apocryphal narratives for the author’s ultimate purpose of 
narrating miraculous events.

For the most part, the rest of Vercelli 6 translates selections from Ps.-
Mt. in order to narrate Herod’s plot to kill all infants in the land, the holy 
family’s flight into egypt, and Jesus’ miracles while there. Unfortunately, 
the manuscript—the sole witness to this sermon—is defective, and a leaf is 
missing after line 67. as scragg notes, the author “presumably followed the 
source,” which relates a number of miracles of the infant Jesus.34 While not 
translating the entire source, the sermon’s author selectively appropriates 
passages from Ps.-Mt.; when using this source, however, the author closely 
follows the Latin for rendering these selections into old english. The anglo-
saxon author’s strategy, then, is to create an abridged translation, including 
only certain passages rather than the entire apocryphal story.

The selections from Ps.-Mt. in Vercelli 6 focus on two aspects of the 
narrative: Jesus’ miracles and various scenes of veneration from creation. 
Following on the cosmic miracles and veneration already present at Jesus’ 
birth, the narrative relates Jesus subjugating dragons, other beasts, and a 
fruit tree,35 as well as casting down pagan idols (71–73) and his venera-
tion by a certain afradisius in egypt (74–80). This last episode serves as an 
example to highlight the ways in which Jesus’ miracles and his veneration 
are handled in the text. When Jesus casts down idols in a pagan temple, 
afradisius and his troops arrive to survey the scene, with the following re-
sponse: “He eode to Marian þære fæmman, ⁊ he gebæd hælend þæt cild, ⁊ 
he spræc to eallum his werode, ⁊ cwæð: ‘Þær ðe þis god ne wære, nænige 
þinga ura goda on hyra onyne gefeollon. ⁊ for þan us is þearf þæt we don 
swa ura god, þy læs his yrre ⁊ deaðes frecnes ofer us cume’” (78–80: “He 
[afradisius] went to the Virgin Mary, and he prayed to the child savior, and 
he spoke to all of his troop, and said: ‘if this were not god, our gods would 
not for anything fall on their faces. and therefore it is necessary for us that 
we do as our gods, lest his ire and the danger of death overcome us’”). Just 
as the miracles testify to Jesus’ sanctity, so too do the actions and words of 
afradisius as a witness. all of this serves to extend the miracles surrounding 
the birth of the child Jesus, and to further demonstrate to the audience that 
he is christ.

34. scragg, Vercelli Homilies, 132.
35. The text breaks off at line 68 (the end of fol. 55v), with a tantalizing start to the 

scene with dragons: “semninga þa uteodon of ðam scrafe manige dracan, þæt mitte 
ðe. . .” (“Then suddenly out of the cave went many dragons, so that when. . .”). The text 
picks up again (at line 69, the beginning of folio 56r) just as the holy family enters 
egypt: “denum hy locedon on egypta dune ⁊ hie wæron swiðe gefeonde” (“from the 
valley they looked on the hill of egypt, and they were greatly rejoicing”).
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That these episodes are meant to demonstrate Jesus’ miraculous per-
sonage is made most explicit in the final exhortation of the sermon, not 
drawn from any identified source. The author begins this exhortation, 
“Hwæt, we nu gehyrdon secgan hwylcnehwegu dæl ymb usses dryhtnes 
gebyrd, swylce eac ymb þa wundor þe he on his cildhade worhte. Utan we 
nu eorne tilian þæt we þe selran syn þonne we þylleca bysene usses dryhtnes 
beforan us reccan ⁊ rædan gehyrað” (86–89: “Lo, now we have heard told 
some portion about the birth of our Lord, likewise also about the wonders 
which he worked in his childhood. Let us now eagerly strive so that we 
are the better when we hear told and hear read such examples of our Lord 
before us”). about this sermon, scragg mentions, “its conclusion is a more 
limited exhortation than is found in any piece [in the Vercelli Book] other 
than [homily] XXiii.”36 notably, it is also a specific echo of the incipit at the 
start. Thus, the sermon is enclosed by a ring structure, drawing the audi-
ence in with promise of wonders (miracula), as well as the admonition that 
knowledge of these holy works (wundor . . . worhte) should help the audi-
ence to be spiritually better (selran). reliance on Ps.-Mt. is not merely an 
exercise in translation, but a way to better help anglo-saxon audiences to 
know and meditate on holy miracles for the betterment of their piety.

visuAlizing inFAncy MirAcles

an appreciation for the importance and role of Ps.-Mt. in Vercelli 6 is fur-
ther highlighted with examination of translations in other media. Previ-
ously, textual influences of this apocryphon have gained much attention, 
especially in relation to Marian devotion.37 Yet, as with many christian 
apocrypha in anglo-saxon culture, one aspect of this text’s influence that 
has remained largely overlooked is its use in visual arts.38 as i suggest in the 
following, the early eleventh-century sacramentary of robert of Jumièges 
contains a series of 13 illuminations, two of which portray iconography ul-
timately indebted to Ps.-Mt. such identifications provide further circulation 
of these apocryphal traditions as well as expanded contexts for Vercelli 6 
and related preaching texts based on this apocryphon.

36. scragg, Vercelli Homilies, 127.
37. see clayton, Apocryphal Gospels; and further references in Hall, “gospel of 

Pseudo-Matthew.”
38. to my knowledge, no overview or survey of apocrypha depicted in anglo-

saxon visual arts exists. For a more general overview, see cartlidge and elliott, Art and 
the Christian Apocrypha.
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The sacramentary was compiled in the first quarter of the eleventh 
century (ca. 1014–ca. 1023), in the south of england, possibly at christ 
church, canterbury (the location of its provenance before the mid-eleventh 
century). The book was later donated to the abbey of Jumièges by the for-
mer abbot robert champart while he was bishop of London (1044–1051).39 
J. o. Westwood provided the earliest and most extensive formal descrip-
tions of all of the illuminations together,40 and some images have received 
subsequent individual attention, though without reference to Ps.-Mt.41 Mary 
clayton has claimed associations between Marian devotion and the sacra-
mentary, but she also does not directly link the images to Ps.-Mt.42

Figure 11.1: Sacramentary of Robert of Jumièges, folios 32v and 33r

i argue that translations of Ps.-Mt. in the sacramentary are contained 
in a visual sequence across two illuminated pages (folios 32v and 33r) de-
picting events from Jesus’ nativity and the flight into egypt. in the following 
examination, i focus on three characteristics of these scenes: the ox and ass 
by Jesus’ crib, a common motif in early medieval art; a midwife attending 
the Virgin Mary, a less common motif; and Jesus’ childhood miracle with a 

39. For summaries of scholarship, see Pfaff, “Massbooks,” esp. 15–19; Pfaff, Liturgy 
in Medieval England; and Lucas and Lucas, Anglo-Saxon Manuscripts, 117–25.

40. Westwood, Facsimiles, 136–38.
41. see esp. temple, Anglo-Saxon Manuscripts, no. 72; turner, “illuminated Manu-

scripts,” no. 50; and, more recently, karkov, Art of Anglo-Saxon England, 234–35; and 
Webster, Anglo-Saxon Art, 187–88.

42. clayton, Cult of the Virgin Mary, 169–71.
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palm tree, an uncommon image in anglo-saxon art. For its rarity among 
other anglo-saxon depictions, the last is the most notable and most signifi-
cant for understanding this sequence as a series of episodes from Ps.-Mt. 
translated into images. although not identified previously, this sequence in 
the sacramentary is dependent (either directly or indirectly) on the apocry-
phal gospel and should be read as a translation of the narrative into visual 
art.43 in this assessment, it is difficult, from an iconographic standpoint, to 
know whether these connections to Ps.-Mt. were the intentions of the artist, 
the director who oversaw the book’s creation, or simply derived from mod-
els lying behind the imagery. nonetheless, the sacramentary represents how 
the apocryphal Ps.-Mt. became enmeshed in anglo-saxon media, even to 
the extent that its details were translated into visual depictions of gospel 
events.

Figure 11.2: Sacramentary of Robert of Jumièges, folio 32v

43. issues of “direct” and “indirect” influence echo the similar terms “immediate” 
and “antecedent” in source study; see scragg, “source study”; and Wright, “old english 
Homilies.”
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The first relevant illumination is a depiction of the nativity on folio 
32v, which includes an angel overseeing the scene (in the upper register), 
a midwife attending the Virgin Mary (in the middle register), as well as an 
ox and ass at the side of the manger next to the child Jesus (in the lower 
register).44 Little here is especially unique to early medieval depictions of 
the nativity, but it is significant that the midwife and the two animals are 
not included in any of the canonical gospels, while they all appear in the 
nativity narrative of Ps.-Mt. regarding the animals, the apocryphon relates 
the following:

tertia autem die natiuitatis domini egressa est Maria de spelunca 
et ingress est in stabulum et posuit puerum in praesepio, et bos 
et asinus genua flectentes adorauerunt eum. tum adimpletum 
est quod dictum est per esaiam prophetam dicentem: agnouit 
bos possessorem suum et asinus praesepium domini sui. (isa 
1:3) et ipse animalia in medio eum habentes incessanter adora-
bant eum. tunc adimpletum est quod dictum abacuc prophe-
tam dicentem: in medio duorum animalium innotesceris. (Hab 
3:2)45

14:1: on the third day after the Lord’s birth, Mary left the cave 
and came into a stable, and she placed the child in a manger. 
and an ox and an ass bent their knees and worshiped him. Then 
was fulfilled what was spoken by isaiah the prophet, who said, 
“The ox has recognized its owner and the ass the manger of 
its lord.” These animals were around him, constantly worship-
ing him. Then was fulfilled what was spoken by Habakkuk the 
prophet, who said, “Between the two animals you will make 
yourself known.”

it is clear that the purpose of this passage is to establish a typological rela-
tionship with the old testament prophets as an authenticating device for 
both Jesus’ birth and the gospel in which it was related. regarding such as-
sociations, david r. cartlidge and J. keith elliott observe, “a connecting of 
the old and new covenants stands out in virtually every scene of the Marian 
gospels.”46 as they further discuss, pictorial representations of the nativity 

44. all images of the sacramentary of robert of Jumièges are used by permission 
of the Bibliothèque virtuelle des manuscrits médiévaux (http://bvmm.irht.cnrs.fr/), via 
a creative commons BY nc 3.0 license.

45. Both quotations correspond to the old Latin; see sabatier, Bibliorum sacrorum, 
2:515 and 966. cf. the Vulgate: “cognovit bos possessorem suum et asinus praesepe 
domini sui” (“The ox knoweth his owner, and the ass his master’s crib”); and “in medio 
annorum notum facies” (“in the midst of the years thou shalt make it known”).

46. cartlidge and elliott, Art and the Christian Apocrypha, 23.
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abound in medieval manuscripts, and the iconography consistently evokes 
these typological tropes for viewers.47 Furthermore, for viewers familiar 
with Ps.-Mt., the inclusion of the ox and ass in the lower register of the 
nativity illumination creates a symbolic link with the Marian subject just 
above the crib in the middle register of the same image.

a second passage from Ps.-Mt. serves as the source for the scene with 
Mary and her midwife in the middle register of the illumination. The apoc-
ryphon relates that after Mary had given birth in a cave, Joseph brings a 
midwife named Zahel, who inspects the Virgin and child, exclaiming, “nul-
la pollutio sanguinis facta est in nascente, nullus dolor in pariente apparuit. 
Uirgo peperit et postquam peperit uirgo esse perdurat” (13:3: “no stain of 
blood can be found on the child, and no pain has appeared in the mother. 
a virgin has given birth and after giving birth she has remained a virgin”). 
Following this claim, an unconvinced midwife named salome is brought to 
belief by inspecting the Virgin Mary herself—an episode not unlike that of 
the apostle Thomas in John 20:24–29. as a result of her unbelief, salome 
suffers from a withered hand, which is later miraculously healed when she 
touches the infant Jesus. consequently, salome is often portrayed with a 
visibly disabled hand when she is present at the nativity.48

in his assessment of the sacramentary, c. r. dodwell gestures toward 
apocryphal traditions for the imagery of Mary and her midwife, linking 
it to the Protevangelium of James and identifying the midwife as salome.49 
similarly, robert deshman has examined the symbolic importance of the 
midwife in Byzantine and medieval iconography,50 citing both the Protevan-
gelium and Ps.-Mt. as examples of apocryphal details for the nativity in the 
Benedictional of Æthelwold (London, British Library, additional 49598; ca. 
971–ca. 984, Winchester), at folio 15v.51 casting doubt on the Protevange-
lium as source for these images, however, is the lack of substantial evidence 
for the circulation of this apocryphon in anglo-saxon england or generally 
in western europe.52 no complete Latin manuscript of the Protevangelium 
survives from the medieval period. The sole extant witness from anglo-

47. on the influence of Ps.-Mt. on visual representations of the nativity, see ibid., 
88–94.

48. see esp. deshman, “servants.”
49. dodwell, Anglo-Saxon Gestures, 106–109.
50. deshman, “servants”; and deshman, Benedictional of Æthelwold, 18–19.
51. gneuss and Lapidge, Anglo-Saxon Manuscripts, no. 301. see Prescott, Benedic-

tional of St Æthelwold. For another relevant discussion of the nativity in the Benedic-
tional of Æthelwold, see Hill, “Baby on the stone,” 73–75, with image at 74.

52. For a summary of scholarship, see Hall, “Protevangelium of James.” on Latin 
manuscripts and possible wider circulation, see Mcnamara, Apocrypha, 37–40.



Hawk—“cherries at command” 223

saxon england appears in the Pembroke 25 Homiliary of Saint-Père, in a 
sermon for the nativity of Mary (item 51) that adapts chs. 1 to 8:1; yet this 
account relates only the lives of anna and Joachim, Mary’s birth, and her 
early life, not any of the episodes concerned with Jesus’ birth and childhood.

Proposed correlations with the greek Protevangelium, therefore, are 
often uncertain or likely mediated through other traditions such as the 
adaptive expansion in the Latin Ps.-Mt., since it remained the more popular 
apocryphon throughout the medieval period. given the known circulation 
and associations of Ps.-Mt. with a variety of other anglo-saxon media al-
ready discussed, and on the continent in the early medieval period, the 
more probable conclusion is that the iconography of the sacramentary relies 
on this apocryphon rather than the Protevangelium. The same conclusion 
may also be applied to the image in the Benedictional of Æthelwold, adding 
its nativity illumination to the network of media related to Ps.-Mt. in late 
anglo-saxon england. as for depictions of the midwife in the sacramen-
tary and Benedictional, both images lack signs of a crippled hand, and she 
uses both hands to prop up Mary’s head with a pillow. contrary to dodwell’s 
suggestion, the midwife in these nativity scenes is more likely the woman 
named Zahel, not the disabled salome.53

53. cf. deshman’s assessment of the nativity image in the Benedictional, in Bene-
dictional of Æthelwold, 18–19.
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Figure 11.3: Sacramentary of Robert of Jumièges, folio 33r

The other image in the sacramentary related to Ps.-Mt. appears in the bot-
tom register of the illumination on folio 33r, depicting the flight into egypt. 
Westwood offers the following description: “The Virgin, seated on an ass, 
holds the child in her lap, who stretches out its hands to Joseph leading the 
ass, and carrying the Virgin’s distaff on his shoulder”54—but this explanation 
misses a major point. The flight into egypt is, of course, well-attested in the 
Matt 2:13–23, though the inclusion of a tree in the sacramentary illumina-
tion provides an unnoticed detail pointing toward a narrative not included 

54. Westwood, Facsimiles, 136–37.
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in any of the canonical gospels. during the journey into egypt as narrated 
in Ps.-Mt., the holy family stop to rest under a palm where Mary desires the 
fruit from the tree, although she cannot reach it. The apocryphon continues:

tunc infantulus iesus sedens in sinu matris suae uirginis excla-
mauit ad palmam et dixit: Flectere, arbor, et de fructibus tuis 
refice matrem meam. statim autem ad uocem eius inclinauit 
palma cacumen suum usque ad plantas Mariae, et colligentes ex 
ea fructus quos habebat omnes refecti sunt.

20:2: Then the young child Jesus, sitting in the lap of his mother, 
the virgin, cried out to the palm tree and said, “Bend down, o 
tree, and refresh my mother from your fruit.” immediately when 
he spoke, the palm tree bent its top down to Mary’s feet. every-
one gathered the fruit in it and was refreshed.

i suggest that in the sacramentary illustration, the child Jesus gestures not 
toward Joseph but toward the tree, pointing with his right hand and reach-
ing with his left hand open. The tree, in turn, bends a branch toward Jesus, 
in comparison with the other more upright stalks in the middle and to the 
left.

Beyond relying on the same apocryphal gospel for details, both illu-
minations in the sacramentary appear on facing folios (32v–33r), depict-
ing the same visual organization and architectural frames—suggesting that 
these images are most significantly understood as a narrative sequence read 
together. There is a noticeable trend in two earlier anglo-saxon depictions 
of similar narrative sequences: the Benedictional of Æthelwold and the Bou-
logne gospels (Boulogne, Bibliothèque Municipal 11; s. x/xi, st. Bertin).55 
While the Boulogne gospels were produced in st. Bertin, they were deco-
rated by an anglo-saxon artist, making both the Benedictional and the 
Boulogne gospels witnesses to iconographic trends in england around the 
same time as (or just before) the production of the sacramentary. Paral-
lels with the nativity in the sacramentary appear in both the Benedictional 
(folio 15v) and the Boulogne gospels (folio 12r), as all three images contain 
the extra-biblical midwife and livestock. Unlike the sacramentary, however, 
neither the Benedictional of Æthelwold nor the Boulogne gospels contains a 
depiction of the flight into egypt. nonetheless, the framing of sequences in 
all three manuscripts helps to demonstrate that this was in style for anglo-
saxon artists at the end of the tenth century and into the beginning of the 
eleventh.

55. For images of the Boulogne gospels, see ohlgren, Anglo-Saxon Textual Illus-
tration, plates 5.1–28. on the relationships between these manuscripts, see esp. temple, 
Anglo-Saxon Manuscripts, 23, 44, and 72.
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The same framing design for the nativity and the flight into egypt in 
the sacramentary (in the first image above) also reinforces reading the two 
illuminations together as a visual narrative sequence: both borders consist 
of a floriated archway resting on two pillars, with towers at the top right and 
left corners and stylized falcons perched on the archway beside these tow-
ers. Furthermore, these two pages share other formal characteristics such as 
the same ground-line as well as tri-part structure to the registers. Framing 
devices across facing pages elsewhere in the sacramentary also strengthen 
the reading of illuminations as sequential in this manuscript. For example, 
shared framing and formal elements appear for facing-page images of the 
journey and adoration of the Magi (folios 36v–37r), as well as the cruci-
fixion and descent from the cross (folios 71v–72r). in other words, these 
sequences show how images in the sacramentary were designed as full-page 
pairs to be read together, as the book lay open. 

The sequence concerning the Magi especially accentuates the visual re-
lationships of reading across the pages of the sacramentary. Here the motif 
of the city in the framing has returned, though with details distinct for join-
ing these two folios together, and the ground-line of the two pages is again 
unified in the common registers. Furthermore, the two images contain the 
chiastic organization of enthroned royalty (Herod and Jesus) visited by the 
Magi at different points in the chronology of the gospel. Like the images of 
the nativity and flight into egypt, these depictions of the Magi highlight the 
significance of reading visual arts as translations that capture the drama of 
christian narratives, as well as evidence for biblical and apocryphal details 
mingling together within the pages of a single book.

The sequence of narrative illuminations for the nativity and the flight 
into egypt, like the translation of Ps.-Mt. in Vercelli 6, particularly high-
lights Jesus’ miraculous nature, even as a child. in one sense, the depiction 
of the flight into egypt in the sacramentary preserves a portion of the apoc-
ryphal narrative (the tree’s obedience to Jesus) otherwise lost from Vercelli 
6. While damage to the Vercelli Book has precluded the survival of this epi-
sode in the old english sermon (from which it was excised at some point), 
this part of Ps.-Mt. is attested in the sacramentary’s illuminations. The 
sacramentary survives as a major witness for the general knowledge and 
circulation of episodes from Ps.-Mt. in anglo-saxon england. Like Vercelli 
6, the illuminations also preserve an interest in the miracles of Jesus. The 
episodes of this apocryphon, as well as the translations in Vercelli 6 and the 
images of the sacramentary, point to miracles as key to Jesus’ life. Foremost 
among these miracles is the universal salvation of humanity through Jesus’ 
crucifixion and resurrection. as Hill notes about this type of scene, “the 
iconographic program of the Benedictional of Æthelwold nativity scene and 
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related illuminations associates the crib and the nativity with the passion 
and sacrifice of Jesus. The beginning and end of Jesus’ earthly ministry are 
in effect conflated.”56 The nativity cannot help but evoke this progression, 
since in typological expectancy, Jesus’ death and resurrection are the pri-
mary reasons for his birth in the first place.

other than Jesus’ childhood miracles, these illuminations also point 
forward to his future miracles. Most prominently, Jesus’ miracle with the 
fruit tree points to his public miracles as an adult narrated in the canonical 
gospels, especially the adoration that surrounds him. it even evokes Jesus’ 
other botanical miracle: the cursing of the fig tree in Matthew 21:18–22 (cf. 
Mark 11:12–14, 20–25):

mane autem revertens in civitatem esuriit et videns fici arborem 
unam secus viam venit ad eam et nihil invenit in ea nisi folia 
tantum et ait illi numquam ex te fructus nascatur in sempiter-
num et arefacta est continuo ficulnea et videntes discipuli mirati 
sunt dicentes quomodo continuo aruit respondens autem iesus 
ait eis amen dico vobis si habueritis fidem et non haesitaveritis 
non solum de ficulnea facietis sed et si monti huic dixeritis tolle 
et iacta te in mare fiet et omnia quaecumque petieritis in ora-
tione credentes accipietis

and in the morning, returning into the city, he was hungry. and 
seeing a certain fig tree by the way side, he came to it and found 
nothing on it but leaves only. and he saith to it: “May no fruit 
grow on thee henceforward for ever. and immediately the fig 
tree withered away. and the disciples seeing it wondered, say-
ing: How is it presently withered away? and Jesus answering, 
said to them: amen, i say to you, if you shall have faith and 
stagger not, not only this of the fig tree shall you do, but also if 
you shall say to this mountain, take up and cast thyself into the 
sea, it shall be done. and all things whatsoever you shall ask in 
prayer believing, you shall receive.”

While the gospel account leads to a moment of teaching—the expected 
response from Jesus as a rabbi to his disciples—the episode in Ps.-Mt. is one 
of several that diverge from this model. instead, Jesus’ power is on display, 
and this is taken over into both sermon and illumination in Vercelli 6 and 
in the sacramentary.

There are also reasons to link the influences of Ps.-Mt. in the sacra-
mentary with the veneration of the Virgin Mary in anglo-saxon england. 
For medieval readers, this apocryphon was related to the rise of Marian 

56. Hill, “Baby on the stone,” 75.
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devotion, particularly from the ninth century onward, and possibly even 
at its inception.57 in the introduction to his edition of Ps.-Mt., Jan gijsel 
suggests that the author of this apocryphon was a monk who was fascinated 
with the venerated depiction of Mary in the Protevangelium of James, and 
who used this potential in the hopes of promoting the expansion of Benedic-
tine ideals. connections with Marian devotion may be seen in adaptations 
of Ps.-Mt., particularly the Nativity of Mary, which is often accompanied by 
an epistolary prologue spuriously attributed to Jerome.58 This letter, pur-
ported to be a response to a request by Bishops chromatius and Heliodorus 
for Jerome to translate the Nativity of Mary, begins: “Petitis a me ut uobis 
rescribam quid mihi de quodam libello uideatur qui de natiuitate sanctae 
Mariae a nonnullis habetur” (“You ask me to write to you my opinion of a 
certain book which some have concerning the birth of saint Mary”).59 all 
of these texts related to Ps.-Mt. made an impact on anglo-saxon culture, in 
which the cult of the Virgin Mary developed strong roots by the late tenth 
century.

The popularity and significance of translations of Ps.-Mt. in anglo-
saxon england are related also to the rise of the cult of Mary, which may 
be brought to bear on contextualizing the sacramentary. clayton claims 
that, “at the very end of the anglo-saxon period we find the first artistic 
reflections of the Ps.-Mt. legend,” citing a troper containing supplemental 
liturgical texts for the Mass and office from ca. 1050.60 With the foregoing 
examination in mind, the details in the sacramentary’s miniatures allow for 
acknowledging an earlier date, in the first quarter of the eleventh century. 
While not noting the connection to Ps.-Mt., clayton does note the venera-
tion afforded to the Virgin in the sacramentary’s visual art, particularly in 
the miniatures depicting the nativity and the ascension.61 For instance, it is 
particularly noteworthy that “the angel’s blessing is clearly directed at Mary” 
rather than the christ child—a rare feature in anglo-saxon iconography for 
the nativity.62 other connections within the sacramentary also add to these 
assessments. The two illuminations of the nativity and flight into egypt 
closely follow the temporale entry for January 8, “natale domini ad sanc-
tam Mariam Maiorem,” on folios 31r–31v. Part of the observation for this 

57. on Marian devotion, see esp. clayton, Cult of the Virgin Mary; and clayton, 
Apocryphal Gospels; as well as Fulton, From Judgment to Passion; gambero, Mary in the 
Middle Ages, esp. 74–80; and rubin, Mother of God.

58. see Beyers, Libri de Nativitate Mariae, 272–77.
59. Beyers, Libri de Nativitate Mariae, 273, lines 1–3.
60. clayton, Cult of the Virgin Mary, 172.
61. ibid., 169–70.
62. ibid., 170.
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feast-day, as given in the sacramentary, includes honoring “gloriosae sem-
per uirginis maria genitricis dei et domini nostri iesu christi” (fol. 31v: “the 
glorious eternally virgin Mary, mother of our god and Lord Jesus christ”).63 
This entry certainly shares resonances with the declaration of Mary’s per-
petual virginity in Ps.-Mt. (a long-standing tradition),64 and it is notable that 
even the child Jesus afforded veneration to Mary when he commanded the 
palm tree to yield its fruit for her refreshment.

Moreover, associations with Marian devotion are substantiated by the 
manuscript’s early reception, since the donation inscription on folio 228r 
reads:65

ego. rotbertus abba gemmetesium prius postmodum uero 
sancte londoniorum sedis presul factus dederim librum hunc 
sancte Mariae in hoc michi comisso monachorum sancti Petri 
cenobio ad honorem sanctorum quorum hic mentio agitur et ob 
memoriale mei ut hic in perpetuum habeatur.

i, robert, former abbot of Jumièges, afterward made bishop of 
the holy see of London, give this book of saint Mary to this 
community of the monks of saint Peter having been entrusted 
to me, in honor of the saints, whose mention is made here, and 
as a memorial for me to be held here forever. 

The sacramentary images and the apocryphal narratives they translate thus 
evoke the significance of Marian veneration that developed from the very 
beginnings of christianity. as a book specifically associated with Mary, the 
sacramentary reflects the habits of the community to which it is given: they 
are meant to take the devotion between its covers and extend it into their 
world.

conclusions

Understanding the sacramentary as a close contemporary to audiences 
of Vercelli 6 allows for highlighting a number of features common to the 
two, as well as some key historical issues for considering late anglo-saxon 
christian beliefs. as already noted, one commonality is that Jesus’ deeds 
are key in these translations. But both artifacts also highlight ways in which 
the transmission and reception of Ps.-Mt. fit into anglo-saxon mainstream 
religion. indeed, the sacramentary shares a number of features important 

63. Wilson, ed., Missal of Robert of Jumièges, 49.
64. clayton, Cult of the Virgin Mary, 1–24.
65. Wilson, ed., Missal of Robert of Jumièges, 316.
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for the contexts of preaching in late anglo-saxon england. after all, the 
intended use of the sacramentary was in the mass itself. This resonates with 
connections to Ps.-Mt. already discussed, such as Latin and old english 
sermons found in a range of anglo-saxon manuscripts. These media all 
speak to the fact that the circulation and use of this apocryphon in part was 
closely linked to liturgy and preaching. The images of Jesus’ early life in the 
sacramentary, therefore, are closely linked with Vercelli 6 not only because 
of common content but also through their inclusion among the necessary 
materials for christian worship.

also suggestive are the types of porous boundaries for preaching and 
belief exhibited when considering anglo-saxon sermons alongside the sac-
ramentary. While Latin and old english sermons as well as the mass-book 
were created (and likely used) by elites in ecclesiastic or monastic com-
munities, they illustrate the potential for a variety of people to be brought 
together in common belief and practice. Written in the vernacular, old 
english sermons like Vercelli 6 (and other translations of Ps.-Mt.) were ac-
cessible to a wide range of audiences, lay and ecclesiastical. similarly, the 
visual illuminations of the sacramentary could have been just as accessible 
to a priest as to an elite layperson, even if nuances of understanding existed 
for different viewers. Furthermore, intriguing associations exist between 
Marian devotion and versions of Ps.-Mt. across media, in preaching texts as 
well as visual art, prompting consideration of audiences beyond ecclesiasts 
and elite laity. This facet of the apocryphon’s afterlife is particularly relevant 
for the female religious who followed this cult, exposing porous boundar-
ies between classes and genders. These cultural artifacts, then, demonstrate 
how a variety of social groups within anglo-saxon christian communities 
were linked through a complex network of apocryphal media.
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Apocrypha and Forgeries
Lessons from the “Lost Gospels” of 

the Nineteenth Century

Tony Burke

the canonical gospel of John ends with the words: “There are also many 
other things that Jesus did; if every one of them were written down, i sup-
pose that the world could not contain the books that could be written” (John 
21:25). John’s desire for brevity has not been shared by other christians; 
in his own time, three others wrote a gospel of their own, and additional 
gospels soon followed, each one attributed to another apostle—a gospel of 
Thomas, of Bartholomew, of James, of Judas, and even Mary Magdalene. not 
long after, in fifth-century egypt, a genre of literature flourished in which 
the authors claimed to have found lost gospel texts in a house in Jerusalem.1 
non-christians even joined in the creation of gospels. Jewish communities 
wrote and circulated the Toledot Yeshu, an anti-gospel portraying Jesus as 
a magician and a fraud. a christian convert to islam around 1300 wrote 
the Gospel of Barnabas, in which Jesus predicts the coming of Muhammad. 
Then, in the nineteenth century over a dozen new texts appeared, their 
translators often claiming to have discovered them in monastery libraries; 

1. The genre of pseudo-apostolic memoirs was established independently by Ha-
gen, “ein anderer kontext”; and suciu, “apocryphon Berolinense/argentoratense.”
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however, their contents were clearly reflective of contemporary christian 
interests.

two other apocryphal texts, one published in the twentieth century, 
the other in the twenty-first, also suspiciously tap into the modern Western 
Zeitgeist. The first of these, the Secret Gospel of Mark, was published by Mor-
ton smith (a scholar of some renown) in 1973.2 He claimed to have found 
references to the text in a manuscript at the Mar saba monastery in the 
Judean desert, but the manuscript has since disappeared. Those who think 
smith forged the text have called it the “gay gospel” as it features a story in 
which a young man, smitten by Jesus, comes to Jesus one evening “wearing 
a linen cloth over his naked body,” and spends the night with him, learning 
about the “mystery of the kingdom of god.” The second text appeared in 
2012 when Harvard scholar karen L. king announced at a conference of 
coptic scholars in rome the existence of a fragment of a text in which Jesus 
says, at the start of a damaged sentence: “my wife.” king’s colleagues rushed 
to declare this Gospel of Jesus’ Wife (as she called it) a forgery and criticized 
king for being easily duped.3

if these two texts are indeed modern “forgeries” then their creators 
were significantly more sophisticated in their efforts to deceive than the 
nineteenth-century publishers of “lost gospels.”4 scholars similarly have to 
be more sophisticated in their efforts to prove them forgeries.5 How did 

2. in a scholarly monograph (smith, Clement of Alexandria) and a popular-
market book (smith, Secret Gospel). The chief proponent of the theory that smith cre-
ated the text is stephen carlson (Gospel Hoax), and smith’s greatest champion is scott 
Brown (Mark’s Other Gospel). For an overview of the debate on the authenticity of the 
text see the introduction in Burke, ed., Ancient Gospel, 1–29. 

3. king’s initial report on the text appeared online, and soon followed a series 
of online articles and blog posts, for the most part arguing that the text is a modern, 
not ancient, production. king’s paper (“‘Jesus said to them’”) was later published for-
mally in a special issue of Harvard Theological Review dedicated to the text, along with 
several scientific reports on the papyrus, and an argument against its authenticity by 
Leo depuydt (“alleged gospel”), followed by a response by king (“response to Leo 
depuydt”). additional arguments for forgery are presented in the July 2015 issue of 
New Testament Studies; one of these articles—robinson, “How a Papyrus Fragment 
Became a sensation”—is particularly helpful for its documentation of the early online 
discussions of the text.

4. see the introduction to this volume, p. 1, on the use of the term “forgery,” used 
here (as in the introduction) for a text written to deceive its intended readers as to its 
true origins.

5. The entry point for scholarship on modern apocrypha is goodspeed, Strange 
New Gospels, supplemented in goodspeed, New Chapters, 189–219, and fully updated 
as goodpeed, Modern Apocrypha. also integral is the work of Beskow, Strange Tales. 
excerpts from some of the texts discussed here are given in Maffly-kipp, American 
Scriptures. For more on the study of modern apocrypha see the introduction to this 
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earlier forgery critics determine that the nineteenth-century texts were 
modern, not ancient, apocrypha? What kind of investigations did they per-
form to reach certainty? What kind of evidence for the texts was expected of 
those who published them? and to what extent did they fail to produce it? 
These inquiries can be used to construct a “canon of evidence” with which 
to test the authenticity of “lost gospels,” and which then can be applied to 
more-recent alleged forgeries, such as Secret Mark and Jesus’ Wife (hereafter 
gJW), to see if they meet these expectations. if they do, then perhaps we 
need to take more seriously their publishers’ and advocates’ claims that they 
are indeed ancient christian gospels.

Modern Apo cryphA And their critics

Modern apocrypha come in two types: revealed texts, by which is meant a 
text dictated to its editor in the present day by a supernatural figure, whether 
Jesus or an angel; and what can be called “scholarly” apocrypha—texts said 
to have been found in one or more ancient manuscripts and, in most cases, 
are presented more as an object of study than for spiritual reflection. The 
following survey focuses on the second of these categories, as only these 
texts encroach upon the territory of biblical scholars, prompting them to 
challenge the veracity of the texts’ origins and, ultimately, to accuse the edi-
tors/creators of forgery.

one of the earliest examples of modern apocrypha is the Crucifixion of 
Jesus, by an Eyewitness, which began its life as a work of speculative scholar-
ship and only later was transformed into an apocryphon.6 The Crucifixion 
first appeared in Leipzig in 1849, published by christian ernst kollmann 
under the title Enthüllungen über die wirkliche Todesart Jesu. a sequel ap-
peared later that same year called Historische Enthüllungen über die wirkli-
chen Ereignisse der Geburt und Jugend Jesu, but it has not been translated 
into english.7 The Crucifixion is a letter said to have been written seven 
years after the crucifixion by an essene elder at Jerusalem to another elder 
living in alexandria. Jesus is portrayed in the letter as an essene monk, des-
tined for that order since birth. His ministry and crucifixion are narrated; 
but here Jesus does not die, instead he revives and lingers for six months 
in concealment with his essene brethren until his death. The text also says 

volume and the chapter (ch. 13, below) on Jesus’ journey to india by Bradley rice.
6. discussions in goodspeed, Strange New Gospels, 31–41; goodspeed, Modern 

Apocrypha, 20–27; Beskow, Strange Tales, 42–50.
7. in this sequel on the birth and childhood of Jesus, an essene named euphanias 

is said to be the real father of Jesus (see Beskow, Strange Tales, 46).
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Jesus had an attachment to Mary of Bethany (identified here also as Mary 
Magdalene) but he refuses romantic entanglement with her because, as an 
essene, he cannot marry. according to the german “translator,” the text was 
preserved in Latin in a scroll found in a forgotten monastery library in al-
exandria. rescued from being destroyed by “orthodox fools,” it became the 
property of a german brotherhood believing itself to be the last remnant of 
old essene wisdom.8 This brotherhood was a Masonic lodge and subsequent 
editions and translations are associated with lodges, including american 
editions published in 19079 and 1919.10 of course there is no evidence for 
the manuscript and the original Latin text (which is a peculiar language for 
a first-century essene) has never been published.11 according to the un-
named “german translator” (in reality, kollmann), the manuscript was last 
seen in the possession of Freemasons in germany.12 

shortly after its publication, the Crucifixion was proven by Johann 
nepomuk truelle to be plagiarized from karl Heinrich Venturini’s novel 
Natürliche Geschichte des grossen Propheten von Nazareth (A Non-supernat-
ural History of the Great Prophet of Nazareth).13 Venturini’s novel was one 
of several efforts from the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century to 
apply rationalistic interpretation to the miracle stories of Jesus.14 initially 
unaware of this connection, goodspeed naturally questioned the where-
abouts of the manuscript:

8. kollmann, Enthüllungen über die wirkliche Todesart Jesu, iii (english trans. in 
kollmann, Crucifixion, 17).

9. kollmann, Crucifixion; this edition features also the Epistle of Lentulus (pp. 
25–27), the Death Warrant of Jesus Christ (pp. 29–31), and an essay on the “order of 
essees” (pp. 155–200). 

10. austin, ed., Crucifixion, translated from an 1851 swedish edition by J. F. sas-
berg published in 1880.

11. The Latin may be a translation from another language: see the remarks in koll-
mann, Enthüllungen über die wirkliche Todesart Jesu, 71–72 (translated as kollmann, 
Crucifixion, 133).

12. kollmann, Enthüllungen über die wirkliche Todesart Jesu, iv (translated as koll-
mann, Crucifixion, 18).

13. truelle, Die wichtigen historischen Enthüllungen. a second refutation, by rich-
ard clemens (Jesus von Nazareth), appeared that same year. see also schweitzer, Quest, 
161–62; Jenkins, Hidden Gospels, 48; Beskow, Strange Tales, 47. goodspeed acknowl-
edges this connection in his 1956 revision (Modern Apocrypha, 26; references to good-
speed’s comments on the texts are from Modern Apocrypha, unless there are significant 
differences between the editions) but credits the text’s exposure as a fraud to dibelius, 
Fresh Approach to the New Testament, 93–94.

14. For a discussion of these fictional lives see schweitzer, Quest, 38–47. of them all, 
Venturini’s “is plagiarised more freely than any other Life of Jesus, although practically 
unknown by name” (schweitzer, Quest, 47).
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The first inquiry scholarship would make would be for the Latin 
text. But the book before us gives us not a line of the Latin text, 
nor any hint of the present whereabouts of the manuscript 
itself—a matter of immense importance, if the supposed discov-
ery is to be taken seriously. Yet the first translators of the work 
must first have copied the Latin text before they translated it; no 
one translates directly from an ancient manuscript without first 
copying its text. nor have we any account of the size or date of 
the Latin parchment roll, or any hint of when it was found or 
of what has become of it . . . We have in short neither (1) the 
manuscript, nor (2) a photograph of it, nor (3) directions for 
finding it for ourselves in some definite city or library, nor (4) a 
copy of its Latin text; no recognized expert in Latin manuscripts 
has seen and examined it; and so we are thrown back upon what 
is called internal evidence: the impression of authenticity and 
antiquity made by the translated document itself.15

goodspeed also noted a number of inconsistencies between the text and 
knowledge (in his day) of the gospels, early christianity, and the essenes:

to recapitulate: the use of the Four gospels, but no others; pal-
pable blunders in the use even of them; inability to name any 
persons in the story except those mentioned in them; mistaken 
ideas about the essenes; the introduction of the modern roman-
tic interest; and the resolute rationalizing of the whole story, so 
alien to ancient modes of thought—these show at once that The 
Crucifixion is not the work of any eyewitness, as it professes to 
be, but of a nineteenth-century rationalist.16

goodspeed could not have been more correct and Beskow makes up for 
goodspeed’s shortfalls by noting the text’s connection to Venturini and 
placing the composition of the Crucifixion in the context of contemporary 
german rationalist enlightenment theology and german Masonic circles.17 
The contemporary concerns of the plagiarist can be seen most clearly in the 
“german translator’s remarks,” and it is interesting to see in them an indict-
ment of canon formulators and some positive comments about christian 
apocrypha:

several efforts have been made already in past times to explain 
the myths of the gospel rationally, and, indeed, penetrating 

15. goodspeed, Strange New Gospels, 35–36. see also the problems presented in 
Beskow, Strange Tales, 44–46. 

16. goodspeed, Modern Apocrypha, 26–27.
17. Beskow, Strange Tales, 47–49.
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minds have succeeded to give them the character of probability, 
but they could not be proved through any historical events, as 
the canonical dictators defined, what was authentical, only that 
which was serviceable to their canonical reign, and declared all 
such traditions to be apocryphical that will say not useful, which 
in reality were built on historical foundation, or were not writ-
ten according to the desire of a holy seer for miracles. even the 
esseen letter that we have recorded above would by them have 
been considered apocryphical writing.18

The Crucifixion is an unequivocal case of plagiarism and fraud, and all that 
is really required of the investigator to discredit the text is to demonstrate 
its indebtedness to its source material. nevertheless, the text remains use-
ful in scholarship for its reflection of nineteenth-century theological trends 
and can contribute to discussions of the creation of ancient and medieval 
apocrypha, which similarly rework and recycle received material. in addi-
tion, despite its dubious origins, the Crucifixion remains influential in the 
ahmadiyya movement, a branch of islam that claims Jesus survived the 
crucifixion and died in northern india; the text continues to be printed and 
translated into new languages to serve the movement’s mission activities.19 
Though the Crucifixion did not begin its existence as an ancient apocryphal 
text, nevertheless it functions today as one.

a similar transformation of fiction to apocryphon occurs in a text that 
appeared first in a pamphlet entitled A Correct Transcript of Pilate’s Court, 
an account of the trial and death of Jesus reported to emperor tiberius by 
Pilate, published in 1879 by rev. William dennes Mahan, a cumberland 
Presbyterian minister in Boonville, Missouri.20 Mahan claimed to have 
been given the text by a german scholar named Henry c. Whydaman, who 
found it in a Latin manuscript in the Vatican Library. Later editions of the 
text include eight letters exchanged with Whydaman documenting their in-
teraction.21 The Transcript was soon republished several times and became 
a sensation in the media. one notable edition is that of george sluter, who 

18. kollmann, Crucifixion, 137 (translated from kollmann, Enthüllungen über die 
wirkliche Todesart Jesu, 73–74).

19. see Beskow, Strange Tales, 50. Beskow notes French and swedish translations of 
the Crucifixion and its reuse in 1879 by Friedrich clemens gierke (writing as Friedrich 
clemens) for his own apocryphal text, the Ur-Gospel of the Essenes (see clemens, Das 
fünfte Evangelium).

20. discussions in goodspeed, Strange New Gospels, 42–62; goodspeed, Modern 
Apocrypha, 28–44; Beskow, Strange Tales, 51–56; introduction and excerpts from two 
other Archko Volume texts in Maffly-kipp, American Scriptures, 241–63.

21. Mahan, Correct Transcript, 36.
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identified the text as the “true” acts of Pilate.22 another edition, an 1880 
reprint by William overton clough,23 contains also the Death Warrant of 
Jesus Christ (see further below) and an assortment of Pilate cycle texts taken 
from alexander Walker’s english apocrypha collection.24 Most significant 
about clough’s edition, however, is that the english text of the Transcript 
(here called Gesta Pilati) is followed by what is said to be the original Latin. 

Like some of the medieval Pilate cycle texts, Pilate is presented in the 
Transcript as a wholly sympathetic character. He hears about Jesus and sees 
him one day as he is going by the place of siloam. He describes Jesus as: 
“his hair and beard, of golden yellow, gave a celestial aspect. He appeared 
to be about thirty years old. never have i seen a gentler or more serene 
countenance. What a difference between him and those listening.”25 Pilate 
is particularly pleased to hear Jesus give his “render unto caesar” saying.26 
He decides to offer Jesus protection from his opponents, and when it looks 
like Jesus is in real danger, Pilate warns him to be more moderate in his 
criticisms of the powerful among the Jews. Pilate says to him, “Your words 
are those of a sage. i know not whether you have read socrates and Plato; 
but this i do know, that there is in your discourses a majestic simplicity that 
elevates you far above these philosophers.”27 alas Pilate cannot do much for 
Jesus, and when Passover comes, he fears for his own safety as Jews flood 
into the city from across the empire. soon the Pharisees, Herodians, and 
sadducees conspire against Jesus, and Pilate cannot prevent his crucifixion. 
at Jesus’ death, great portents happen; “so dreadful were the signs that were 
seen,” Pilate says, “that dionysius, the areopagite, is reported to have ex-
claimed, ‘either the author of nature is suffering, or the universe is falling 
apart.’”28 a few days after his death, Jesus’ sepulchre is found empty and 
the disciples go out to preach his resurrection. aside from the portents that 
attend Jesus’ death, there is very little that is supernatural in the text; Jesus 
does not explicitly rise from death, his disciples merely believe he did so. 
The text is also somewhat anti-semitic in its portrayal of the Jews and pres-
ents Pilate more sympathetically than even the heavily-revisionistic Pilate 
cycle literature.

22. sluter, ed., Acta Pilati, 6–7.
23. clough, Gesta Pilati; english text, pp. 41–56; Latin, pp. 57–70.
24. Walker, Apocryphal Gospels.
25. sluter, ed., Acta Pilati, 43.
26. ibid., 44.
27. ibid., 46.
28. ibid., 54.
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in 1884 Mahan published additional texts in a collection of documents 
called the Archeological and the Historical Writings of the Sanhedrin and Tal-
muds of the Jews, also known as the Archko Volume. it features the Transcript 
alongside 11 additional works said to have been found by Mahan in his trav-
els to rome and constantinople, including interviews with the shepherds at 
Jesus’ birth, gamaliel’s interview with Joseph and Mary, caiphas’s reports 
to the sanhedrin, eli’s story of the Magi, Herod antipater’s defense before 
the senate for the slaughter of the innocents, and Herod antipas’s defense 
before the senate. Mahan also expanded his Transcription by about 40 per 
cent after (he claimed) viewing the manuscript himself at the Vatican.

Though Mahan detailed his investigations and the scholars with whom 
he consulted about the texts, the names seem to have been false.29 Mahan’s 
publishing enterprise began to fall apart when it was discovered that “eli’s 
story of the Magi” contained whole pages copied verbatim from general 
Lew Wallace’s novel Ben Hur (published in 1880). incensed by this theft, 
Wallace further investigated Mahan’s claims and found that there was no 
knowledge among the american missions in constantinople of Mahan vis-
iting the city, and no record of the manuscripts that he claimed to have read 
at the Hagia sophia mosque.30 another investigation of the Hagia sophia by 
an american minister in 1898 also came up empty.31 as it turns out, Ma-
han’s Transcript also was plagiarized. it was copied, virtually verbatim, from 
a story written by French dramatician Joseph Méry called Ponce Pilate à 
Vienne published in 1837.32 Méry said his tale was inspired by something he 
read in an old Latin manuscript, perhaps a copy of the ancient Acts of Pilate.33 
Mahan seems to have read Méry’s story in an english translation from 1842, 
called Pontius Pilate’s Account of the Condemnation of Jesus Christ and his 
own Mental Suffering, which transformed Méry’s mention of his inspiration 
to a statement of origin: the edition is prefaced with a statement that the text 
came from a Latin manuscript found in a cave in Vienne, the place of Pilate’s 
death in medieval tradition.34 The 1842 edition was in turn transformed 

29. goodspeed, Modern Apocrypha, 31–32; anderson, “Fraudulent,” 46–47.
30. Wallace’s investigations are discussed in his 1906 autobiography, but in a 

section written by his wife after his death (Lew Wallace: An Autobiography, 942–45; 
summarized in goodspeed, Modern Apocrypha, 36–40). see anderson, “Fraudulent,” 
49–51 for a synopsis of the relevant passages from eli and Ben Hur.

31. goodspeed, Modern Apocrypha, 40–41.
32. collected also in Méry, Les Nuits de Londres, 2:173–227. The identification was 

made by Beskow, Strange Tales, 53–54.
33. Beskow, Strange Tales, 54.
34. goodspeed, Modern Apocrypha, 42–43. goodspeed provides additional pub-

lishing history of the 1842 text.
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into an arabic translation credited to Jerasimus Jared, bishop of Zahleh in 
Lebanon, first published in 1889 and then further translated into english 
by Beshara shehadi in 1893.35 Here the Account is here placed within an 
interview with an old friend of Pilate named Fabricius albinus.

The investigation into the Transcript once again focused on its manu-
script source. Mahan’s chief opponent was James a. Quarles, who began in 
1885 challenging Mahan’s account of his travels and the various people he 
mentions consulting.36 Quarles was first too to demonstrate Mahan’s pla-
giarism of Ben Hur. in response to Quarles, Mahan said, “You are bound to 
admit that the items in the book cant do any harm even if it were faulce, but 
will cause many to read and reflect that otherwise would not. so the balance 
of good is in its favor, and as to the truth of its Mss i stand ready to defend 
them.”37 as a result of Quarles’ efforts, Mahan was summoned before the 
new Lebanon presbytery in september 1885 to answer charges of falsehood 
and plagiarism. He was found guilty and suspended from ministry for a 
year; this was extended to an indefinite suspension when he published the 
Archko Volume.38 Mahan was never able to establish the existence of manu-
scripts for any of his texts; which makes clough’s Latin text all the more 
mysterious. goodspeed thought it had “a very modern sound,”39 whereas 
Beskow is more unequivocal in saying, “there seems to be no doubt that the 
Latin fragments were fabricated by clough.”40 The Transcript has remained 
popular regardless of its dubious origins and the thorough refutations; it 
has been printed and reprinted numerous times, both independently and as 
part of the Archko Volume. The text has been taken up also by the ahmadi-
yya movement, and thus incorporated in an abbreviated form in andreas 
Faber-kaiser’s 1978 book Jesus Died in Kashmir. Here the author says the 
Transcript was written in 32 ce; the original manuscript, he says, resides 
in the British museum and copies are available from the Us Library of 
congress.41

35. shehadi, Confession of Pontius Pilate. goodspeed treats the arabic text in a 
separate chapter titled “The confession of Pontius Pilate” (Strange New Gospels, 63–72; 
Modern Gospels, 45–49).

36. Quarles’s efforts are described in goodspeed, Modern Gospels, 36–39; ander-
son, “Fraudulent,” 51–52, 56.

37. reproduced in goodspeed, Modern Gospels, 37.
38. For a detailed account of Mahan’s trials see anderson, “Fraudulent,” 51–54.
39. goodspeed, Modern Gospels, 31.
40. Beskow, Strange Tales, 53.
41. ibid., 52.
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Yet another Pilate apocryphon, the Death Warrant of Jesus Christ, has a 
similarly convoluted pre-history.42 in the middle of the nineteenth century a 
rumor was reported that the formal death warrant of Jesus had been found 
in italy engraved on a copper plate. The text and the story of its discovery 
were publicized by an article in the French newspaper Le Droit in 1839.43 
according to the story, in 1810 (in some accounts, it was found originally 
in 1280 and then rediscovered in the nineteenth century) some people dig-
ging for roman antiquities in the ancient city of amitorum (now aquila) 
in the kingdom of naples found a plate with a Hebrew inscription written 
by Pilate laying out the crimes of Jesus: “Jesus is a seducer, he is seditious, 
he is the enemy of the law,” etc. and four witnesses are listed. The reverse 
side says, “a similar plate is sent to each tribe.” after excavation (as the story 
goes) the plate was placed in an ebony box and preserved in the sacristy of 
the carthusians, but a copy and translation was made by dominique Vivant 
denon, who brought it to France. The plate has since vanished, if it ever 
existed. The text actually was known several centuries earlier than Le Droit’s 
account. Beskow, drawing on work by rudolf Berliner,44 traces its origins to 
the sixteenth century during debates at the time about who was responsible 
for Jesus’ death. one side of the debate was aided by a text found in Vienne, 
again, the legendary place of Pilate’s death. Unfortunately, records of the 
time do not quote the text but the story of its discovery contains familiar el-
ements: it was said to have been found in a box that had been unearthed and 
was written on parchment in Latin. in 1580 the text surfaced once again, 
this time in the vicinity of amiternum, the birthplace of Pilate. accounts 
say the text was written in Hebrew and was found in a ruined wall encased 
in three boxes: one of marble, one of iron, and the outermost of stone. This 
version, quoted in full (though in italian), is longer than the one that circu-
lated in the nineteenth century, beginning with a number of chronological 
markers and listing 15 witnesses, not four.45 The longer version was widely 
disseminated in French, german, and spanish throughout the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries, and was apparently shortened and recast as a 
copper-plate story in the nineteenth century. The author of the Le Droit 
article likely learned about the Death Warrant from a pamphlet of the time.

42. discussions in goodspeed, Modern Apocrypha, 92–96; Beskow, Strange Tales, 
16–24.

43. The exact issue has not been determined but Beskow (Strange Tales, 112–13 n. 
13) traces the publication back to a reprint of the same year in Le Moniteur Universel, 4 
May 1839, p. 644. He notes also French and german printings of the text.

44. Berliner, “Urteil des Pilatus.”
45. The differences are described in Beskow, Strange Tales, 20. sutcliffe (“apocry-

phal Form,” 438–40) examines the chronological markers in detail.
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Unaware of the renaissance history of the text, goodspeed investi-
gated the Death Warrant using his skills as a biblical scholar. He points out 
a number of historical blunders: the plate could not be sent to “each tribe,” 
since the tribal organization had long since broken down; Pilate is described 
as the “acting governor of Lower galilee,” not Judea; the date of the death 
warrant is anachronistically given as “March 25” (or March 27); three of the 
witnesses are surnamed “robani,” presumably a garbling of “rabboni” but 
should read “rabban,” and the other is named “capet,” which goodspeed 
says “is palpably French”; and the gate from which Jesus is to be led out is 
given as the otherwise-unknown “gate of struenus.”46 goodspeed ques-
tions also the existence of the copper plate, declaring that “no competent 
scholar has ever reported seeing such a plate or published his transcription 
of one. nor has any museum or institution claimed to possess such a plate.”47 
nevertheless, manuscripts of the text do exist, though they are relatively 
recent: Beskow mentions “a few contemporary manuscripts”48 but only 
provides details for one in italian from the seventeenth-century.49 also, the 
Latin text, said to be “from a manuscript in the possession of Mr. c. Havell, 
reading,” appears alongside an english translation in an 1851 broadsheet 
entitled “The sentence of condemnation as passed by Pontius Pilate against 
the Lord Jesus christ, the saviour of the World.”50 no stock can be placed 
in this evidence, however, since both examples antedate printed versions of 
the text.

Beskow appends to his discussion of the Death Warrant brief men-
tion of another Passion-related text: the Protocol of the Sanhedrin.51 The 
text recounts a meeting of the sanhedrin where the guilt and punishment 
of Jesus are discussed. The twenty members of the council, which includes 
Joseph of arimathea and caiaphas, each express their opinions on Jesus. 
When pictured in art, they each hold large boards with their statements. 
The text seems to have originated around the same time as the Death War-
rant, perhaps in germany, and has been very popular in continental europe, 
though no english versions are known. Beskow, for his part, is quite irenic 

46. goodspeed, Modern Gospels, 94–95; see also sutcliffe, “apocryphal Form,” 
440–41.

47. goodspeed, Modern Gospels, 93. Beskow (Strange Tales, 21–22) speculates that 
a copper plate may have existed, perhaps even as the creation of dominique Vivant 
denon, whom Beskow describes as “a man strikingly free from scruples” (ibid., 21).

48. Beskow, Strange Tales, 19.
49. Printed in de santos otero, Evangelios Apócrifos, 532–35 and transcribed in 

sutcliffe, “apocryphal Form,” 436–37.
50. Beskow, Strange Tales, 113 n. 15.
51. ibid., 23–24, drawing upon Berliner, “Urteil des Pilatus.”
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about the text, saying “throughout its history it has never created any form 
of sensationalism, but has lived a quiet life as a popular apocryphal writ-
ing, in leaflets, broadsheets, and popular art.”52 He prefers to call it a “pious 
reconstruction” rather than a forgery, though the distinction between this 
text and other modern apocrypha is hardly clear.

some modern apocrypha contain stories about the childhood of Jesus, 
but only one focuses entirely on that period of Jesus’ life: L’Évangile de la 
jeunesse de Notre-Seigneur Jésus-Christ d’après S. Pierre published in 1894 
by poet and dramatist catulle Mendès.53 The text, presented in Latin and 
French, is a compendium of stories found also in a number of ancient apoc-
ryphal infancy gospels—the Protevangelium of James, the Infancy Gospel of 
Thomas, the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew, and the Arabic Infancy Gospel—
along with several additional tales. it begins with a statement that the stories 
were dictated to the apostle Peter by Jesus’ mother. an english translation 
of Mendès’s text was made by Henry copley greene in 1904.54 according 
to Mendès, and restated in the introduction to greene’s book written by 
english poet and essayist alice Meynell, the manuscript for the text was 
said to have been found “in the ancient abbey of saint Wolfgang in the salz-
kammergut” (austria).55 However, detailed examination of the Latin text 
determined that it was copied, at least partially, from a Latin translation of 
the Arabic Infancy Gospel made by Henry sikes in the seventeenth century.56

it is entirely possible that Mendès came across a copy, maybe even a 
handwritten copy, of sike’s text, expanded and augmented by a renaissance-
era scribe; it is not unheard of for a published text to re-enter the manu-
script tradition. But more likely, given Mendès’s own creative endavours, the 
text is his own invention, and was created for the sake of whimsy; certainly 
the unique episodes in the gospel, which Meynell calls “the most lyrical,” 
have a modern ring to them.57 it was not that much earlier than Mendès’s 
time that the line between history and fiction was difficult to determine 
in modern novels. For example, the initial 1764 edition of The Castle of 
Otranto by Horace Walpole was presented as a story from the crusades 
found in an italian manuscript printed at naples in 1529. The manuscript, 
the preface states, “was found in the library of an ancient catholic family in 

52. Beskow, Strange Tales, 24.
53. The text is rarely mentioned in discussions of modern apocrypha. see the brief 

comments by James, Apocryphal New Testament, 89; goodspeed, Strange New Gospels, 
97–98; Beskow, Strange Tales, 6; and charlesworth, Authentic Apocrypha, 55 n. 74.

54. greene, Gospel.
55. The introduction is found in greene, Gospel, 13–21.
56. James, Apocryphal New Testament, 89.
57. greene, Gospel, 19.
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the north of england” and was translated in the book by a certain William 
Marshal.58 Walpole only admitted its real origins and his own authorship 
in subsequent editions. The same ambiguity is observed in several works 
by daniel defoe, author of Robinson Crusoe. His A Journal of the Plague 
Year, published in 1722, appears on the surface to be a non-fiction account 
of the great Plague of London written in 1665.59 of course, even defoe’s 
and Walpole’s audiences were not pleased with these deceptions. Meynell, 
for her part, may hint at knowledge of Mendès’s deception and perhaps 
considered it forgivable given the relationship between apocrypha and the 
creative arts. she uses her introduction to note the use of apocryphal tales 
by italian artists, such giotto, titian, ghirlandajo, raphael, and tintoretto. 
“every gallery in europe,” she writes, “every galley in america in which are 
old italian paintings, of whatever century, has its illustrations of the apocry-
phal gospels. Those writings must have formed the lighter religious reading 
of the nations.”60 Meynell feels an attraction to the fairy-tale quality of the 
materials, though some material seems to have caused offense—the eng-
lish edition places the gynecological examination of salome (Prot. Jas. 20), 
“omitted from the text for reasons of taste,” untranslated in an appendix.61

Perhaps the most well-known scholarly apocryphon is the Life of Saint 
Issa, published by nicolas notovitch (nicolai alexandrovitch notovitch), 
first in French in 1894 and then quickly translated into other languages 
for multiple editions.62 notovitch was a russian war correspondent who 
visited india and tibet in 1887. according to his story,63 contained in a 
travelogue encompassing almost 100 pages, he first heard of “very ancient 
memoirs, treating of the life of christ” from a Lama at a Buddhist mon-
astery in Ladak.64 Though this particular monastery did not have copies 
of the memoirs, the Lama told notovitch that others did, including Lass 

58. see the discussion in Farrer, Literary Forgeries, 147–48; with brief mentions in 
grafton, Forgers and Critics, 34; and russett, Fictions and Fakes, 13–14.

59. see russett, Fictions and Fakes, 14. defoe was himself a victim of forgery in the 
numerous pamphlets falsely ascribed to him.

60. greene, Gospel, 15.
61. ibid., 270–71. it is not known if Mendès did the same; i was not able to obtain 

a copy of his edition.
62. discussions in goodspeed, Strange New Gospels, 10–24; goodspeed, Modern 

Apocrypha, 28–44; Beskow, Strange Tales, 57–65; Beskow, “Modern Mystifications,” 
461–64; and Beskow, Jesus i Kashmir. Maffly-kipp, American Scriptures, 290–319 re-
produces the entire text. see also the chapter (ch. 13) by Bradley n. rice in this volume.

63. recounted in notovitch, Unknown Life of Jesus, 13–97 (references are to the 
new York edition of 1894).

64. ibid., 8.
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where they “number many thousands.”65 in hopes of seeing these texts for 
himself, notovitch journeyed on to Leh and finally to Himis, where he was 
taken in by the monks of a monastery after breaking his leg in a fall from 
horseback. There the Lama read to him stories and teachings of issa, which 
is the tibetan name for Jesus. With the help of a translator notovitch took 
notes and, after returning home, published the text along with his narrative 
of its discovery.

notovitch describes the text as “written in the form of isolated verses, 
which frequently bear no connection between each other.”66 His transcrip-
tion is an attempt to present the narrative in some logical order. The text 
begins with a prologue stating that the stories were told by “merchants who 
have come from israel” (1.5). Then issa is born as an incarnation of the 
“eternal spirit” who has come to our world to teach “how we may reach a 
state of moral purity and separate the soul from its gross envelope, that it 
may attain the perfection necessary to enter the kingdom of heaven which 
is immutable and where eternal happiness reigns” (4.4). issa shows promise 
as a child but, to avoid marriage, he clandestinely leaves Jerusalem at the age 
of 13 in the company of merchants and travels to india. There he is told by 
the Brahmans and the kshatriyas that he should not teach the Vaisyas and 
the soudras; but issa refuses their demand, believing “god the Father estab-
lishes no difference between his children, who are all equally dear to him” 
(5.11). issa continues his teachings against the caste system and against idol 
worship and human sacrifice, journeying from india to Persia (chs. 5–8) 
before returning to Palestine at the age of 29 (9). There he acquires a large 
following from the Jews, who consider him their rightful king (10–13). This 
concerns the procurator Pilate, who imprisons issa on false charges and 
crucifies him along with two criminals (14). The people continue to honor 
issa at his tomb, so Pilate takes the body and buries it elsewhere; this just 
leads the people to believe that “the supreme Judge” had taken away his 
body (14.7). The text ends with issa’s followers going out to preach about 
him (14.10–11).

notovitch follows his gospel with commentary that tells more about 
the origins of the text along with details not found in the text itself. He says, 

The two manuscripts read to me by the lama of the Himis con-
vent, were compiled from divers copies written in the Thibetan 
tongue, translated from rolls belonging to the Lassa library and 
brought from india, nepal, and Maghada two hundred years 

65. ibid., 51–52.
66. ibid., 96



Burke—apocrypha and Forgeries 245

after christ. These were placed in a convent standing on Mount 
Marbour, near Lassa, where the dalai-Lama now resides.67

a few pages later notovitch provides more details, saying the text was “re-
corded within three or four years after the death of christ from the testi-
monies of eye witnesses.”68 already his commentary shows the influence 
of the scholarship of his time, which involved itself in weighing evidence 
for the life of Jesus; it was also the heyday for interest in india.69 The Life of 
Saint Issa is considered by notovitch “more likely to bear the stamp of truth” 
than the nt gospels, because it was written closer to the events, since the 
evangelists “wrote at divers epochs, and so long a time after these events 
took place, that we can not be astonished if the facts have been altered or 
distorted.”70 notovitch’s issa does not perform miracles nor rise from the 
grave. Pilate alone is culpable in issa’s death. But the most convincing con-
nection between the text and contemporary scholarship is its treatment of 
Judas. The text does not mention Judas by name; it only discusses a paid 
informant at the trial (13.21). But notovitch identifies him as Judas in the 
commentary and mentions “about ten years ago” reading an article on Judas 
in the german journal Fremdenblatt about Judas being Jesus’ friend and 
that betraying him would help hasten the kingdom. notovitch dismisses 
this “lucubriation” in favor of what is revealed in his text.71 notovitch’s com-
mentary about Moses, mentioned in the text’s prologue, similarly sounds 
affected by scholarship; in the text Moses is not an israelite but an egyptian 
prince who is taught by the israelites and shows them favor. according to 
notovitich, Moses wanted to have his own kingdom since his elder brother 
debarred him from the egyptian throne, and naturalistic explanations are 
given for the plagues and the deaths of the egyptian soldiers in the red sea.72 

The Life of Saint Issa was very popular upon its publication; however, 
scholars immediately challenged notovitch’s claims. notovitch himself re-
lates troubles he encountered getting the book published, and even recounts 
an exchange with ernest renan, author of his own life of christ,73 over the 
work. He said renan wanted his notes and offered to “report on them to the 
academy” but notovitch decided to publish it himself, worried that renan 

67. ibid., 151.
68. ibid., 153.
69. see Beskow, Strange Tales, 62.
70. notovitch, Unknown Life of Jesus, 153.
71. ibid., 180.
72. ibid., 154–57.
73. renan, Vie de Jésus.
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would take credit for his work.74 Friedrich Max Müller, an acknowledged 
expert on india, quickly attacked the book in an 1894 article in The Nine-
teenth Century.75 Müller was hesitant at first to accuse notovitch of fraud, 
thinking instead that he may have been duped. still, he found problems in 
the story. two things, he said, seemed impossible:

The first, that the Jews from Palestine who come to india about 
35 a.d. should have met the very people who had known issa 
when he was a student at Benares; the second, that this sûtra of 
issa, composed in the first century of our era, should not have 
found a place either in the kandjur or in the tandjur (the collec-
tions of tibetan literature).76

He wondered too why Jesus was given the name issa but Pontius Pilate’s 
name was unchanged.77 Müller’s critique alludes to recent discoveries, say-
ing, “in these days of unexpected discoveries in egypt and elsewhere, every-
thing is possible,”78 yet he remained skeptical. His article concludes with 
the reproduction of a letter dated 29 June 1894 that he received from an 
englishwoman visiting tibet.79 in it she says she was at Himis monastery 
and enquired about notovitch, but they knew nothing about him. There was 
also no life of christ there.

notovitch responded to these criticisms in a note “to the Publishers” 
in the first english translation of the book. He says the books could not be 
found in the catalogs because the material is “to be found scattered through 
more than one book without any title”;80 he says he had offered to take his 
critics with him to the monastery to verify the passages, but no one as yet 
had responded to the invitation.81 Fortunately, other manuscripts, he says, 
are more readily accessible. He claims that a roman catholic cardinal had 
informed him that, “the Vatican Library possesses sixty-three complete or 
incomplete manuscripts in various oriental languages referring to this mat-
ter, which have been brought to rome by missionaries from india, china, 
egypt and arabia.”82 notovitch’s response to his critics includes also a de-
fense of apocryphal texts: 

74. notovitch, Unknown Life of Jesus, 11.
75. Müller, “alleged sojourn.”
76. ibid., 519.
77. ibid., 518.
78. ibid., 521.
79. ibid., 521–22.
80. notovitch, Unknown Life of Jesus, 106.
81. ibid., 108.
82. ibid., 107.
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is it a new thing in the christian world—a book that aims at 
completing the new testament and throwing light on hitherto 
obscure points? The works known as apocryphas were so nu-
merous in the sixteenth century that the Latin council of trent 
was forced to curtail and immense number of them so as to 
avoid controversies.83 

He goes on to say that the nicene council “also reduced to a minimum the 
sum of transcendental truths.”84 speculating further about the origins of 
his text, notovitch mentions the apostles and asks, “Have these friends of 
Jesus, these familiar witnesses of his preaching and his martyrdom, written 
nothing?” Then, thinking about the exploits of Thomas in india recounted 
in the Acts of Thomas, he says his text “may have been actually spoken by st. 
Thomas.”85 Finally, notovitch comments specifically about the discovery 
of apocryphal texts in his own time, saying, “May not this resurrection of 
books which have been buried under the dust of secular ages be the starting 
point of a new science which should be fertile in unforeseen and unimagi-
nable results?”86

notovitch’s challenge to check his story was taken up a year later by J. 
archibald douglas, a teacher at the government college of agra. He traced 
notovitch’s path and visited the Lama at Himis. He interviewed the Lama 
about notovitch’s account,87 and the Lama reportedly screamed “Lies, lies, 
nothing but lies!”88 Furthermore, no one at the monastery remembered 
caring for a foreigner with a broken leg, though there was a report of a 
russian gentleman named notovitch who had been recently treated for a 
toothache at the Leh hospital; so notovitch does seem to have been in the 
area.89 Müller added a postscript to douglas’ article, apologizing for saying 
the Lamas may have duped him; he now fully believed notovitch invented 
the text. in goodspeed’s survey of the text, he says that notovitch should 
have “interested himself actively to secure copies and even photographs 
of the scattered portions which notovitch said he had assembled.”90 even 
after the publication, notovitch “did not take the obvious and, most of us 

83. ibid., 111.
84. ibid.
85. ibid., 112–13.
86. ibid., 113.
87. a transcript is given in douglas, “chief Lama,” 671–72; and the complete docu-

ments are published in “documents.”
88. douglas, “chief Lama,” 672.
89. ibid., 669.
90. goodspeed, Modern Apocrypha, 11.
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would think, the unavoidable steps to substantiate his supposed discovery.”91 
other authors, such as H. Louis Fader,92 have worked to prove the text is 
a modern composition, chiefly by discrediting notovitch’s discovery story, 
though günter grönbold refuted also a number of the text’s claims (includ-
ing Jesus’ connection to the essenes)93 and robert aron also sought to show 
that the text’s description of Jesus’ education does not fit with knowledge of 
first-century Judaism.94

despite the efforts of notovitch’s critics to discredit the Life of Saint 
Issa, people continue to romanticize about the notion that Jesus visited 
india. ahmadiyya islam considers the text authentic,95 and the ideas were 
taken up by elizabeth clare Prophet, leader of the american-based summit 
Lighthouse and the church Universal and triumphant, and then passed on 
to Levi dowling in whose hands they were incorporated into the Aquar-
ian Gospel.96 several authors of dubious academic credentials—including 
Fida Hassnain and Holger kersten97—have written in support of notovitch. 
kersten’s Jesus Lived in India is perhaps the best known of these efforts. The 
book attempts to substantiate notovitch’s story with appeal to a number of 
other witnesses to the mysterious manuscripts—including a certain Mrs. 
Hervey who is said to have described the texts in her book The Adventures 
of a Lady in Tartary, Thibet, China and Kashmir in 1853, and Lady Henrietta 
Merrick who mentions them in In the World’s Attick in 1931.98 But these 
claims cannot be found in the books mentioned.99 in notovitch’s defense, 
norbert klatt has suggested that the author may have come across por-
tions of the Bible that Heinrich august Jäschke had translated into tibetan 

91. ibid., 12.
92. Fader, Issa Tale.
93. grönbold, Jesus in Indien.
94. aron, Jesus of Nazareth.
95. see Beskow, Strange Tales, 63–64; Beskow, Modern Mystifications, 460–63. 

Mirza ghulam ahmad, founder of the movement, published his complete Jesus legend, 
Masih hindustan mein, in 1899.

96. Maffly-kipp, American Scriptures, 291. The Aquarian Gospel is discussed in 
goodspeed, Strange New Gospels, 25–30; goodspeed, Modern Apocrypha, 15–19; and 
Maffly-kipp, American Scriptures, 378–406 (with excerpts).

97. Hassnain, Search for the Historical Jesus; kersten, Jesus Lived in India. For a criti-
cal response to these works see grönbold, Jesus in Indien.

98. kersten, Jesus Lived in India, 15–17.
99. see Jacobs, When Jesus Lived in India, 188–89. others who claimed to have seen 

the manuscripts are discussed pp. 13–15, 187–90, but none of these claims have been 
substantiated.
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between 1857 and 1868.100 of course, klatt’s explanation does not account 
for the wealth of non-biblical information in the text.

Four additional “lost gospels” appeared early in the twentieth century. 
The first of these is the Letter of Benan, the Egyptian Physician.101 The text 
was published in Berlin in 1910 by ernst edler von de Planitz, a writer of 
poems, novels, and stories. He claimed the text was found in a fifth-century 
coptic papyrus roll found in a tomb in the ancient site of Memphis,102 but 
the original letter was written in greek in 83 ce. Von de Planitz appar-
ently worked on the text for over 50 years, publishing five books with a 
translation, notes, and commentary. in the letter, Benan writes to strato, 
once secretary of the emperor tiberius, in response to strato’s request for 
information about Jesus. Benan says he met Jesus in egypt, where he spent 
much of his life and became an adept in egyptian priestly lore; Jesus did 
not come to Palestine until his late 20s. When nothing is heard from Jesus 
for three years, Benan goes to Palestine to investigate. He sees the three 
empty crosses on calvary and witnesses the resurrection. Later Benan 
meets Paul in prison in rome, and James and John in Jerusalem. Benan 
encounters all the important early christian figures and is present at all the 
major events—he’s the Forrest gump of early christianity. in 1919, Von der 
Planitz announced the discovery of a related greek papyrus—housed in an 
unidentified “public museum”—containing a reference to “Jesus of anu” (in 
egypt). carl schmidt of Berlin called for Von der Planitze to publish the 
original texts; Von der Planitze responded in a published statement “with 
great assurance and much bitterness.”103 schmidt then followed in 1921with 
a full critique calling the Letter of Benan a fiction.104 goodspeed, for his 
part, points out a number of historical inconsistencies in the text along with 
examples of peculiar language (a jumble of egyptian, greek, Latin, and He-
brew, and phrases that have never been found in ancient coptic writings).105 
in addition, errors in egyptian names seem to derive from the works of a 
maverick coptologist named Lauth who taught at the University of Munich 
when Von de Planitz was a student there. goodspeed doubted the authen-

100. klatt, Jesus in Indien, 74–75.
101. discussions in goodspeed, Strange New Gospels, 73–84; goodspeed, Modern 

Apocrypha, 50–57.
102. goodspeed provides additional details: “its editor . . . stated that the roll had 

been bought in 1860, by an independent Munich scholar named Baron von rabenau, 
from a native in the village of Mit rahinê, on the site of the ancient Memphis. it had 
been found in a tomb at sakkara” (Modern Apocrypha, 50).

103. goodspeed, Modern Apocrypha, 53.
104. schmidt, Benanbrief.
105. goodspeed, Modern Apocrypha, 54–55.
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ticity of the text for the same reasons adduced for the nineteenth-century 
“lost gospels”: no manuscript, no photograph, no transcript.106

several elements already encountered in modern apocrypha—a jour-
ney to india, a relationship with Mary Magdalene, and teaching on rein-
carnation—appear again in the Gospel of the Holy Twelve (aka the Gospel 
of the Perfect Life) published by the english clergyman rev. gideon Jasper 
ouseley at the turn of the century.107 ouseley was a writer of ten books on 
vegetarianism and occult matters and founded a number of societies with 
theosophical and vegetarian goals. not surprisingly, then, his gospel fea-
tures a vegetarian Jesus who preaches a diet of fruit and herbs; so, this Jesus 
feeds the multitude not with five loaves and two fish, but with five melons. 
Flowers spring up wherever Jesus walks, he speaks a language of birds and 
beasts, and a lion lies down at his feet.

The various editions of the text provide conflicting discovery stories 
for the gospel. in early editions, ouseley claimed his text was an aramaic 
gospel older and more authentic than those of the new testament. it was 
revealed to him in english through spiritual communications from a group 
of deceased luminaries, including a fourteenth-century Franciscan friar 
named Placidus, the eighteenth-century theologian and mystic emanuel 
swedenborg, John Wesley, and Theosophical society members anna kings-
ford and edward Maitland.108 technically, then, the Gospel of the Holy Twelve 
is not a scholarly apocryphon. But, according to a 1956 english edition the 
gospel was written by the apostle John during his imprisonment in rome 
around 70 ce and later it was taken by John to a tibetan monastery. There 
it was found by the friar Placidus (here living in the 1870s), who translated 
it into Latin and brought it to rome where it lay hidden away in the Vatican 
Library.109 The editors clearly have been influenced, in varying degrees, by 
the turn-of-the-century gospel discoveries; this influence is stated explicitly 
in the 1911 edition, where the unnamed writer of the preface identifies the 
gospel as the lost Gospel of the Hebrews and likens the discovery of the text 

106. ibid., 55. see also the brief comments in dibelius, Fresh Approach to the New 
Testament, 94.

107. discussion in Beskow, Strange Tales, 66–74. The book has a complicated pub-
lication history, summarized in ibid., 124 n. 83. a curious 1911 edition credited only to 
“a disciple of the Master” published by the United templars’ society includes also the 
Letter of Lentulus (p. ii) and an epistle of apollos to Hierasthenes, dated here to about 
71 and 72 (p. 165–66).

108. The process of these communications are described in disciple of the Master, 
Gospel of the Holy Twelve (1911 ed.), vi–ix

109. ouseley, Gospel of the Holy Twelve (1956 ed.), viewed online at http://www.
thenazareneway.com/origins_gh12.htm/ (n.p.). This account is also summarized by 
Beskow (Strange Tales, 67) from an english edition published in 1972.
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to the old syriac gospels found by agnes smith Lewis at st. catherine’s 
Monastery and published only a year earlier.110 The 1956 editors draw on 
the popular notion of apocryphal texts as containing “censored” but true 
teachings of Jesus:

The reason this gospel contains much that is in st. Matthew, st. 
Mark, st. Luke and st. John is because there were many gospels 
written about this time containing the true teaching of Jesus, 
but this was the only one that escaped the pen of the ‘correctors,’ 
because they did not know of its existence. The other gospels 
contained the teaching of Jesus about the avoidance of meat-
eating and about the love for animals, but all this teaching was 
eliminated by the ‘correctors.’ “The gospel of the Holy twelve” 
is an authentic gospel and should be accepted just as it is as the 
original teaching of Jesus.111

The mystical aspects of the text are then given context with appeal to an-
other “lost gospel,” the Gospel of Thomas:

in all sacred mysteries, parables are used as garments for truth 
that is hidden in its very expression. in one of the ‘sayings of 
Jesus’—as recorded in the oxyrhynchus Papyri—we are told: 
“That which is hidden from thee shall be revealed to thee. For 
there is nothing hidden which shall not be made manifest, nor 
buried which shall not be raised.” to those who hid “the key to 
knowledge” Jesus said “Ye entered not in yourselves and to them 
that were entering in ye opened not.” Ultimately, “truth itself is 
unutterable save by god to god.”

and finally, Beskow describes german and swiss editions which, influenced 
this time by notovitch’s discovery story, eliminate entirely the spiritual 
aspects of the gospel’s discovery and state instead that ouseley found the 
gospel on a journey in tibet in 1881.112

The themes of the Gospel of the Holy Twelve carry over into the Essene 
Gospel of Peace, published by edmond Bordeaux szekely in 1937.113 szekely 
was the leader of a “biogenic” institute and published about 60 books, mainly 
about health food. The Jesus of his gospel teaches a Mother-Father theology: 
the heavenly father takes care of things that are spiritual, the earthly Mother 

110. disciple of the Master, Gospel of the Holy Twelve (1911 ed.), v–vii.
111. ouseley, Gospel of the Holy Twelve (1956 ed.), n.p.
112. described in Beskow, Strange Tales, 67; cf. Beskow’s critique of this claim p. 73. 

ouseley’s gospel is mentioned by Young (Is God a Vegetarian?, 5–6) and dismissed as 
inauthentic based on Beskow’s investigation.

113. discussion in Beskow, Strange Tales, 81–91.
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the body; one must cleanse the body of evil-smelling filth to be reborn to 
a fuller life. to aid in this process, Jesus provides the following instruction:

seek, therefore, a large trailing gourd, having a stalk the length 
of a man; take out its inwards and fill it with water from the river 
which the sun has warmed. Hang it upon a branch of a tree, and 
kneel upon the ground before the angel of water, and suffer the 
end of the stalk of the trailing gourd to enter your hinder parts, 
that the water may flow through all your bowels.114

szekely says he discovered this useful text in two manuscripts—one in old 
slavonic in the national Library of Vienna, one in aramaic in the secret 
archives of the Vatican—as well as some Hebrew fragments said to have 
once belonged to the Benedictine Monastery of Monte cassino. szekely 
produced a cottage industry of books related to the Gospel of Peace, one 
of which reveals in great detail the transmission of the text—it was among 
the apocryphal materials known to Jerome, from whom they made their 
way to Monte cassino, and then to the Vatican, where they were discovered 
and translated by szekely.115 Beskow describes one particular volume that 
actually includes fifteen pages of nonvocalized Hebrew text but without 
translation. drawing upon the expertise of Bo Lundén, Beskow says the 
text is “correct Hebrew of a postbiblical period, similar to that found in the 
Mishnah,” but cautions readers that “having a Hebrew text is really not the 
same as possessing a Hebrew original.”116 as for the Vienna and Vatican 
manuscripts, they have not been published, nor has anyone ever seen them, 
and szekely’s name is not listed in the Vatican Library’s visitor registry.117

Finally, we come to the Gospel of Josephus,118 named for the Jewish 
writer of the first century. This text is little more than a harmony of the 
four canonical gospels, presented as the lost original life of Jesus upon 
which they are based. it is said to have been found by Helena, the mother 
of constantine, in a house near the temple of Jerusalem; it was later sold to 
some Jews who in turn sold it to the library of alexandria. Many centuries 
later, italian newspapers reported in 1927 that a certain Luigi Moccia found 
a third/fourth-century parchment greek manuscript of the text under the 
false bottom of a wrought-iron chest which he had bought in an antique 
shop in rome. The reports also said that Moccia had admitted the text was a 

114. Quotation from the 1977 edition: szekeley, Gospel of Peace, 17.
115. recounted in szekely, Discovery of the Essene Gospel of Peace.
116. Beskow, Strange Tales, 85–86.
117. ibid., 84–85. see also Young, Is God a Vegetarian?, 5.
118. discussions in goodspeed, New Chapters, 196–201; goodspeed, Modern 

Apocrypha, 76–80.
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hoax created to stimulate faith, while others said it was to advertise a novel 
he intended to produce. But the story does not end there. in 1931 salvatore 
riggi of schenectady new York contacted edgar goodspeed and said he 
had seven sheets of Moccia’s greek manuscript and he had translated it into 
italian for his mission work. He also had an accompanying document in 
Latin with an endorsement of the gospel by Zosimus, the librarian of alex-
andria. to goodspeed the manuscript looked suspicious—it was carefully 
separated into words and paragraphs with modern punctuation, and was 
written on only one side of the paper. The paper was old, probably taken 
from flyleaves of old manuscripts, but the writing was recent.119

This survey of modern apocrypha comes to a close with two texts that 
claim to be continuations of the book of acts. The Twenty-ninth Chapter of 
Acts,120 published as a pamphlet by george J. stevenson in London in 1871,121 
was reportedly found on a piece of paper tucked into an english edition 
of oriental traveler c. s. sonnini’s Travels in Turkey and Greece, originally 
published in 1799. The text was translated into French from a greek manu-
script found in the archives at constantinople, and presented to sonnini 
by the sultan abdoul achmet. The text substantiates the arguments of the 
British-israel movement, which claims that the english peoples are descen-
dants of the lost ten tribes of israel. These ideas were given some support 
in works by British astronomer charles Piazzi smith in books published 
in 1864 and 1867. The text reports that Paul, left in rome at the end of the 
canonical book of acts, departs from the city for spain and Britain, having 
heard that israelites had escaped to Britain; he preaches in Britain and then 
moves on to Belgium and switzerland and back toward asia Minor. in one 
memorable episode, Paul predicts the seventh British census of 1861, which 
was a contributing factor to the beginnings of the British-israel movement, 
and the building of st. Paul’s cathedral:

Behold, in the last days the god of peace shall dwell in the cit-
ies, and the inhabitants thereof shall be numbered; and in the 
seventh numbering of the people, their eyes shall be opened, 
and the glory of their inheritance shine forth before them. and 
nations shall come up to worship on the mount (i.e., Mount 
Lud) that testifies of the patience and long suffering of a servant 
of the Lord.122

119. goodspeed, Modern Apocrypha, 77.
120. discussions in goodspeed, Strange New Gospels, 85–95; goodspeed, Modern 

Apocrypha, 58–69.
121. a 2011 printing by The covenant Publishing company Ltd. credits “notes and 

comments” to t. g. cole.
122. From v. 10, reproduced in goodspeed, Modern Apocrypha, 62.
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archaeologist John ora kinnaman, a defender of the text, stated in a 1940 
article that the original manuscript can be found in the British Museum, 
cataloged as no. 3227-d9.123 goodspeed investigated kinnaman’s claim and 
determined that the catalog number is for a book: stevenson’s 1871 publica-
tion. kinnaman also said that the text was found in the coptic and syriac 
versions of acts, but it is not.124 in his final thoughts on the authenticity of 
the text, goodspeed concluded: “neither the greek manuscript, then, nor 
the english manuscript translation of it, nor the present possessor of either, 
nor the name of the scholar who translated the greek text into english (for 
that sonnini did this is a most improbable conjecture) can now be found.”125 

The second text purported to continue the story of acts is the long-lost 
Second Book of Acts, published by episcopal clergyman and doctor kenneth 
sylvan guthrie in Medford Massachusetts in 1904. The text, claiming to 
“set forth the Blessed Mary’s teachings about reincarnation,”126 begins with 
a scene similar to the familiar deathbed gathering in the Dormition of Mary, 
with Paul and the other apostles assembling in Palestine at the bedside of the 
Virgin Mary. she instructs those gathered about reincarnation and declares 
who she was in her past lives. she then brings the apostles to the Mount of 
olives, where Jesus appears and reveals to them his previous incarnations. 
in an odd twist, Mary and Jesus’ past selves are all revealed to be famous 
couples (noah and Yonah, Zarathustra and Parshandathah, socrates and 
eunike, gautama siddhartha and Yasodhara). Just to be clear: this is the 
Virgin Mary, not Mary Magdalene. guthrie never gave any details about the 
source of this text: not the language in which it was composed, nor in what 
manuscripts or editions it may be found.

How did critics of these texts come to the conclusion that they were 
modern, not ancient documents? They considered the two usual categories 
of evidence pursued in the discipline: external and internal. By external is 
meant actual copies of the text in question and references to the text by 
ancient authorities. in almost all cases, the editors and publishers of these 
texts failed to present photographic copies of the manuscripts, nor even 
transcriptions in their original languages; also, when pressed they could not 
provide precise information about where the original manuscripts could be 
found. Furthermore, investigations into the stories of discovery of the texts 
revealed inconsistencies and falsifications; indeed, some of the texts have 

123. Published in The Defender (Wichita, kansas); see goodspeed, Modern Apoc-
rypha, 64.

124. goodspeed, Modern Apocrypha, 66.
125. ibid., 65.
126. discussion in ibid., 97–101. only 155 copies of the pamphlet were printed and 

it has not been reprinted since.
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been shown to be plagiarized from works of fiction. The only exceptions are 
the Gospel of Josephus, with its apparently modern greek writing on ancient 
paper, and the transcribed Hebrew fragments of the Gospel of Peace, likely 
also created by a modern writer. The Transcript of Pilate’s Court and the 
Childhood of Christ appeared in Latin, but both texts were plagiarized from 
earlier published works. as for knowledge by ancient authorities, none of 
these texts are mentioned by ancient writers, though they sometimes bear 
similarities to ancient texts discovered in modern times, such as the Acts of 
Pilate and the Dormition of Mary.

in the absence of external evidence, scholars looked at internal indica-
tions of the texts’ authenticity. alas, all of these texts bear the marks of mod-
ern composition: they reflect the gaps in knowledge of first-century Judaism 
in the scholarship of the time and feature anachronistic depictions of Jesus 
and the early church, most often influenced by contemporary interests in 
such things as naturalistic explanations for the miracles and resurrection of 
Jesus, reincarnation, vegetarianism, and connections between Jesus’ teach-
ings and eastern (i.e., indian and egyptian) thought (influenced by the work 
of the nineteenth-century religionsgeschichtliche schule). also observable 
in the introductory comments and defense of these texts is an interest in 
the discoveries of legitimate ancient christian and Jewish apocrypha and 
the impact such discoveries had on both scholarship and the wider public.127 
kollman’s afterword to the Crucifixion of Jesus, for example, is positive about 
the historical value of apocryphal texts for recovering the life of Jesus and is 
critical about the motives of the compilers of the canon;128 similarly, notovi-
tch’s defense of his Life of Saint Issa refers to recent archeological discoveries 
of long-forgotten texts and characterizes apocrypha as books that “[aim] 
at completing the new testament and throwing light on hitherto obscure 
points.”129 The publication of “lost gospels” provided the creators of modern 
apocrypha with an audience for their work and lent their discovery stories 
the plausibility required for their texts to be accepted as genuine.

secRet MaRk  And Jesus’ WiFe

The twentieth and twenty-first centuries saw only four arguments of forgery 
made about possibly-ancient apocryphal texts: Paul r. coleman-norton’s 
“amusing agraphon” and the Gospel of Judas, both of which, for very 

127. note, in this regard, the comments in Jenkins, Hidden Gospels, 46.
128. kollmann, Enthüllungen über die wirkliche Todesart Jesu, 73–74.
129. notovitch, Unknown Life of Jesus, 111.
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different reasons, can be dispensed with quickly, and Sec. Mark and gJW, 
which require more detailed discussion.

in a 1950 article for Catholic Biblical Quarterly, coleman-norton pre-
sented the greek text of a saying of Jesus he found embedded in a fragment 
of the Opus imperfectum in Matthaeum, a collection of homilies on sections 
of Matthew otherwise known only in Latin.130 Bruce Metzger, coleman-
norton’s primary critic, describes the discovery:

at the conclusion of Matt 24:51, which in the canonical text 
refers to the judgment when “men will weep and gnash their 
teeth,” the fragment continues with the question, raised by one 
of the disciples, how these things can be for persons who hap-
pen to be toothless. Whereupon Jesus replied, “teeth will be 
provided.”

Metzger argues that the saying is modern, not ancient, because coleman-
norton was known to joke with his students about dentures being provided 
at the last judgment years before his alleged discovery of the greek frag-
ment, of which there is no material evidence.131 Little mention of the text 
has been made since, except for some comparisons with Morton smith’s 
discovery of Sec. Mark.132

as for Gos. Judas, the accusation of forgery was made in a 2008 article 
by richard J. arthur and given support a few years later by robert M. Price.133 
Price helpfully summarizes the arthur article in three points: the text be-
trays an awareness of modern moral issues (“it seems to be editorializing on 
the priestly scandals of our time, as it depicts priests sleeping with women 
and ‘sacrificing’ children, this last perhaps pointing to abortion or molesta-
tion”), part of the gospel copies from the Apocryphon (or Secret Book) of 
John (“the impression one gets from reading it is of a patch transferred out of 
context, no longer making the sense it did in the original”), and it contains 
a scribal error found also in one of the extant copies of Ap. John from nag 

130. coleman-norton, “amusing Agraphon.”
131. Metzger, “Literary Forgeries,” 3–4 (see also Metzger, Reminiscences of an Octo-

genarian, 136–39); discussed briefly in grafton, Forgers and Critics, 4.
132. carlson, Gospel Hoax, 17–20 notes the agraphon as an example of a suspicious 

find that reflects modern interests; carlson, “can the academy,” 303–304 mentions 
both Sec. Mark and the agraphon as texts that are demonstrably forgeries because the 
scholars who published them seemed aware of their contents before the discoveries. 
evans, “Morton smith,” 78–81, 94–96 expands on this theory, providing evidence from 
smith’s works indicating this prior knowledge and showing both smith and coleman-
norton drew upon the novel The Mystery of Mar Saba in crafting the stories of their 
discoveries (for a rebuttal see Brown and Pantuck, “craig evans,” 101–104).

133. arthur, “gospel of Judas”; Price, Secret Scrolls, 76–77, 181.
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Hammadi (Price asks, “what are the chances that the scribe of Judas copied 
from another [i.e., non nag-Hammadi] copy of The Secret Book of John that 
made the very same goof in the very same spot?”).134 Price accedes that the 
papyrus on which Judas is written is genuinely ancient (it was carbon-dated 
by the national geographic society to between 220 and 340 ce)135 but the 
text is not. He goes on to declare that the forger is one of the members of the 
ngs team, but does not say which one (the team includes rodolphe kasser, 
gregor Wurst, François gaudard, Marvin Meyer, and Florence darbre).136 
arthur does not make this charge in the original paper, but he does say, 
“that our hoaxer is a member of the community of modern coptic scholars 
who have special regard for codex ii as the first exemplar of the Apocryphon 
of John from nag Hammadi to be published.”137 arthur concludes the paper 
on a conciliatory note, despite the severity of the accusation:

The Gospel of Judas is probably a hoax, and all the writings in 
it of recent authorship. These writings were prepared in our 
time, on some old papyrus leaves, probably from a palimpsest, 
without a binding. There is no cause for rebuke. one of our col-
leagues has created great excitement; he is a jolly fellow and has 
done us all a favor.138

Though no scholar, other than Price, has taken arthur’s theory seriously, it is 
surprising how much the forgery accusation is similar to the charges against 
Sec. Mark and gJW. in all three cases, the contents of the texts resonate with 
modern concerns (homosexuality for Gos. Judas and Sec. Mark; the marital 
status of Jesus for gJW), and all three have suspicious or at least question-
able stories of discovery. in addition, the theories regarding the creation of 
the manuscript for both gJW and Gos. Judas involve authentic ancient pa-
pyrus and modern ink based on an ancient recipe. of course, other details 
in each case contribute to the particular conclusions reached by scholars 
on authenticity but it is notable that, as with cases of enlightenment-era 
forgery,139 the investigations into the origins of these texts begin with objec-
tions to their contents.

The same surely can be said of Sec. Mark. This controversial text was 
discovered, as the story goes, in 1958 when american historian Morton 
smith journeyed to the monastery of Mar saba in the Judean desert to 

134. Price, Secret Scrolls, 76–77.
135. kasser and Wurst, Gospel of Judas, 183–85.
136. Price, Secret Scrolls, 181.
137. arthur, “gospel of Judas,” 47.
138. ibid.
139. see the introduction to this volume, pp. 3–9.
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catalogue the library in the monastery’s great tower. smith found there a 
number of printed books and a handful of manuscripts. smith noted that 
the blank pages of printed books often contained additional writing in 
greek—a demonstration of how scarce paper was in the recent centuries 
of the monastery’s history. The end-papers of one of these printed books, 
a 1646 edition of isaac Voss’s epistles of ignatius, particularly attracted 
smith’s attention. in an apparent eighteenth-century hand there is a text 
that begins: “From the letters of the most holy clement, the author of the 
Stromateis; to Theodore.” smith had chanced upon a previously unknown 
letter by clement of alexandria, a well-known early christian writer whose 
other works were written between 175 and 215 ce. That alone would be a 
major discovery, but the writer of this Letter to Theodore mentions also the 
existence of a longer version of Mark current in his time. He provides two 
excerpts from this longer Mark, the largest is a story of Jesus raising a young 
man from death (reminiscent of the story of Lazarus from the gospel of 
John) and then spending the night with him teaching him the mysteries of 
the kingdom of god.

initially, smith’s peers trusted in his integrity and the authenticity of 
the Letter to Theodore was not in doubt. early reactions focused on Sec. 
Mark, declaring it a typical second-century apocryphal gospel with its atten-
dant expansion and combination of canonical traditions. The first scholar to 
question publicly the origins of the letter was Quentin Quesnell. in a 1975 
article Quesnell declared that the text bore the characteristics of a hoax and 
therefore must be authenticated, and that this can be done only by person-
ally examining the manuscript.140 He was drawing upon edgar goodspeed’s 
demand that anyone claiming to have found a new document must present 
the document itself.141 Unlike the other publishers of modern apocrypha, 
smith did actually take photographs of the text and published them in his 
commentary, but Quesnell considered smith’s photographs inadequate for 
the study of the text as they were mediocre in quality and had been cropped 
by the publisher for publication.142 Quesnell placed the onus on smith to 
produce the manuscript for forensic examination.143 smith’s failure to do so 
looked suspicious to many and led to speculation that there was no manu-
script at all (part of what scott Brown has called the “folklore of forgery” 

140. Quesnell, “Mar saba,” esp. 52; see also Quesnell, “reply to Morton smith,” 201.
141. Quesnell, “Mar saba,” 48–49 and later restated in personal correspondence to 

scott Brown, reproduced in Brown, Mark’s Other Gospel, 34: “all the characteristics of 
a hoax were present; all the classic mistakes that popular summaries like goodspeed’s 
warn against were being made.”

142. Quesnell, “Mar saba,” 51.
143. Quesnell, “reply to Morton smith,” 200–201.
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around the text).144 Quesnell also remarked that the Letter to Theodore could 
have been created in recent times with the assistance of studies of clement’s 
style such as the clement index published by otto stählin in 1936.145 

The arguments for forgery were re-invigorated in 2005 in stephen 
carlson’s The Gospel Hoax. carlson put his legal skills as a patent attorney 
to the task of breaking the stalemate in the academy on the authenticity of 
the text. He concluded that smith had “the means, motive, and opportu-
nity” to create the text.146 carlson is careful to call Sec. Mark a hoax, not a 
forgery: “hoaxes are done with a different motive—to test the establishment, 
whether to expose flaws in the gatekeepers of authenticity, to exhibit one’s 
skill and cunning, or to take pleasure in the failure of self-appointed experts 
to pass the test.”147 and these are precisely the motives carlson ascribes to 
smith. But what of the proof? carlson demonstrates several indications of 
forgery observable in the handwriting of the manuscript, including forger’s 
tremor, unnatural pen lifts, inconsistency of letter forms, and retouching of 
letters—all indicative of “drawn imitation of an eighteenth-century hand.”148 
carlson’s arguments were very convincing. Many scholars who equivocated 
over the letter’s authenticity now declared it a modern forgery; others al-
ready predisposed to dislike this “gay gospel” proclaimed loudly that smith’s 
forgery of the text had been proven.149 Further evidence was provided just 
a few years later in Peter Jeffery’s 2007 study The Secret Gospel of Mark 
Unveiled, which focuses on the apparent homoeroticism of the text. Jeffery 
identifies a number of double entendres—Jesus seizing the young man’s 
“hand,” the tomb as a closet150—that must be the product of a modern and, in 
Jeffery’s words, “anguished soul.”151

subsequent scholarship on the text has shown, however, that Sec. Mark 
actually meets the expectations of proof for the discovery of ancient texts.152 
smith acted entirely appropriately when cataloguing the manuscript: he 
found it in the library, photographed it, catalogued it (assigning it a spe-
cific number), and left it in the library where it belonged. it was not his 

144. Brown, Mark’s Other Gospel, 12.
145. Quesnell, “Mar saba,” 55.
146. carlson, Gospel Hoax, 74.
147. ibid., 78.
148. ibid., 78–80.
149. see Burke, “introduction,” 13–14, in Burke, ed., Ancient Gospel.
150. Jeffery, Secret Gospel, 92–99.
151. ibid., ix.
152. see particularly the defense of authenticity given in Hedrick, “Secret Mark.”
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responsibility to preserve the manuscript for future scholars.153 But other 
scholars have seen it, though not recently, as the library seems to have lost 
it—likely intentionally, in order to discourage interest in the text.154 With 
regards to goodspeed’s requirements (no manuscript, no photographs, no 
transcript), for Sec. Mark we have the manuscript (or at least its one-time 
existence is not in doubt), photographs, and transcript.155 But could smith 
have created the manuscript himself as some have claimed? Unlikely, as 
document examiners commissioned by Biblical Archaeological Review in 
2009 have shown it was written by a native greek writer;156 also, allan J. 
Pantuck has demonstrated that smith did not have the ability to compose 
a text in greek,157 and superior photographs have surfaced, made by the 
librarian, showing that carlson’s so-called forger’s tremor and pen lifts are 
just an illusion of the halftone black and white photographs published by 
smith.158 as for internal evidence, proponents of the authenticity of the text 
see no basis for the claim that Sec. Mark depicts a twentieth-century gay 
Jesus: the young man is not naked, as some have stated,159 and the phrase 
“spend the night” may sound like a modern euphemism for sex, but it also 
shows up in the gospel of Luke in a story where Jesus is urged to “spend 
the night” with two of his disciples (24:29).160 to those who see homoeroti-
cism in the text, Sec. Mark betrays its twentieth-century composition; but 
perhaps in a few decades it will be more clear that it is the perception of 
homoeroticism that is contemporary. nevertheless, it remains possible that 
Sec. Mark is not an ancient document—it could have been created in the 
eighteenth-century by whoever copied the text into the back of the book 
found at the monastery; but it certainly was not created by Morton smith.

The story of gJW begins in september 2012 when Harvard scholar 
karen L. king delivered a paper on the text at the international congress of 
coptic studies in rome. The manuscript fragment came to her knowledge 
in 2010 when a private collector asked her for a translation. He acquired the 
manuscript in a batch of papyri in 1997 from a previous owner. it came with 
a handwritten note from a professor of egyptology in Berlin, now deceased, 

153. against Quesnell, “Mar saba,” 49.
154. ibid., 43.
155. ibid., 55.
156. The reports of the two examiners, agamemnon tselikas and Venetia anas-

tasopoulou, are summarized in Hedrick, “Secret Mark,” 33–38.
157. Pantuck, “Question of ability.”
158 as demonstrated in Viklund, “tremors.”
159. For example, evans, Fabricating Jesus, 95.
160. as shown in Hedrick, “Secret Mark,” 33.
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calling the fragment the sole example of a text in which Jesus claims to have 
a wife. The text contains a question from the apostles about the worthi-
ness of Mary (likely intended to be Mary Magdalene). Jesus responds, “My 
wife . . . she will be able to be my disciple.” king submitted an article on the 
text to Harvard Theological Review and stated at the rome colloquium that 
scientific testing of the manuscript was under way. in the meantime, a draft 
of her article was made available online.161 king believed the manuscript 
was created in the fourth century,162 but coptic manuscripts are notoriously 
difficult to date. The fragment measures only 4 by 8 centimeters; the writing 
is splotchy and uneven but the calligraphy is consistent with other ancient 
coptic manuscripts; the ink is faded, but the reverse side is even less pre-
served, with only a few words still visible.

critics immediately pounced on the text. They said its contents were 
too good to be true; it fit too well the Zeitgeist, particularly after dan Brown’s 
novel The Da Vinci Code popularized the idea that Jesus was married to 
Mary Magdalene. Many commentators dismissed the text simply because 
Jesus was not married, though king never made any claim that the text 
was proof of anything about the historical Jesus. Within three days of king’s 
announcement it was difficult to find anyone who supported its authenticity 
other than king and the experts she consulted to write her article. argu-
ments were made that the text was a mishmash of phrases from the Gospel 
of Thomas, but particularly suspicious is that the fragment reproduces a 
linebreak in the middle of one word from a particular critical edition of the 
gospel.163 Harvard Theological Review finally published king’s article in May 
of 2014 along with the results of the scientific studies of the manuscript. 
These studies demonstrate that the papyrus originated between 659 and 859 
and the ink matches that of other papyri from the first to the eighth century; 
however, critics claimed the ink could be easily duplicated and the tests on 
the paper only demonstrated that the paper was old (a similar situation as 
found with the Gospel of Josephus). But most damning of all is the conclu-
sions some have drawn from the image of a fragment of the gospel of John 
published in king’s article. This John fragment, also found among the papyri 
of the owner of gJW, has some alarming similarities to an authenticated 

161. king, “‘Jesus said to them’” (draft).
162. This date was given on the first page of the original draft of the article, but king 

revised the date to the eighth century in the published paper (see king, “‘Jesus said to 
them,’” 33–37).

163. The argument was made initially by Francis Watson (“How a Fake gospel-
Fragment”) and then developed by andrew Bernhard (“textual evidence”). For further 
discussion of the reception of gJW in print and online scholarship, see the contribu-
tions to this volume by James Mcgrath (ch. 16) and caroline schroeder (ch. 15).
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copy of John in coptic found in 1923—it replicates every other line from 
a page of the published codex and for 17 lines the line breaks are identical; 
also the writing appears to be by the same hand as the gJW fragment. it 
would appear that the John fragment was copied from an image of the 1923 
discovery perhaps found online; and if the John fragment is a forgery, critics 
argue, then so must be gJW.164

How well does gJW meet scholars’ expectations for an authentic an-
cient text? as with Sec. Mark, a manuscript does exist, and this time not just 
in photographs, and it was made readily available for scholars to examine. 
We do not know what the name of the text was, since we have only a frag-
ment, so it cannot be authenticated by looking for references to it by ancient 
authorities; however, the contents are similar to material from the Gospel of 
Thomas, indicating theological and literary kinship with an ancient docu-
ment. The mention of a wife for Jesus is an indication of modern interests, 
but, as with Sec. Mark, care should be taken not to quickly dismiss a text 
simply because its portrayal of Jesus is not to one’s liking. That said, the 
fragment’s relationship to what appears to be a forged copy of the gospel of 
John and the creator’s apparent use of a modern critical edition of the Gospel 
of Thomas are our best indicators that gJW too is a forgery. additionally, 
some sleuthing into the history of ownership of the text has shown that the 
documents that accompanied the papyrus also are fabricated.165

if Sec. Mark and gJW are “forgeries” then they are forgeries of a dif-
ferent order than the lost gospels of the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. They both are supported by manuscripts that have been carefully 
catalogued, photographed, transcribed, and translated by reputable scholars. 
The texts have appeared in scholarly books and journals, not self-published 
in pamphlets or popular-market paperbacks. also, they are far less transpar-
ently contemporary in their depictions of Jesus—yes, a gay Jesus and a mar-
ried Jesus certainly capture the spirit of our times but these aspects of the 
texts are much more subtle than the indian, essene, or vegetarian Jesuses of 
the modern apocrypha. if the two texts are indeed forgeries, then they are 
very sophisticated, requiring rare skill to fabricate.

conclusions

Many scholars in the field make a distinction between ancient apocrypha, 
written in the first three or four centuries, and apocryphal texts written 

164. The argument was made by christian askeland, first online (“Jesus Had a 
sister-in-Law”), and then in print as askeland, “Lycopolitan Forgery.”

165. see the discussion of the supporting documents in Bernhard, “call for closure.”
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thereafter. apocrypha from late antiquity and the Middle ages are often 
labeled hagiography, in part because the stories they tell culminate in the 
institution of festivals or the discovery of relics. While efforts are being 
made to draw these more-recent texts into the definition of “apocrypha,” 
few scholars argue to broaden the definition even further to include the 
modern “lost gospels.” Wilhelm schneemelcher’s comments on the modern 
texts are illustrative:

. . . the apocryphal texts generally, like the canonical gospels, 
have their origin in the tradition of communities in which 
they arose. Most of them, despite their often clear theological 
tendencies, which are considerably different from those of the 
‘orthodox’ literature, are based on older traditions of the com-
munities. in contrast the modern fictions were cobbled together 
by individual authors from various motives (sensationalism, 
the quest for gain, hostility to the church). This literature arose 
under quite different conditions, and is therefore not to be com-
pared with the apocryphal gospels of the early centuries.166

The two great documenters of modern apocrypha, goodspeed and Beskow, 
are similarly dismissive. goodspeed says they have “baseless character,” 
having been “dredged up from obscure depths mostly beyond the ken 
of educated people,” and he only examined them to show that they were 
not “genuine documents of christian antiquity.”167 Beskow is more irenic 
and occasionally excuses the texts as pious frauds. But when considering 
whether it is permissible to create new gospels for a modern age he says, 
“the gospel forgeries are related to the real gospels”—distinguished here 
as “documents of faith”—“just as false coins are to genuine coins: they are 
unoriginal imitations, more or less well done, and they pretend to be what 
they are not. Falseness cannot be a road towards creativity.”168

But examined in comparison to ancient apocrypha, there really is little 
difference between the modern texts and other apocryphal texts created 
throughout christian history. They all claim to be written either by an es-
teemed early christian figure or their disciple, they all draw upon canonical 
christian scripture (variously reinterpreting and augmenting it), and they 
all seek to speak to contemporary situations in ways that canonical texts do 
not. if the modern texts are treated with contempt then scholars fall into 
the pattern of the ancient heresiologists, who declared texts outside of their 
own interests to be inauthentic, derivative, spurious, forged, false. Whatever 

166. schneemelcher, “general introduction,” 85.
167. goodspeed, Modern Apocrypha, v.
168. Beskow, Strange Tales, 108.
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the motives behind the creation of modern apocrypha—whimsy, lucre, to 
create support for theological or historical positions, to confound schol-
ars—they are just as worthy of study as ancient apocrypha, as reflections of 
the interests, beliefs, practices, and knowledge of their time. They even in-
form the study of earlier apocrypha, because in them we can observe more 
clearly how apocrypha are created and how they are transformed over time, 
as well as how they continue to bring meaning to their readers even despite 
their dubious origins. Proof that notovitch created his Life of Saint Issa is 
immaterial for the study of ahmadiyya islam, for example, just as evidence 
that a second-century presbyter from asia Minor created the Acts of Paul 
is of little consequence for how the text functioned among encratites and 
Manicheans. over time gJW also may tear free from its creator’s intended 
purposes and scholars may be more inclined to see it too as a text reflecting 
the needs of a community who considers it meaningful.

in the meantime, cases like Sec. Mark and gJW, whether the texts are 
authentic or not, contribute to scholarship by forcing scholars to keep pace 
with forgers and learn new methods for determining the origins of the texts 
we study. as anthony grafton states, “criticism has been dependent for 
its development on the stimulus that forgers have provided.”169 and these 
texts have indeed led to re-evaluations of certain aspects of early christian-
ity—gospel development, the writings of clement of alexandria, baptism, 
homosexuality in the ancient world, the marital status of Jesus, the role of 
Mary Magdalene—and we have learned more about the vagaries of forg-
ing ancient ink and papyrus than we ever thought we would need to know. 
Hopefully, too, they have encouraged us to consider what it is about these 
texts that gave rise to accusations of forgery. We would do well to heed the 
words of Paul Baines, that “the discovery of forgery was never neutral,”170 
and ask what these accusations say about our own assumptions about antiq-
uity, and how much the need to declare a text a forgery—or even “apocry-
phal”—is motivated not so much by a desire to understand its origins as by 
a distaste for its contents.

169. grafton, Forgers and Critics, 123.
170. Baines, House of Forgery, 31.
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The Apocryphal Tale of Jesus’  
Journey to India

Nicolas Notovitch and the  
Life of Saint Issa Revisited

Bradley N. Rice

the Life of Saint Issa (Life Issa) is undoubtedly the most famous and 
influential gospel forgery1 of modern times. Published in 1894 as part of the 
Unknown Life of Jesus Christ by nicolas notovitch,2 Life Issa tells how Jesus 
spent his “lost years” in india, learning the sacred teachings of Brahmins 
and Buddhists before returning to Palestine to begin his public ministry.3 
notovitch claims to have discovered Life Issa while traveling in kashmir 
and Ladakh in 1887. as the story goes, notovitch had heard accounts of 
a certain “issa” from tibetan Buddhist monks and therefore went to the 

1. Here i use “forgery” for any text written to deceive its intended readers about 
its true origins.

2. originally published in French as La vie inconnue de Jesus Christ. Life Issa is 
found on pp. 153–228.

3. accessible accounts of notovitch and summaries of the Unknown Life may 
be found in goodspeed, Modern Apocrypha, 3–14; Beskow, Strange Tales, 57–63; and 
ehrman, Forged, 252–54. see also grönbold, Jesus in Indien, 18–33; and klatt, Lebte 
Jesus in Indien?, 46–50.
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Hemis monastery so as to inquire further. initially unable to gain access 
to the monastery, notovitch was finally allowed inside after a bad fall from 
his horse had left him with a broken leg. While being nursed back to health 
by the monastery’s lamas, notovitch again inquired about issa, and to his 
surprise the chief lama brought to his bedside two large tibetan volumes 
containing Life Issa. The lama read aloud from them to notovitch, and with 
the aid of an interpreter notovitch was able to scribble down the account, 
later reworking the material to make it more presentable to the public. The 
result is the Unknown Life of Jesus Christ, containing both Life Issa as well as 
notovitch’s extraordinary tale of his “discovery.”

notovitch’s Unknown Life was an immediate sensation. The book went 
through eight editions in Paris in 1894 alone;4 within less than a year, eng-
lish translations of the Unknown Life lined bookshelves on both sides of the 
atlantic.5 according to the press releases, the so-called “lost years” of Jesus 
had finally been found. or had they? Within a matter of months, critical 
reviews of the Unknown Life appeared exposing the many inaccuracies of 
Life Issa and the improbabilities surrounding its existence. The renowned 
indologist and oxford professor Max Müller believed that notovitch had 
been duped by the lamas at Hemis, famously saying that “[i]t is pleasanter 
to believe that Buddhist monks can at times be wags, than that M. notovi-
tch is a rogue.”6 still others wondered whether notovitch had even visited 
the Hemis monastery; and indeed he had not. J. archibald douglas dem-
onstrated that a certain russian by the name of notovitch was apparently 
treated in the hospital at Leh after suffering not from a broken leg, but a 
toothache.7

in the end, the Unknown Life of Christ and its Life Issa turned out to be 
an elaborate hoax crafted by notovitch himself. But why did he do it? and 
why should scholars of christian apocrypha care about notovitch and his 
tale? after all, Wilhelm schneemelcher had the following to say about the 
Unknown Life and other similar modern apocrypha:

such works, in which fantasy, untruth, and ignorance (above all 
in the linguistic area) are combined, and which are in addition 
marked by anti-church feeling, have nothing to do with his-
torical research. in our context we must only raise the further 

4. Thus goodspeed, Modern Apocrypha, 3 n. 1.
5. There were at least three editions in the United states, all published in 1894 in 

translations by crawford, connelly and Landsberg, and Loranger; and one in Britain 
by crispe in 1895.

6. Müller, “alleged sojourn,” 521.
7. douglas, “chief Lama of Hemis.”
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question, whether these modern fictions are in any way to be 
compared with the apocryphal texts which are presented in 
this volume. can we eventually show analogous motives for the 
origin of apocryphal gospels (e.g. the infancy gospels) and the 
modern Life of Jesus forgeries? This question must clearly be 
answered in the negative.8

schneemelcher goes on to say that whereas ancient apocryphal gospels ex-
pand upon the new testament narrative and are “always related to the Jesus 
who is spoken of in the canonical gospels,” such modern gospel forgeries 
do not do so in the same way; and even if early apocryphal gospels are not 
always “orthodox,” they are certainly based in the traditions of their respec-
tive communities. He then continues: “in contrast the modern fictions were 
cobbled together by individual authors from various motives (sensational-
ism, the quest for gain, hostility to the church). This literature thus arose 
under quite different conditions, and is therefore not to be compared with 
the apocryphal gospels of the early centuries.”9 to be sure, the landscape of 
christian apocrypha studies has changed since schneemelcher wrote. The 
temporal horizons have now been broadened to include many late antique 
and medieval apocrypha within their scope,10 as may be seen in more re-
cent ca collections such as Écrits apocryphes chrétiens (1997–2005), Antike 
christliche Apokryphen (2012),11 and New Testament Apocrypha: More Non-
canonical Scriptures (2016). But modern apocrypha continue to linger on 
the fringes. even those scholarly books devoted to modern apocrypha, such 
as goodspeed’s Modern Apocrypha or Beskow’s Strange Tales about Jesus, 
are more concerned to disprove their antiquity than to study them.12

8. schneemelcher, “gospels,” 83–84.
9. ibid., 84.
10. on the dissolution of the potential chronological limits of christian apocry-

pha see especially Junod, “apocryphes du nouveau testament”; and the discussions 
in shoemaker, “early christian apocryphal Literature,” 528–32; Piovanelli, “What is a 
christian apocryphal text.”

11. in this latest edition of the Hennecke-schneemelcher collection, schnee-
melcher’s disdainful comments on modern apocrypha are replaced with a more cau-
tious statement by christoph Markschies (“außerkanonische evangelien,” 352). even 
here, however, modern apocrypha are said generally to relate only quite superficially 
(“meist nur sehr oberflächlich”) to ancient christian apocrypha.

12. goodspeed is explicit on this point, and says that apocrypha have “for the most 
part been judged unworthy of serious consideration. and so they would be, but for the 
extravagant claims made by them . . . When increasing numbers of people are being 
misled by them, it is time to put our fastidiousness aside and state the facts . . . since 
in the study of early christian literature we constantly seek to distinguish the genuine 
from the spurious, what is gathered here may at least serve as a footnote to its serious 
study” (Modern Apocrypha, vi). Beskow is generally more charitable, but still concludes 
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at least one way forward has been proposed by Pierluigi Piovanelli, 
who has urged that modern apocrypha ought not be so summarily dis-
missed by biblical scholars à la schneemelcher.13 Using the example of Levi 
dowling’s Aquarian Gospel, Piovanelli argues that we should try to under-
stand this work as the product of a man who genuinely believed he had 
been commissioned by the goddess Visel to announce the coming of the 
“aquarian age.” That is, the Aquarian Gospel cannot simply be discounted 
as the work of “a swindler, an adventurer looking for easy gains.”14 even if 
other modern apocrypha turn out to be the work of “swindlers,” it would be 
“unfair and inaccurate” to characterize all such texts that way.15 But while 
Piovanelli has aptly demonstrated that the Aquarian Gospel is not simply the 
work of a swindler, might this not still be true of the Unknown Life? Beskow 
had written that “unlike most gospel forgers, notovitch had no ideologi-
cal motive for writing his account of the life of Jesus” and that his primary 
purpose was “to arouse sensation.”16 However, a closer look at the life and 
times of nicolas notovitch reveals that the opposite is the case.

Who WAs this Mysterious russiAn?

nicolas alexandrovitch notovitch was born in 1858 in the crimean city of 
kerch.17 He attended university at st. Petersburg in the early 1870s, and 
seems to have studied literature, history, and politics. after entering the 
military in 1874, notovitch was involved in a number of campaigns for the 
expansion of the russian empire, including the russo-turkish war of 1877–

toward the end of his work that “the gospel forgeries are related to the real gospels 
just as false coins are to genuine coins: they are unoriginal imitations, more or less 
well done, and they pretend to be what they are not. Falseness cannot be a road toward 
creativity” (Strange Tales, 109). see also Piovanelli’s critique of goodspeed and Beskow 
(“What is a christian apocryphal text,” 33–34).

13. Piovanelli, “What is a christian apocryphal text,” 31–40.
14. ibid., 35. it is unclear whether Piovanelli sees in notovitch just such a swindler; 

he also remarks that dowling was “far from being an adventurer of the likes of the rus-
sian journalist nicolas notovitch.” 

15. ibid., 34.
16. Beskow, Strange Tales, 61–62.
17. By far the best modern resource on notovitch’s life is klatt, Jesus in Indien, 

upon which my sketch is largely based. klatt points out that the sources for notovitch’s 
life are quite few and generally derive from notovitch’s own writings. even the bits 
of information on notovitch in the Parisian Dictionnaire national des contemporains 
“gehen wahrscheinlich auf notovitch selbst zurück und müssen daher kritisch gewertet 
werden” (klatt, Jesus in Indien, 8). see also the entry on notovitch in curinier, ed., 
Dictionnaire, 3:274.
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1878. soon thereafter he embarked upon what would become an extremely 
productive literary career. in 1883 notovitch acquired a post at the russian 
newspaper Novoye Vremya, and it was as a correspondent of this paper that 
he would undertake his extensive travels throughout the east. Between 1883 
and 1887 notovitch was to be found in the Balkans, caucasus, central asia, 
Persia, and india. He trekked through kashmir and Ladakh in the autumn 
of 1887. after returning to europe in 1889, notovitch relocated to Paris and 
continued to work as a journalist, publishing articles in papers such as Le 
Figaro, Le Journal, and La science française. during this time he also pub-
lished two important books on the russian tsars: L’empereur Alexandre III 
et son entourage (1893) and L’empereur Nicolas II et la politique russe (1895).

While residing in Paris in 1894–1895, notovitch was swept into the 
controversy surrounding publication of the Unknown Life. if the exposure 
of notovitch as a fraud earned him the ire of scholars in europe and north 
america, the consequences in his native russia were still more severe: dur-
ing a visit to st. Petersburg in 1895 he was arrested and exiled to siberia. 
By notovitch’s own report, his literary conduct was deemed “dangerous for 
the state and for society.”18 Undeterred by his imprisonment, however, no-
tovitch continued to write. after his return in 1897, notovitch mentioned 
having written a novel entitled Un française en Sibérie.19 in the following 
year he published L’Europe et l’Egypte (1898), and the year after that he was 
received into the prestigious société d’Histoire diplomatique in Paris. in 
the years 1903–1904 notovitch may have been living in London. This seems 
to be the backdrop for his next book, La Russie et l’alliance anglaise (1906).

after the russian revolution of 1905, notovitch’s footsteps become 
much harder to trace. according to klatt, notovitch may have returned to 
russia, as a certain nicolas alexandrovitch notovitch is listed as an editor 
and/or publisher in a catalogue of russian newspapers from 1901–1916,20 a 
russian translation of La Russie et l’alliance anglaise appeared in 1907, and 
another russian edition of the Unknown Life was published in 1906.21 Was 

18. as stated in the revised French edition of Vie inconnue published in 1900:  
“[L]a conduite littéraire de M. notovitch [est] dangereuse pour l’État et pour la société” 
(apud klatt, Jesus in Indien, 25–26).

19. it is not clear whether this novel was ever published. The entry in the Diction-
naire national has “on annonce du même auteur [sc. notovitch] une importante étude: 
Un française en Sibérie, d’après les mémoires d’une française mariée à un décembriste 
(révolutionnaire russe) et dont alexandre dumas avait parlé déjà dans son roman: Un 
Maître d’armes”). is notovitch here comparing himself to dumas, who had published 
his Mémoires d’un maître d’armes ou dix-huit mois à St. Pétersbourg in 1840?

20. in Bibliografiia periodicheskikh izdanii rossii: 1901–1916 (Leningrad, 1958), as 
reported in klatt, Jesus in Indien, 39.

21. klatt, Jesus in Indien, 38–39.
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notovitch working in st. Petersburg again? What would have motivated 
him to return to russia during such turbulent times? above all, why would 
a russian journalist and political commentator write Life Issa? Perhaps the 
answers lie within the text itself.

the  life of saint issa  And 
the liFe oF nicol As notovitch

Life Issa consists of fourteen chapters of 244 verses.22 it begins with a ré-
sumé of the message and untimely death of the prophet issa, “the best of 
the sons of men” (1.1–5). Life Issa then looks back to the time of Moses, 
describing the enslavement of the israelites in egypt and the exodus led by 
“Mossa,” who here actually lives to see the israelites settle the promised land 
(2.1–19). soon after, they forget the god of israel and turn to magic (3.1–5), 
and later the romans23 invade Palestine and wreak utter destruction upon 
the land (3.6–12). Then, in a crucial moment of israel’s history, issa is born 
(4.1–5) and begins to preach even as a child (4.5–9). at age 13, in order to 
escape being married off by his parents issa joins a caravan for “sindh” or 
india (4.10–13). He is welcomed by Jains after his arrival (5.1–2), and soon 
thereafter travels to the holy cities of india and spends six years learning to 
read the Vedas (5.3–5). during this time, however, issa frequently comes 
into conflict with the Brahmins, insofar as he denies the divine origin of the 
Vedas and inveighs against the caste system (5.6–27). His life now in danger, 
issa goes to “the country of the gautamides, where the great buddha sakya-
muni was born” (6.1–2). Here he spends another six years, learning Pali 
and acquiring expertise in the sutras (6.3–4). issa is chosen by the Buddha 
to expound the scriptures, and therefore leaves the Himalayas and travels 
through various “pagan territories,” continuing to preach (6.5—7.18). He 
even travels through Persia and preaches among the Zoroastrians (8.1–24).

This story of how Jesus spent his “lost years” with Brahmins and Bud-
dhists in india is well known, but less familiar is how the story continues, 
after issa returns to Palestine at age 29 (Life Issa 9–14). He preaches among 
the israelites, but in so doing immediately arouses the suspicions of Pilate 
and the “chiefs of the towns” (9.1—10.2). Pilate wishes to have issa arrested, 
but ultimately insists that the priests and “Hebrew elders” judge him instead 

22. Here and throughout i have used the original 1894 French edition of the Vie 
inconnue. translations are my own.

23. in 3.8 they are called “pagans from the country of romeles” (“des païens . . . du 
pays de romèles”), which notovitch (Vie inconnue, 292) describes as the homeland of 
romulus—i.e., rome.
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(10.2–3). issa then goes to Jerusalem to preach, and engages there in discus-
sions with the priests and elders (10.4–21) who turn out to be quite recep-
tive to issa’s message (11.1–3). dissatisfied, Pilate sends his subordinates 
to spy on issa as issa continues to preach in neighboring towns (11.4–15). 
issa is interrogated by Pilate’s spies (12.1–7), and even gives a longer, suspi-
ciously progressive sermon on women (12.8–21). issa continues to preach 
for another three years, with Pilate’s spies shadowing him the entire time, 
though finding no reason to arrest him (13.1–2). But fearing an insurrec-
tion, Pilate has issa arrested anyway, and orders one of his spies to fabricate 
charges against him (13.3). issa is imprisoned, tortured, and brought to the 
tribunal (13.4–20). The priests and elders can find no reason to condemn 
issa (13.20), so Pilate calls forth issa’s betrayer (presumably Judas) to bear 
witness against him (13.21). issa pardons Judas, fully aware that the betrayal 
was not his design, and frankly condemns Pilate for his behavior (13.22). 
Pilate becomes enraged with issa and condemns him to death (13.23).

What happens next is surprising. The Jewish authorities unambigu-
ously absolve themselves of any involvement in issa’s crucifixion:

after consulting amongst themselves, the judges said to Pilate: 
“We will not bring upon our heads the egregious sin of con-
demning an innocent man and acquitting criminals, something 
contrary to our laws. do then what you please.” Having said 
this, the priests and wise elders went out, washed their hands in 
a sacred vessel and said: “We are innocent of the death of this 
righteous man” (13.24–25).

Life Issa is explicit, therefore, that the responsibility for Jesus’ crucifixion 
belongs to Pilate and not the Jews. This stands in remarkable contrast to the 
vast majority of ancient christian narratives, from the gospel of Mark to 
the Acts of Pilate, in which there is an increasing tendency to blame the Jews 
and exonerate Pilate.

What might have motivated notovitch to paint such a different por-
trait of Jesus’ final days? notovitch professed to be a christian, and his writ-
ings consistently reveal his enthusiasm for the russian orthodox church.24 
at least one motive, however, emerges from the imperfect details of notovi-
tch’s life. somewhat surprisingly, it is notovitch’s lesser-known older brother 
who provides the first clue. an article published more than a century ago in 
the Jewish Encyclopedia reveals that osip notovitch (b. 1849) was the son 

24. notovitch even took care to defend his russian orthodoxy in the first British 
edition of the Unknown Life: “in the French journal, La Paix, i concisely affirmed my 
belief in the orthodox russian religion, and i hold to that affirmation” (apud klatt, Jesus 
in Indien, 13).
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of a rabbi, though he became “a member of the greek church early in life.”25 
Like his brother nicolas, osip was known to have written political essays; 
but he was also known to have defended Jews against anti-semitic attacks 
when writing for the daily newspaper Novosti, which he edited from 1876 
onwards. This means that nicolas notovitch was born a Jew.26 it therefore 
also seems reasonable to suppose that the politically savvy notovitch could 
not have been unaware of the severe situation facing Jews in late nineteenth-
century russia.

shortly before notovitch began working for Novoye Vremya, tsar al-
exander ii was assassinated and his son alexander iii (r. 1881–1894) took 
the throne. in contrast to the liberal reforms of his father, alexander iii 
launched an intense policy of “russification” in which the russian empire 
was to be united in nationality, language, and religion—by which he meant 
the russian orthodox church.27 severe restrictions were placed upon Jews 
throughout the empire in ways ominously anticipating nazi germany. Jews 
could no longer own property outside the Pale of settlement and could no 
longer do business on christian holidays; the number of Jews that could 
attend school or become doctors was strictly controlled; edicts of expulsion 
were issued to Jews in kiev and Moscow; and Jews were strictly prohibited 
from adopting christian names. in the early years of alexander iii’s reign, 
there were more than five million Jews living in russia; after his reign had 
ended, nearly two million had fled.28

clearly these were dark times for Jews in russia. But whereas osip 
notovitch evidently took pains to protect Jews from rampant anti-semi-
tism nicolas notovitch publicly defended the russian orthodox church. 
notovitch ostensibly supported the goals and ideology of alexander iii, 
even referring to the tsar as the “shadow of the orthodox god.”29 But with 
the intolerant and anti-semitic policies of alexander iii, could notovitch 
have publicly professed anything other than full devotion to the orthodox 
church? notovitch does, of course, offer a very subtle defense of the Jews 

25. rosenthal and Waldstein, “osip konstantinovich notovich,” 341; see also 
Wininger, “osip konstantinovich notovich,” 547.

26. When notovitch converted to christianity is uncertain; see the discussion in 
klatt, Jesus in Indien, 13–14.

27. chapman, Imperial Russia, 123–24. 
28. ibid., 125–29; Löwe, Antisemitismus, 30–39.
29. notovitch (L’empereur Alexandre III, 175) describes the russian army as “pour 

la russie l’ombre du tsar bien-aimé qu’elle vénère et qui est lui-même l’ombre du dieu 
orthodoxe qu’elle adore.” as klatt succinctly puts it, “die vielen zeitgeschichtlichen 
Publikationen nikolaus notovitchs sind geprägt von einer glühenden Verehrung ruß-
lands und des autokratisch regierenden Zaren” (Jesus in Indien, 14).
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in L’empereur Alexandre III et son entourage. observing that several russian 
diplomats have been “accused” of being Jews, notovitch counters that their 
political incompetence is proof to the contrary, citing Benjamin disraeli in 
england and adolphe crémieux in France as counterexamples.30 But had 
notovitch wished to provide a more sustained defense of the Jews, he could 
not have done so without seriously compromising his political and literary 
career. Perhaps, then, Life Issa provided just such an opportunity.31

the Apo cryphAl tAle oF 
Jesus’ Journey to indiA

if Life Issa was politically driven, then perhaps we can show “analogous mo-
tives” for the composition of modern apocrypha after all. early christian 
apocrypha belonging to the Pilate cycle were politically motivated as well, 
and these texts also are considered forgeries.32 if early Pilate apocrypha may 
be used to shed light on Jewish-christian relations in antiquity, then why 
not also Life Issa to shed light on Jewish-christian relations in late nine-
teenth-century imperial russia?

another respect in which Life Issa and other modern apocrypha 
should interest scholars is how they bear witness to the phenomenon of 
“apocryphicity” or the “apocryphal impulse”—that inexorable drive toward 

30. “Leur incapacité notoire et la preuve du contraire. Le savoir-faire, la finesse, 
la souplesse, la rapidité dans la décision, l’habileté à se tirer d’un mauvais pas sont les 
qualités instinctives du juif ” (notovitch, L’empereur Alexandre III, 154). notovitch fur-
ther comments that “un juif diplomate doit se trouver maître de la situation partout où 
il se trouve. Partout et toujours il fait tête à l’orage et conserve de l’allure” (ibid., 154–55). 
notovitch’s engagement with Judaism might also be shown by a tract entitled The Truth 
about the Jews (russ. Pravda ob evreyakh) published in Moscow in 1889. although 
the contents of this book remain inaccessible outside of russia, klatt describes it as a 
critical engagement with Judaism that “deutlich macht, dass notovitch sich offenbar 
auch innerlich von der religion seiner Väter abgewandt hat” (Jesus in Indien, 18). This 
is assuming, of course, that notovitch actually wrote the book. if The Truth about the 
Jews is as anti-semitic as some sources seem to indicate, one wonders if this might not 
be a forgery written in notovitch’s name, perhaps written during the pogroms of the 
early 1880s.

31. apparently Life Issa enjoyed a positive reception among some Jews in France. 
Ferdinand gombault observes that one contemporary author had written in La Vrai 
Parole that “si je m’appelais le baron de rothschild, j’acquerrais la propriété du livre de 
M. notovitch, et le répandrais en une dizaine de millions d’exemplaires dans tous les 
pays chrétiens” (“christianisme et Bouddhisme,” Revue de Lille 22 (1910) 1010 [apud 
klatt, Jesus in Indien, 72–73, n. 183]).

32. Most of these texts may be found in the collection of ehrman and Pleše, Apoc-
ryphal Gospels, 419–585. For more on the motivations behind their composition, see 
ehrman, Forged, 152–59.
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the apocryphal in retelling the story of christian origins. Piovanelli quite 
rightly points out that apocryphicity is just as lively today as it was in antiq-
uity, as may be seen not only in modern texts such as the Aquarian Gospel, 
but also modern novels such as nikos kazantzakis’ Last Temptation of Christ 
and its film adaptation by Martin scorsese. These new apocryphal tales are 
not simply borne of the desire to tell an entertaining story, but reflect what 
we might call a “remythologization” of christian origins. By this Piovanelli 
means, following the language of Jean-claude Picard, the need of a com-
munity “to retell and to adapt, from one epoch to another one, the story of 
its origins.”33 in other words, the story of Jesus is retold in terms that are 
meaningful for the present.

i suggest that one such remythologization of christian origins is what 
we may call the “Jesus in india narrative” (Jiin).34 By this i mean a much 
larger apocryphal narrative that locates Jesus in india, of which notovitch’s 
Unknown Life is perhaps the most important representative. When notovi-
tch wrote in the late nineteenth century, the story of Jesus had just begun 
to be retold in ways that reimagined him as a traveler to the more distant 
east. British and French colonialism had opened up vast expanses of asia to 
europeans for the first time in history, revealing Buddhist texts which were 
thought to predate the new testament and yet contained many of the same 
teachings as Jesus. Had one religion influenced the other? This was certainly 
the answer of some scholars.35 it was the Jesus in india narrative, however, 
that offered the perfect solution to this dilemma: Jesus had in fact gone to 
the east and studied with Buddhists before returning to Palestine to preach. 
Thus, the story of Jesus’ early years was “remythologized” to reconcile the 
teachings of both east and West.

The earliest traces of the Jiin are to be found, as it turns out, in a forg-
ery: the so-called Ezourvedam.36 This is a long dialogue between two in-
dian sages, in which the wise chumantou (sumantou) repeatedly criticizes 
his interlocutor, Biach (Vyāsa), for bringing ignorance, superstition, and 
idolatry to humankind. chumantou insists that the teachings of the Vedas 

33. Piovanelli, “What is a christian apocryphal text,” 37; Picard, “Les chemins 
de la mythologie chrétienne,” 259. Piovanelli further comments that “the apocryphal 
reinvention of the origins is, in my opinion, an almost universal phenomenon that can 
contribute to save a living tradition from the oblivion that is in store for it, constantly 
re-actualizing and re-legitimizing such a tradition as time goes by” (“What is a chris-
tian apocryphal text,” 39).

34. i have adapted this abbreviation from grönbold’s “JiiL” (Jesus-in-Indien-Legende), 
preferring the term “narrative” to “legend” (see grönbold, Jesus in Indien, 9).

35. e.g., seydel, Evangelium von Jesu; Lillie, Influence of Buddhism.
36. on the Ezourvedam generally, see Ludo rocher, Ezourvedam.
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have been perverted from their original form, and thus the Ezourvedam was 
to serve as a corrective and offer the true meaning of the Vedas. although it 
was supposed to have originally been written in sanskrit, the Ezourvedam 
survives solely in a French translation that was used and popularized by 
none other than Voltaire, who is said to have received a copy of it in 1760 
from a certain Laurent de Féderbe, chevalier de Maudave. Voltaire was fas-
cinated by the Ezourvedam’s apparent revelation of a form of indian religion 
which was in essential agreement with and yet preceded christianity.37 of 
course, only a few short years after Voltaire died the Ezourvedam was shown 
to be a forgery. it turned out to have been written by catholic missionaries 
in Pondichéry, who had apparently begun the process of translating their 
own “christian Vedas” into sanskrit.38 There is no little irony in the fact that 
one of Voltaire’s weapons in his assault on christianity turned out to be a 
christian tract intended to win converts.

But though the Ezourvedam certainly hinted at some contact of Jesus 
with the east, it is only with the writings of Louis Jacolliot and François 
Laouenan that we find concrete indications that Jesus may actually have 
visited india. in his book La Bible dans l’Inde: Vie de Iezeus Christna (1869), 
Louis Jacolliot suggests that Jesus must have been studying in egypt and 
perhaps also india, for it is the only way to explain the “moral revolution” 
that Jesus brought about.39 For Jacolliot, ancient india was the source of the 
highest morality and spirituality, and if Jesus preached the same, he surely 
must have gone there.

a similar opinion was expressed several years later by François 
Laouenan, who had worked as a catholic missionary at Pondichéry and 
published a massive work entitled Du brahmanisme et de ses rapports avec le 
judaïsme et le christianisme. Laouenan considered india the wellspring from 
which egypt, greece, and other civilizations have drawn their knowledge 
and culture.40 Laouenan further reports what he learned about Jesus from 

37. at a time when research on the Vedas had scarcely begun, Voltaire dated the 
text to some time before alexander the great.

38. rocher (Ezourvedam, 65–66) suggests that even the name Ezourvedam may 
have been a coded way of referring to the “gospel” (vedam) of “Jesus” (Ezour, being 
another form of Yezous).

39. Jacolliot, Bible dans l’Inde, 348–49: “Puis, enfin, que fit-il de douze ans à trente 
ans? . . . [L]a vérité est que le christ, pendant cette période de temps, étudia en Égypte, 
peut-être même dans l’inde, les livres sacrés, réservés depuis des siècles aux initiés . . .” 
(italics mine).

40. “en un mot, les mages de l’egypte, les sages de la grèce, les philosophes et les 
législateurs de tous les peuples, Moïse et Jésus-christ lui-même, seraient venus tour-à-
tour apprendre à l’école des Brahmes les doctrines et les sciences qui étaient cultivées 
dans l’inde depuis l’antiquité la plus reculée” (Laouenan, Du brahmanisme et de ses 
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a Protestant minister in Bangalore: Jesus’ preaching had been borrowed 
(empruntée) from the other great religions, about which Jesus learned by 
sitting alongside a caravan route in Palestine.41 according to others whom 
Laouenan encountered, Jesus had in fact gone to india and studied with the 
Brahmins.42

These early developments of the Jiin in the cultural context of the 
nineteenth century had clearly paved the way for notovitch’s Unknown Life. 
as part of this larger narrative, Life Issa provided the perfect climax: con-
clusive evidence that Jesus had been to india. it turned out, of course, to be 
a hoax, as did the Ezourvedam. But the story continued to be told. Just a 
few short years after notovitch was unmasked as a fraud, a book appeared 
in Urdu entitled Masih hindustan mein (“christ in india”).43 it was writ-
ten by Mirza ghulam ahmad (1835–1908), the renowned founder of the 
ahmadiyya Muslim community. in his book ahmad claims not only that 
Jesus survived the crucifixion, but also that he traveled to kashmir to preach 
to the lost tribes of israel and there died of old age.44 His tomb is said to 
be found in srinagar at Roza Bal, the “place of the tomb.” ahmad’s Masih 
hindustan mein thus began to weave another important strand into the Jiin, 
which was now expanded to include both Jesus’ youth and his old age.45

although the Unknown Life seems to have had minimal impact upon 
ahmad himself,46 notovitch’s tale has been incorporated into the writings 
of ahmadiyya Muslims, according to whom Jesus returned to india after 
his crucifixion precisely because he had spent his youth there.47 in their 

rapports, 1:ii).
41. ibid., 1:7. Laouenan further comments that “l’enfant Jésus entendait leurs 

récits et les questionnait; et c’est ainsi que dieu lui fit connaître la vérité sur la morale 
et sur le dogme.”

42. ibid., 1:7–8. incidentally, the fact that both Laouenan and Jacolliot had pre-
viously suggested that Jesus had some contact with india was not lost on the public 
in France, such that notovitch was compelled to acknowledge their work in the 1900 
French edition of the Vie inconnue (klatt, Jesus in Indien, 66).

43. Mirza ghulam ahmad, Masih hindustan mein.
44. For more on Mirza ghulam ahmad’s claims concerning Jesus, see Walter, 

Ahmadīya Movement, 90–94.
45. on this other important trajectory of the Jiin, see especially Beskow, Jesus i 

Kashmir; summarized in Beskow, Strange Tales, 63–64; and Beskow, “Modern Mysti-
fications,” 461–64.

46. according to Beskow, ahmad knew about Life Issa as well as Max Müller’s 
devastating criticism of it, “but he seems not to have understood the gravity of the lat-
ter, and his teaching is not consistent with notovitch’s story” (“Modern Mystifications,” 
462).

47. among those supporting and expanding upon ahmad’s claims are khwaja na-
zir ahmad, Jesus in Heaven on Earth; kashmiri, Christ in Kashmir; and more recently 
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search for the footsteps of Jesus in india, popular authors such as andreas 
Faber-kaiser and Holger kersten manage to weave together the strands 
woven by notovitch and ahmad into an even lengthier tapestry of Jesus’ 
life embroidered with other apocryphal tales.48 Faber-kaiser, for instance, 
cites A Correct Transcript of Pilate’s Court, another modern apocryphon that 
purports to be an account of the trial and death of Jesus made by Pilate for 
the emperor tiberius.49 The Crucifixion of Jesus, by an Eyewitness, telling 
how Jesus survived the crucifixion and was hidden away by essenes, fac-
tors into kersten’s account of the essenes and has been employed by the 
ahmadiyya movement as well.50 Faber-kaiser’s interpretation of the Acts of 
Thomas implies that Jesus lived to join the apostle Thomas in his missionary 
travels to india.51 even the shroud of turin is pressed into service to show 
that Jesus was not really dead when taken down from the cross.52

FroM MAdAMe Bl AvAtsKy to ed gAr cAyce: 
exploring lost Apo cryphAl continents

Thus the Jesus in india narrative, from the Ezourvedam to kersten’s Jesus 
Lived in India, illustrates an intricate web of apocryphicity that has not only 
supplied the “missing years” of Jesus’ life between ages twelve and thirty, but 
has also added quite a few more years to his life after his apparent death. Use 
of the narrative by ahmadiyya Muslims further shows how the Jiin may be 
employed even today by religious communities. Forgeries such as Life Issa 

Hassnain, Search for the Historical Jesus; Hassnain and dahan, Fifth Gospel.
48. Faber-kaiser, Jesus Died in Kashmir; kersten, Jesus Lived in India.
49. Faber-kaiser, Jesus Died in Kashmir, 22–35. For overviews of the text, see 

goodspeed, Modern Apocrypha, 28–44; Beskow, Strange Tales, 51–56.
50. kersten, Jesus Lived in India, 98–109. For overviews of the text, see goodspeed, 

Modern Apocrypha, 20–27; Beskow, Strange Tales, 42–50.
51. according to Faber-kaiser, “Following Jesus’s trail further east, we find tradi-

tions that he passed through the locality of taxila, in Pakistan, not far from the border 
of kashmir. according to the apocryphal Acta Thomae (‘acts of Thomas’), Thomas 
was there for the wedding of a son of gad, brother to king gondafras, and, after the 
ceremonies had finished, ‘. . . Thomas left his place. The bridegroom then drew back 
the curtain that separated him from his bride, and saw Thomas, as he tought [sic], 
talking to her. surprised, he asked him, ‘How is it that you are here? did i not see you 
leave?’ and the Lord answered, “i am not Judas Thomas, but his brother’” (Jesus Died in 
Kashmir, 80; cf. Acts Thom. 11.2–5). The Acts of Thomas is also discussed in some detail 
by kersten, Jesus Lived in India, 179–86.

52. Faber-kaiser, Jesus Died in Kashmir, 28–35; kersten, Jesus Lived in India, 
131–169. For more on kersten’s understanding of the shroud, see kersten and gruber, 
Jesus Conspiracy.
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and the Crucifixion of Jesus, by an Eyewitness, for instance, have come to 
have a nearly “canonical” status within the ahmadiyya community. This 
is not wholly unlike how many ancient christian apocrypha, including not 
a few forgeries, held a similar significance for early christian communities 
across the Mediterranean. 

in north america and europe, the Jiin has played a particularly im-
portant role in forms of religion commonly classed as “new age.” These are 
holistic, syncretistic, and usually “alternative” spiritualities that attempt to 
combine the insights of science and religion as well as the teachings of both 
east and West.53 The religious philosophy known as “theosophy”54 is per-
haps the most important predecessor of this new spirituality. its teachings 
are said to be based on the so-called Book of Dzyan, an obscure document 
that was discussed at length by Helena Blavatsky in her massive two-volume 
work The Secret Doctrine.55 Blavatsky claims to have discovered the Book 
of Dzyan in a Himalayan cave while traveling in tibet, and describes it as a 
collection of palm leaves written in an otherwise unknown language called 
senzar.56 its language being inaccessible, Blavatsky was forced to rely on 
commentaries in sanskrit, tibetan, and chinese in order to recover its con-
tents.57 as pieced together and translated from these commentaries, the 
Book of Dzyan is said to contain the esoteric doctrines of theosophy, which 
Blavatsky herself claims to have reproduced faithfully in the Secret Doctrine.

in the end, there was no Book of Dzyan; it was an invention by Bla-
vatsky herself. even her alleged travels in tibet proved to have been pla-
giarized.58 Blavatsky thus made the same move as notovitch, fabricating 
both an “ancient” book as well as the tale of its discovery; and it may well 
be that notovitch was partly inspired by Blavatsky’s Secret Doctrine.59 But 
unlike notovitch’s Life Issa, Blavatsky’s insights were not based solely on a 

53. This is my own tentative definition. on the many difficulties involved in defin-
ing the term “new age,” see chryssides, “defining the new age”; Hanegraaff, New Age 
Religion. on the use of the Jiin in “new age” spiritualities, see also the discussion by 
Joseph, “Jesus in india?,” 180–83.

54. Hammer defines theosophy as the “vast panorama of esoteric cosmology and 
history presented in the theosophical literature” which “constitutes a myth purporting 
to definitively answer the basic questions regarding the origin, nature, and destiny of 
man” (Claiming Knowledge, 81).

55. Blavatksy, Secret Doctrine. on Blavatsky generally, see cranston, HPB.
56. Blavatsky, Secret Doctrine, 1:1 and 1:37.
57. ibid., 1:23. elsewhere she states that the Book of Dzyan is to be found “scattered 

throughout hundreds and thousands of sanskrit Mss” (1:xxiii).
58. Hammer, Claiming Knowledge, 131.
59. so, e.g., Beskow, Strange Tales, 62 (and 122 n. 73); klatt, Jesus in Indien, 70–71; 

Fader, Issa Tale, 85–86.
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lost book that could never be found. she allegedly communicated spiritually 
with gurus called mahatmas who continually provided her with knowledge 
and insight from a spiritual realm.60 india and tibet played an important 
role in this spiritual universe, for they were the homelands of the mahatmas. 
sanskrit could still be called the “language of the gods”61 and a trip to india 
was thought an allegorical representation of the first steps of an initiate into 
theosophy.62 tibet, on the other hand, was prized by Blavatsky for its relative 
inaccessibility, much like the Book of Dzyan itself.63

in some respects, Blavatsky set the stage for the reception of notovitch 
and the Jiin into theosophy and “new age” spirituality. if indian and ti-
betan wisdom could be acquired through spiritual channels, the Jiin need 
no longer be dependent on forgeries such as Life Issa. it could now be ac-
cessed by what would become known as the “akashic records,” a kind of 
spiritual or cosmic repository of all events and knowledge accessible only to 
the few.64 Thus when Levi dowling wrote his Aquarian Gospel, he claimed 
only to be discerning the ethereal vibrations of the ākāśa.65 any similarities 
to notovitch’s Life Issa—and there are many—would then only mean that 
Jesus’ travels in the east are simply what actually happened, and potentially 
accessible by anyone in the ākāśa.

one of the more remarkable integrations of modern apocrypha and 
the Jiin into new spiritualities may be seen in edgar cayce. While in a 
trance, cayce was said to be able not only to access the akashic records, but 
also diagnose illnesses and describe past lives. in 1931 he founded the as-
sociation for research and enlightenment (a.r.e.) in order to disseminate 
his psychic “readings,” and the organization continues even today with a 
renewed focus on spirituality and holistic healing.66 With cayce’s readings 
we enter an astonishing universe of apocryphicity: cayce combines not 
only existing modern apocrypha with his own apocryphal retellings, but 

60. Hammer, Claiming Knowledge, 59–60.
61. ibid., 124.
62. Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, 1:19.
63. as klatt puts it, tibet was a land which “den Theosophen als das unzugängliche 

mystische Land gilt, aus dem geheimnisvolle Meister durch medialbegabte Menschen 
ihre Botschaften senden” (Jesus in Indien, 73).

64. Hanegraaff describes the akashic records as a “universal memory of the Logos 
or world-soul” (New Age Religion, 255). on Blavatsky as the source of this concept, see 
Hammer, Claiming Knowledge, 125. We might think of it as a kind of “spiritual internet.”

65. Piovanelli, “What is a christian apocryphal text,” 35–36. dowling called the 
ākāśa the “Book of god’s remembrance.”

66. Hanegraaff, New Age Religion, 35–36. see also the website www.edgarcayce.org/.
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also extends the Jiin into an even more distant past—to the lost continent 
of atlantis.

according to cayce, Jesus is the avatar of a divine wisdom that began 
in atlantis, a civilization far more spiritually and technologically advanced 
than our own.67 Before this “lost continent” was swallowed by the sea, a 
number of atlanteans are said to have emigrated to egypt.68 egypt is then 
depicted as the cradle of all monotheistic religions, especially Judaism.69 at 
this point the essenes enter the story, and these cayce considers members 
of what he calls the “great White Brotherhood,” an ancient cult of divine 
wisdom going back to the atlanteans. The essenes are said to be their rep-
resentatives in Palestine, though they also have a presence in egypt.70 ac-
cording to cayce, Jesus became the receptacle for this divine wisdom when 
Joseph and Mary had taken him to egypt as a child. The readings are not 
consistent about the length of this egyptian sojourn; it may have been two 
and a half years, four years, or five years.71 There Jesus studied “eastern” 
records in Heliopolis along with John the Baptist, and was subsequently 
initiated into the great White Brotherhood in the Pyramids of giza.72

after Jesus’ initiation into the Brotherhood and brief return to Pales-
tine, he undertakes further travels to Persia and india. one reading gives the 
itinerary as follows:

Here, after the period again of presentation at the temple, when 
there were those questionings among the groups of the leaders, 
the entity was then sent again into egypt for only a short period, 
and then into india, and then into what is now Persia. Hence 
in all the ways of the teachers the entity was trained. From Per-
sia he was called to Judea at the death of Joseph, and then into 
egypt for the completion of the preparation as a teacher. He was 
with John, the Messenger, during the portion of the training 
there in egypt.73

67. ibid., 310, 317; Furst, Edgar Cayce’s Story of Jesus, 173.
68. Hammer, Claiming Knowledge, 108; Hanegraaff, New Age Religion, 310, 313.
69. Hammer, Claiming Knowledge, 114.
70. Hanegraaff, New Age Religion, 316. cayce further located their headquarters at 

Mount carmel and connected them to the prophet elijah.
71. readings [=r] 1010–17 and 5749–7; Furst, Edgar Cayce’s Story of Jesus, 165, 

167; read, Edgar Cayce on Jesus, 63–64.
72. r 1010–17 and 2067; Furst, Edgar Cayce’s Story of Jesus, 166, 171; read, Edgar 

Cayce on Jesus, 71; Hanegraaff, New Age Religion, 313–14.
73. r 5749–7; Furst, Edgar Cayce’s Story of Jesus, 167.
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again, the readings are not consistent. in other readings Jesus is said to have 
been sent first to Persia and later to india,74 to have traveled between his 
twelfth and fifteenth or sixteenth year,75 and to have spent at least three years 
in india.76 He was in Persia when his father died, and in india when John the 
Baptist went to egypt at age 17.77 The names of his teachers in india, Per-
sia, and egypt are said to have been kahijan, Junner, and Zar, respectively.78 
cayce is also emphatic that Jesus spent far more time studying abroad than 
in Palestine: “The periods of study in Palestine were only at the time of His 
sojourn in the temple or in Jerusalem during those periods when He was 
quoted by Luke as being among the rabbi [sic], or teachers. His studies in 
Persia, india, and egypt covered much greater periods.”79

so does cayce fill in Jesus’ “missing years.” although it is certainly pos-
sible that cayce was influenced by notovitch’s Life Issa, the vague references 
in his readings make it more likely that he has been influenced by the Jesus 
in india narrative as mediated by dowling and others.80 The prominence 
given to the essenes here has no doubt been inspired by modern apocrypha 
such as the Letter of Benan81 or the Crucifixion of Jesus, by an Eyewitness. 
sometimes cayce simply adds further details to the infancy story as told by 
Matthew and Luke. The Magi, for instance, are said to have come from the 
very three countries Jesus was to visit, and they are present at Jesus’ dedica-
tion in the temple.82 John the Baptist’s mother elizabeth is an essene, and 
there is an additional appearance of the angel gabriel after the child John 
leaps in elizabeth’s womb.83 

74. r 1010–17; Furst, Edgar Cayce’s Story of Jesus, 166.
75. r 2067–11; Furst, Edgar Cayce’s Story of Jesus, 170.
76. read, Edgar Cayce on Jesus, 70.
77. r 5749–7 and r 2067–11; Furst, Edgar Cayce’s Story of Jesus, 167, 170; read, 

Edgar Cayce on Jesus, 171.
78. r 5749–2; Furst, Edgar Cayce’s Story of Jesus, 170.
79. r 2067; Furst, Edgar Cayce’s Story of Jesus, 169.
80. When cayce was once asked why the Bible had so little to say about Jesus’ edu-

cation, he responded that “There are some that have been forged manuscripts” (Furst, 
Edgar Cayce’s Story of Jesus, 172). Might this have been a quiet nod to notovitch?

81. on the Letter of Benan see goodspeed, Modern Apocrypha, 50–57.
82. read, Edgar Cayce on Jesus, 47, 52. cf. Matt 2:1–2 and Luke 2:21–40.
83. read, Edgar Cayce on Jesus, 35. cf. Luke 1:5–8 and 1:41.
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the Apo cryphAl iMpulse 
FroM the First century to the t Wenty-First

From notovitch to cayce, the narrative process that unfolds in the Jiin is not 
unlike that seen in ancient christian apocrypha in general and the infancy 
gospels in particular. The desire to fill in the missing years of Jesus’ child-
hood, for example, is already seen in the gospel of Matthew, which tells of 
Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem, the visit of the Magi, and the flight of Jesus and 
his parents to egypt. Luke expands the tale to include the birth of John the 
Baptist as well as Jesus’ visit to the temple at age twelve. The Protevangelium 
of James expands the backstory offered by Luke to include further details 
on the birth and childhood of his mother Mary, while the Infancy Gospel 
of Thomas tells of the child Jesus’ scandalous exploits before age twelve.84 
The Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew revises and expands on the Protevangelium 
of James, recounting additional adventures of the holy family in egypt, in 
some manuscripts even integrating Infancy Thomas.85 infancy gospels such 
as the Arabic Infancy Gospel and Armenian Infancy Gospel only continue to 
add colorful threads to the already intricate tapestry of Jesus’ childhood.86

But the ancient story of Jesus’ life skips from the twelve-year-old Jesus 
in the temple to his ministry activities at age thirty. What was Jesus doing 
in his teens and twenties? Was he simply working as a carpenter in galilee? 
did he undertake any travels as a younger man? Perhaps it should come 
as no surprise that Jesus’ story was ready for a new chapter. But following 
the enlightenment and the advent of higher biblical criticism, Jesus’ story 
could not quite be told as it had been in antiquity; sources and facts were 
now needed. Thus when notovitch published his Unknown Life, he not only 
invented the story of Jesus’ eastern travels but also the details of how Life 
Issa was found and how it related to contemporary scholarship. similarly, 
when ahmadiyya Muslims expanded the story of Jesus into a life lived well 
after the crucifixion, they could point to his tomb in srinagar as evidence. 
as in antiquity, forgeries continue to be a part of this narrative process. 
We need only recall that the most popular infancy gospel in antiquity, the 
Protevangelium of James, claimed to have been written by none other than 
James, the brother of Jesus. so too the Book of Dzyan was forged by Helena 

84. For texts, translations, and introductions see ehrman and Pleše, Apocryphal 
Gospels, 3–71.

85. For discussion of the manuscripts, see ehrman and Pleše, Apocryphal Gospels, 
74–75; text and translation may be found on pp. 78–113.

86. a concise introduction to these and other infancy gospels may be found in 
Burke, Secret Scriptures Revealed, 52–54; on the Armenian Infancy Gospel, see now 
terian, Armenian Gospel of the Infancy.
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Blavatsky; the Crucifixion of Jesus was plagiarized from a german novel; 
the purportedly revealed Aquarian Gospel relied heavily on notovitch’s Life 
Issa. even non-textual forgeries may come into play, such as the use of the 
shroud of turin by Faber-kaiser and kersten.

even today, forgeries continue to play a role in the apocryphal retelling 
of christian origins. The most famous forgery of this century is no doubt the 
Gospel of Jesus’ Wife. to be sure, this gospel is not part of the Jiin sketched 
here. But it would be fair to say that it belongs to another remythologization 
of Jesus’ story that makes him relevant to the twenty-first century: the mar-
riage of Jesus and Mary Magdalene narrative. apocryphal speculation on 
Jesus’ marital status is surely the most widespread and seductive apocryphal 
story of our times. Were Jesus and Mary sexually involved? did they get 
married and have children? and if so, do they have any living descendants? 
if all that begins to sound a little like The Da Vinci Code, it should. dan 
Brown’s bestselling novel is certainly one of the most important champions 
of this larger apocryphal narrative. others would include the aforemen-
tioned Last Temptation of Christ by kazantzakis, The Holy Blood and the 
Holy Grail by Baigent, Leigh, and Lincoln,87 or the more recent The Lost 
Gospel by Wilson and Jacobovici.88

Like the Jiin, the Jesus and Mary Magdalene narrative is readily un-
derstandable within our own modern context. The publication of the nag 
Hammadi writings together with the sexual revolution and civil rights 
movements of the 1960s and 1970s undoubtedly fueled the flame of this 
story. The publication of the Gospel of Philip revealed a Mary Magdalene 
who was in a special relationship with Jesus,89 adding fresh brushstrokes to 
the striking portrait of Mary’s apostleship seen in the Gospel of Mary.90 in 
the wake of The Da Vinci Code, the idea that Jesus might have been married 
has contributed to a certain distrust of the catholic church, bound up with 
suspicions that the Vatican has hidden away earlier, more authentic gospels 
in a well-orchestrated conspiracy.91 in the context of this larger apocryphal 

87. Baigent, et al., Holy Blood and the Holy Grail. For a compelling discussion of this 
book and its relation to The Da Vinci Code, see aaronovitch, Voodoo Histories, 187–218.

88. Jacobovici and Wilson, Lost Gospel.
89. For a reassessment of Jesus and Mary Magdalene’s relationship in the Gospel of 

Philip in light of the Gospel of Jesus’ Wife, see king, “Place of the Gospel of Philip.”
90. on the discovery of the Gospel of Mary in the nineteenth century and its even-

tual publication in the 1950s, see king, Gospel of Mary of Magdala, 7–12.
91. in Brown’s The Da Vinci Code, the fictional character Leigh teabing scornfully 

remarks that “the Vatican, in keeping with their tradition of misinformation, tried very 
hard to suppress the release of these [sc. nag Hammadi] scrolls” (p. 234). on the (mis)
use of the Gospel of Philip and Gospel of Mary in The Da Vinci Code more generally, 
see ehrman, Truth and Fiction, 175–79. similar ideas are found in the film Stigmata, 
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narrative, should we really be surprised that the Gospel of Jesus’ Wife has 
appeared? Like notovitch’s Unknown Life long before, in our own time it 
seems not to take much to persuade a willing audience. Perhaps a better 
understanding of the larger apocryphal narratives surrounding texts like 
Life Issa or the Gospel of Jesus’ Wife will offer us something of an archime-
dean point from which we might assess alleged forgeries. as we continue to 
investigate these and other modern apocrypha in the years to come, perhaps 
the question ought not be “What do they say about Jesus” but “What do they 
say about us?”

which—among other things—features an aramaic Gospel of Thomas. For an excellent 
discussion of the movie and its use of Gos. Thom., see Painchaud, “Un évangile secret 
au Box office.”



285

14

Expanding the Apocryphal Corpus
Some “Novel” Suggestions

Eric M. Vanden Eykel

the question of which texts should be included under the rubric 
“christian apocrypha” is not new. one of the more common answers to it 
has been that the category should be restricted to works that were written 
with an eye toward achieving canonical status, but that for whatever reason, 
were ultimately not granted such status.1 aside from the historically prob-
lematic and somewhat arbitrary drawing of chronological boundaries, one 
of the chief issues with this definition is that it presumes a shared motive for 
the production of apocryphal texts: “making it” into the canon of christian 
scripture. stephen shoemaker captures the heart of the matter well: “[The] 
establishment of the new testament canon as the literary and theological 
norms that define the apocrypha makes it difficult to understand the varied 
purpose and function of christian apocrypha.”2 and if the history of mod-
ern exegesis has taught us anything, it is that gauging authorial intent is a 
notoriously sticky task.

While the definition noted above remains influential, it has not gone 
unchallenged. in a seminal 1983 article, for example, Éric Junod called for 

1. see, e.g., the definition in schneemelcher, “general introduction,” 9.
2. shoemaker, “Between scripture and tradition,” 493.
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an expansion of the traditional boundaries. His oft-cited definition is as 
follows:

[christian apocrypha are] anonymous or pseudepigraphical 
texts of christian origin which maintain a connection with 
the books of the new testament as well as the old testament 
because they are devoted to events described or mentioned in 
these books, or because they are devoted to events that take 
place in the expansion of events described or mentioned in 
these books, because they focus on persons appearing in these 
books, or because their literary genre is related to those of the 
biblical writings.3 

Junod’s definition allows for the inclusion of apocryphal writings that post-
date athanasius’s 39th Festal Letter of 367 ce, which is typically cited as the 
earliest extant articulation of the new testament canon. By removing the 
dating criterion from the equation, Junod effectively opens the floodgates so 
that any text 1) written anonymously or pseudepigraphically, 2) that origi-
nates from within a christian circle, and 3) that is somehow “connected” 
with the old and new testaments becomes a legitimate object of inquiry 
for scholars of the christian apocrypha. Many of the essays in the current 
volume exhibit the fruits of this more inclusive approach.

in this essay i aim to build on what is in my estimation a wholly posi-
tive trend by asking what it would look like to broaden our already-extend-
ed parameters even further. specifically, what would it mean to remove the 
criterion that is currently keeping the remaining waters at bay, namely, that 
of anonymity/pseudepigraphy? i explore this question by means of four 
relatively recent novels: christopher Moore’s Lamb: The Gospel According 
to Biff, Christ’s Childhood Pal (2002); Bruce W. Longenecker’s Lost Letters of 
Pergamum (2003); naomi alderman’s The Liar’s Gospel (2012); and colm 
toíbín’s The Testament of Mary (2012). in contrast to certain other “modern 
apocrypha” like the Life of Saint Issa, A Correct Transcript of Pilate’s Court, 
and others, none of the works addressed here were penned with the goal 
of deceiving their audiences into thinking that they are ancient.4 Though 
pseudonymous, their empirical authors are all known, and all were con-
sciously written as works of christian fiction. i chose these four not nec-
essarily on the basis of literary merit (some are better than others), but 

3. Junod, “apocryphes du nouveau testament?” 409–14. et cited in shoemaker, 
“Between scripture and tradition,” 495.

4. For other examples of modern apocrypha, see goodspeed, Modern Apocrypha; 
Beskow, Strange Tales; and the chapters in this volume by Bradley n. rice and tony 
Burke.
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because they are relatively current and because they correspond in many 
ways to their more “traditional” apocryphal cousins in terms of style, form, 
and content.

in what follows i address in turn each of the four books mentioned 
above in order to provide a broad overview of their contents and to high-
light some of their more significant plot points. i also note instances where 
these texts seem to resonate with more ancient christian literature (canoni-
cal and apocryphal). each section includes a brief biography of the relevant 
author to help provide context.

laMb: the gospel accoRding to biff, 
chRist’s childhood pal  (2002)

christopher Moore is a comic fantasy author whose corpus includes a se-
ries of vampire novels, with such titles as Bloodsucking Fiends: A Love Story 
(1995), You Suck: A Love Story (2007), and Bite Me: A Love Story (2010). He 
explores some new ground in Lamb: The Gospel according to Biff, Christ’s 
Childhood Pal, where he focuses on the life of Jesus (here Josh/Joshua) from 
age six until his crucifixion. The novel begins when the angel raziel resur-
rects a man named Biff, one of Josh’s lesser-known disciples. Biff is charged 
with writing a new gospel detailing the experiences that he and Josh had 
shared before he began his ministry. in order to ensure that his story re-
mains true to what actually happened, Biff is imprisoned by raziel in the 
Hyatt regency st. Louis until he completes his task.5

Biff ’s antics and asides propel the narrative forward in a lively fash-
ion. He describes himself as being deeply in love with Josh’s mother (most 
people are, he says), and he claims to have invented the pencil, sarcasm, the 
cinnamon latte, and any joke that begins with “two Jews walked into a bar.” 
The two Jews, of course, are him and Josh (Lamb, 68).6 His first encounter 
with Josh is when they are both six years old and Biff sees Josh and his 

5. as far as angels go, raziel is not particularly bright. He is the one sent to an-
nounce Jesus’ birth to the shepherds, for example, but he does not make it to the stable 
on time. in fact, he is about ten years late, and he ends up announcing Jesus’ birth to 
Jesus and Biff. While Biff is working on his new gospel, raziel watches television com-
pulsively and becomes obsessed with spider-Man, professional wrestling, and above all, 
soap operas. at one point he procures a copy of Soap Opera Digest, which he refers to 
as a book of prophecies.

6. Biff also recounts a conversation in which he and Josh disagree on the shape 
of the earth. Josh believes it is flat, and Biff believes that it is round. “When your best 
friend is the son of god,” Biff remarks, “you get tired of losing every argument” (Moore, 
Lamb, 68).
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siblings playing with a lizard. Their game involves battering and killing the 
lizard with a rock so that Josh can bring it back to life by putting it into 
his mouth (Lamb, 7–8). This initial scene seems to play off those canonical 
stories in which Jesus cures by means of his mouth, or more specifically, 
his saliva. For example, in the gospel of Mark some residents of Bethsaida 
bring a blind man to Jesus, and Jesus cures him by spitting into his eyes 
(Mark 8:22–26). something similar happens in the Johannine pericope of 
the man born blind, when Jesus causes the man to see by means of mud 
that he creates from his own saliva (John 9:1–7). Both stories imply that the 
fluid generated by Jesus’ mouth is, in some sense, miraculous and powerful. 
The same is the case in Lamb, where Josh’s mouth is the means by which the 
perpetually murdered and resurrected lizard is given new life. 

The way that Moore introduces Josh’s character in Lamb is vaguely 
reminiscent of the start of the Infancy Gospel of Thomas, where a five-year-
old Jesus creates a flock of clay sparrows and then, with a clap of his hands, 
brings them to life and causes them to fly away (Inf. Gos. Thom. 2:2–4). 
From this scene the reader gathers not only that Jesus has an innate ability 
to give life, but that as a five-year-old he might have used this ability in a way 
that we would expect a five-year-old to use it: as a means of play. From the 
very beginning of his narrative, then, Moore depicts Josh as a profoundly 
powerful character, but also as one whose behavior is in keeping with his 
age.

Josh has a keen awareness in Lamb that he is the Messiah and son of 
god (two labels that Moore uses more-or-less interchangeably), but he only 
comes to an awareness of what that means as he matures. When he is thir-
teen, he seeks out the rabbi Hillel in hopes that he might answer some ques-
tions about his identity, and Hillel advises that he look elsewhere: “Look, 
kid, your mother says that some very wise men came to Bethlehem to see 
you when you were born . . . Why don’t you go see them? ask them about 
being the Messiah” (Lamb, 97). Josh sets out, and Biff goes with him. Their 
journey lasts almost twenty years. They travel first to kabul, where they 
find Balthasar, a wealthy ethiopian magician (Lamb, 109–97).7 From him 
Josh learns the tenets of taoism—specifically, compassion, moderation, and 
humility. next they journey east to a monastery in proximity to the great 
Wall of china. Here they meet the second magus, a Buddhist monk named 
gaspar (Lamb, 201–55). He helps Josh attain enlightenment and trains him 
in the ways of the Bodhisattva, which he frames in terms of loving one’s 

7. in this portion of the narrative Moore draws clearly from the “Jesus went east” 
motif, a point he admits in the afterword (so Lamb, 438–44).
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neighbor. Finally, they encounter Melchior, a Hindu renouncer who teaches 
Jesus to perform miracles such as food multiplication (Lamb, 259–300).

Throughout Lamb Biff is portrayed as a bit of a sex addict, and while 
Josh is learning how to be the Messiah, Biff involves himself in more carnal 
pastimes. While they are staying with Balthasar he seduces several of the 
magus’s concubines, and while they are with Melchior in india he obtains a 
copy of the Kama Sutra and devotes himself to mastering it. in many ways, 
Biff ’s lusty character provides balance to Josh’s more restrained one. Josh 
is frequently curious about sex, especially when he is younger, but he does 
not allow himself to engage in it. instead, he uses Biff as a type of research 
proxy. at one point Josh procures a prostitute for Biff so that he can describe 
what he’s feeling as he’s feeling it: “do you feel sinful? is it like satan rubbing 
against you? does it burn like fire?” (Lamb, 115). as Biff pretends that all 
this is simply his burden to bear, Josh remarks, “You’re a good friend to 
suffer this for me . . . greater love hath no man, than he lay down for his 
friend.” Biff responds, “That’s a good one, Josh. You should remember that 
one for later” (Lamb, 116). after they return home Josh begins his minis-
try and gathers his disciples. Moore depicts the disciples in a quite Markan 
fashion, with Josh at one point referring to them as “stupid little children” 
and “the dumbest sons of bitches on earth” (Lamb, 394).8 

The tone of the narrative shifts in the final section, in the days leading 
up to Josh’s execution. as Josh and his disciples arrive in Jerusalem, Josh 
knows that he is there to die, and he embraces this task. While he is din-
ing with the disciples, he even recruits Judas to aid in his arrest: “‘one of 
you will betray me this very night,’ said Joshua. ‘Won’t you, Judas?’” (Lamb, 
414).9 The crucifixion scene in Lamb is particularly moving. Biff does every-
thing that he can to stay close to his friend, going so far as to throw dice with 
the roman soldiers at the foot of the cross (Lamb, 429–31). He is enraged 
when Josh dies, and he tracks Judas down and hangs him, even though he 
knew that Judas was only following orders. Biff then jumps off a cliff and 
kills himself (Lamb, 435). Biff ’s “gospel” ends here, abruptly, and the reader 
comes to the startling realization of why he never got around to writing his 
story. 

8. of course, this characterization may reflect also the sour attitude of the text’s 
fictional author, who is thoroughly bewildered to discover that his real name (Levi son 
of alphaeus) is mentioned only once in the canonical accounts of Jesus’ life (in Mark 
2:14–15).

9. The notion that Judas was simply following Jesus’ orders when he went to betray 
him is found prominently in the Gospel of Judas, though because the english translation 
of this text was published in 2006, four years after Lamb, it is doubtful that this served 
as one of Moore’s sources.
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in the epilogue, Biff encounters a resurrected Mary Magdalene (Mag-
gie) in the hallway of the hotel. as it turns out, she was also brought back to 
write her account of Josh. They walk away arm-in-arm, presumably to live 
happily ever after (Lamb, 436–37).

the lost letteRs of peRgaMuM  (2003)

Bruce W. Longenecker is currently a professor of Biblical studies and chair 
of the department of religion at Baylor University.10 of the authors sur-
veyed here, he is the only biblical scholar. The Lost Letters of Pergamum 
is a fictional correspondence between a character named antipas (of rev 
2:13 fame) and the author of the gospel of Luke. in terms of genre, a col-
lection such as this is not wholly unlike the Epistles of Paul and Seneca or 
the so-called Abgar Correspondence. The narrative, Longenecker writes, 
arises from one supposition, one fact, and one tradition.11 The supposition 
is “that the antipas mentioned in revelation 2:13 had been named after 
Herod antipas.” The fact, which Longenecker bases entirely on the refer-
ence to antipas in revelation 2:13, is “that antipas died as a martyr for 
christ in Pergamum.” The tradition, finally, is that of “antipas’ gruesome 
martyrdom.” When these elements combine, Longenecker concludes, all 
that is left for the storyteller to do is “fill in the blanks.”12

in the “editor’s preface,” a fictional and anonymous editor describes the 
discovery of a document cache in the ancient city of Pergamum. The docu-
ments are said to have survived the passage of time with only negligible de-
cay, and were most likely written during a ten-month period in 92 ce.13 The 
letters are organized into 14 “collections.” The first two are correspondences 
between antipas and calpurnius of ephesus, son of the recently deceased 
Theophilus (of Luke-acts fame). in these early letters, antipas self-identifies 
as a worshipper of “Zeus olympios the savior,” and he writes to calpurnius 
initially in order to invite him to a series of gladiatorial games in Pergamum. 
calpurnius conveys a dislike of gladiatorial matches, but he accepts the in-
vitation in order to perpetuate a healthy civic relationship between ephesus 
and Pergamum (Lost Letters, 19–22).

The subject matter shifts in the second collection of letters, when an-
tipas inquires about the contents of calpurnius’s library, which he heard 

10. When The Lost Letters of Pergamum was published Longenecker was a senior 
Lecturer in new testament studies at st. Mary’s college, University of st. andrews.

11. Longenecker, Lost Letters, 9.
12. ibid.
13. ibid., 13–14.
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about from the servant who delivered the initial letter. specifically, he won-
ders whether it contains a copy of the alexandrian recensions of the Iliad 
and the Odyssey, and if so, he asks, would be possible for him to borrow 
them. calpurnius responds by saying that he does possess these works, that 
they belonged to his recently-deceased father, Theophilus. at this point cal-
purnius perceives an opportunity to evangelize, if subtly. He mentions Luke, 
“a doctor and a scholar,” whom Theophilus “commissioned . . . to write a 
historical account of an intriguing man from galilee and his followers” 
(Lost Letters, 29). Luke will be passing through Pergamum in the spring, he 
writes, and the suggestion is made that he and antipas might “profit from 
each other’s interests” (Lost Letters, 29).

in the next collection of letters it is Luke, and not calpurnius, who 
writes back to antipas. He explains that he is looking over calpurnius’s 
house while he is away on family business (Lost Letters, 36). With his letter 
to antipas, Luke sends along a copy of the first volume of “the monograph” 
that Theophilus had commissioned him to write. He suggests that antipas 
might appreciate it because of his own connections with galilee.14 nearly 
every collection of letters after this point centers in some way upon dis-
cussion of Luke’s work. antipas expresses his admiration for the way that 
Luke situates the story of Jesus in the context of the roman empire, and 
he asks about such things as Jesus’ relationship to John the Baptist and the 
essenes (Lost Letters, 52, 62–64). especially in the early stages of their cor-
respondence antipas does not shy away from sharing the rumors he has 
heard about christians: “They proclaim a different lord than the emperor 
and promote a different empire than that of rome,” and “they frequently 
stir up trouble and have the blame for ravaging rome . . . with fire” (Lost 
Letters, 41).

antipas’s criticisms disappear almost entirely once he visits a gathering 
of christians at the house of a man named antonius in Pergamum. There 
he is struck by the various social groups present and he expresses admira-
tion for how well they all got along. each time he visits, he brings the first 
volume of Luke’s monograph and treats those gathered to a public reading. 
He closes one letter by admitting that he “[has] taken a curious interest in 
them” (Lost Letters, 93). Luke guides antipas’s reading of his gospel, cor-
recting any misunderstandings that arise, and from his letters it is clear that 
his goal is to direct him toward a sort of conversion experience. as it turns 
out, this is why he wanted antipas to visit the group in Pergamum. “in my 
experience,” he writes, “the combination of the story of Jesus, a community 

14. antipas mentioned in a previous letter that he once owned land in galilee and 
had lived for a time in tyre and caesarea Maritima.
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of love, and the moving of god’s spirit frequently results in new and surpris-
ing patterns of life, as you yourself have perhaps unwittingly experienced” 
(Lost Letters, 102).15

as their correspondence continues, this dynamic becomes more and 
more clear. one person in particular who spurs antipas into a new form of 
life is a young girl named nouna, with whom he becomes close. in one of 
the reading digests that he sends to Luke, antipas describes the experience 
of playing with her. she creates a game in which she is supposed to be him 
and he is supposed to be her servant. “This was harmless fun,” he says, but 
then he jokes with her that according to Jesus, what she had actually just 
done was put him in charge of the game that they were playing. Because, 
after all, “the last will be first,” as in Luke 13:30 (Lost Letters, 138).

in the penultimate collection of letters antipas describes growing 
tensions between the christians in antonius’s house and the Pergamene 
authorities, the former being accused of “antisocial behavior” (Lost Letters, 
163). nouna’s caretaker demetrius, he writes, has been accused of atheism 
and is awaiting execution (Lost Letters, 165). Luke calls antipas to a sort of 
conversion, noting that he has read and studied the story of Jesus and has 
grown to love the community of his followers. and with the political situa-
tion growing ever more dire, all of them, it would seem, face the possibility 
of martyrdom. Luke mentions the stories of stephen and James from the 
“second volume” of his “monograph,” and with them, the recently-exiled 
John (of Patmos) as examples of persons who came into tension with the 
governing authorities. antipas must now choose whether he will be willing 
to endure a similar fate. “That decision,” Luke writes, “is a matter for only 
you” (Lost Letters, 168). This final letter from Luke ends with a blessing: 
“May the grace of the Lord Jesus christ be with you, to the eternal glory of 
the most high god” (Lost Letters, 169).

The last “collection” in the volume consists of a single letter from an-
tonius, who writes to inform Luke that antipas has perished as a martyr. 
on the day when demetrius was sentenced to be executed, antipas gave a 
compelling speech in the arena in which he announced his “commitment to 
the empire of the god of israel,” and offered to die in demetrius’s place (Lost 
Letters, 176–77). The emperor honored his request, and antipas was roasted 

15. as their correspondence continues, antipas describes his visits to at least one 
other gathering of christians at the house of a man named kalandion. at this gather-
ing, he says, his reading of Luke 13–14 “was not well received,” and sacrificial rituals 
were performed to Jesus and asklepios (Lost Letters, 108–109). scenes like this remind 
the reader of the great diversity present in early christianity, of which Longenecker is 
keenly aware.
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alive in the hollowed-out carcass of a bull (Lost Letters, 178).16 The evening 
before his demise, antipas paid a final visit to nouna, and he charged anto-
nius with preserving his correspondence with Luke. at the end of the letter 
antonius comments, “diotis [one of nouna’s caretakers] has requested that 
i keep them until such time as they can be read to nouna to enable her to 
know more of the man who died so that her adopted father might live” (Lost 
Letters, 180). 

Throughout The Lost Letters of Pergamum the reader journeys with 
antipas toward some sort of conversion experience. The details of this jour-
ney, particularly the centrality of the written word and the need for antipas 
to make a “decision,” almost certainly reflect the empirical author’s evan-
gelical Protestant context. similarly, the means by which antipas’s death is 
described exhibits a particular atonement theology of substitution: antipas 
dies so that someone else will not have to, and in doing so, he imitates Jesus’ 
own act of self-giving on the cross.

the liaRs’ gospel  (2012)

naomi alderman is a British author and professor of creative writing at 
Bath spa University. in The Liars’ Gospel, her third novel, she conveys four 
narratives centered on individual characters with some connection to Je-
sus (here Yehoshuah): Mary (his mother), Judas, caiaphas, and Barabbas.17 
in all of these narratives Jesus is a relatively minor character, and in most 
cases he appears only in flashbacks. The work is bookended by a preface 
offering an interesting meditation on the nature of sacrifice mixed with an 
account of Pompey’s siege of Jerusalem, and an epilogue recounting titus’s 
destruction of that city just over 100 years later.18 alderman situates her four 
perspectives on the person of Jesus between these two incidents.

16. traditions of antipas’s death include reference to the so-called sicilian Bull, a 
means of execution in which the condemned is placed inside a bronze bull and cooked 
over a fire.

17. Her first novel, Disobedience, was published in 2006 and has since been 
translated and published in ten languages. Her second, The Lessons, was published in 
2010 and was met with mixed reviews. in The Liars’ Gospel alderman uses traditional 
Hebrew names for her characters. so: Jesus=Yehoshuah; Mary=Miryam; Judas=iehuda 
from Qeriot; and Barabbas=Bar-avo.

18. alderman, Liars’ Gospel, 3–10, 291–301.
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Miryam (Mary)

The first chapter begins when a man named gidon arrives in nazareth. He 
is discovered on a hillside by some herders, unconscious and at the point of 
death, and is brought into the city on a mule (Liars’ Gospel, 13). When he 
regains consciousness he reveals that he had been searching for “the village 
of Yehoshuah the teacher” (Liars’ Gospel, 15). Those gathered around him 
run to fetch Mary, and when she arrives he tells her that he is looking for 
the friends and family of Jesus in order “to meet and befriend them.” Mary 
responds: “He was a traitor, a rabble-leader, a rebel, a liar and a pretender to 
the throne. We have tried to forget him here” (Liars’ Gospel, 17).

over the course of this chapter the narrator switches, without warning, 
between past and present, between Mary’s experiences with Jesus before he 
was executed and her conversations with gidon. she recalls her son as an 
inquisitive, charming, and reserved child who was drawn more to reading 
than to playing with other children (Liars’ Gospel, 25). she remembers how 
he was uninterested in women, how tensions between him and his father, 
Joseph, led him to sojourn among the essenes for a period of time, and 
how quick to anger he was after he returned. in one particularly heated epi-
sode, Jesus strikes his father on the face, nearly causing him to topple over. 
Mary recalls—somewhat regrettably, in retrospect—that in the moment she 
blamed Joseph for provoking Jesus instead of holding a grown man respon-
sible for losing his temper and hitting another (Liars’ Gospel, 27–28).

Mary also tells gidon of how Joseph married another woman after 
giving her a contract of divorce: “He was angry with me. i disobeyed him 
too often. i was a stubborn wife, and people told him that i had disobeyed 
his wishes in . . . a certain matter. He put me away” (Liars’ Gospel, 48). and 
finally, she recalls how Jesus’ followers took his body after the crucifixion 
and would not tell her where it was. “even in death,” the narrator comments, 
“they would not give him back to her” (Liars’ Gospel, 74). Many of these 
stories shock gidon, who never met Jesus but considers himself one of his 
followers. He came to nazareth to learn more about the man Jesus, or at 
least to receive confirmation of stories he had already heard; one could say 
that he leaves with far more than he bargained for.

Iehuda from Qeriot (Judas Iscariot)

in the second chapter the narrator’s focus pans to Judas, who is wandering 
through the Jerusalem marketplace during Passover, not long after Jesus’ 
execution. as he eavesdrops on a conversation between two women, one of 
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them says that she heard he had died: “He threw himself from a rocky cliff 
onto a field of stones. or i heard someone else say that some of the others 
threw him off ” (Liars’ Gospel, 80). Judas turns an oil lamp in his hands, and 
as he imagines throwing it to the floor and allowing its oil to spill forth, he 
is confronted by a memory of the woman who anointed Jesus so lavishly 
with expensive perfume (so Mark 14:3 par.). This episode serves as a sort of 
trigger for him throughout the chapter. Later it will become clear that this 
incident was the straw that broke the camel’s back, so to speak, ultimately 
leading him to betray Jesus.

as Judas begins to reminisce about his time with Jesus, he does so 
fondly. The narrator refers to Jesus as “the man [Judas] loved best in all the 
world” (Liars’ Gospel, 90). The two first meet in Judas’s hometown, not long 
after the untimely death of Judas’s wife. They talk about charity and care for 
the poor, about keeping the commandments, and about the nature of obe-
dience (Liars’ Gospel, 94–101). Judas becomes one of Jesus’ first disciples. 
time passes, and Jesus attracts more followers. at one point he charges 
them to go out to teach and to heal, and although they are reluctant, they go 
anyway. Judas makes his way to an unnamed village where he is presented 
with a crippled boy (Liars’ Gospel, 111). He prays as he lays his hands on 
the boy’s twisted leg, but nothing happens; the boy remains crippled. When 
he reconvenes with Jesus and the others, everyone shares tales of the heal-
ing they had performed. Judas wants to believe that they are lying, but he 
cannot escape the thought that he was simply not “favored” by god as the 
others were (Liars’ Gospel, 115).

Judas becomes increasingly frustrated by the fact that an “inner circle” 
seems to have formed among the disciples and, more significantly, that he 
is not part of it (Liars’ Gospel, 121). a major tipping point for him comes 
when all are gathered in a house and a woman approaches Jesus with a jar of 
perfumed oil and empties the contents onto his head. This upsets Judas not 
only because he saw it as wasteful and not in keeping with Jesus’ character to 
accept such lavish treatment, but because the woman was clearly suffering 
from some sort of emotional or mental condition. The narrator describes 
her as speaking with a slurred voice, as smiling “lopsidedly” with “eyes 
rolled back in her head,” and “breathing quickly” (Liars’ Gospel, 124–25). 
as the contents of the jar are exhausted, the woman giggles and crushes 
the stone vessel with her hands, the blood mixing with the oil as it streams 
down onto Jesus (Liars’ Gospel, 126).

shortly after this event, Judas breaks with the group and journeys to 
the temple to turn Jesus in. There he prays to god: “i have returned to you. 
i am sorry for my absence.” Without any hint that it is a hallucination, god 
responds to him, “You are welcome in my house, my beloved son” (Liars’ 
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Gospel, 133). Here we find hints of that theme so prevalent in the Gospel 
of Judas, namely, that Judas’s betrayal of Jesus was in some way part of a 
larger divine plan. as such, his actions are admirable, not despicable. after 
the crucifixion, toward the end of the chapter, the narrator comments in 
this vein: “The pious would like to believe that god does not speak to the 
sinners, that one has to earn the right to hear his His voice. The pious are 
wrong. god speaks to Judas of Qeriot just as he spoke to Yehoshuah of nat-
zaret” (Liars’ Gospel, 149). 

Caiaphas

caiaphas’s chapter begins not with caiaphas per se, but with a brief reflec-
tion on the significance of the temple’s location. “The Holy of Holies,” the 
narrator comments, “is built on the navel of the world . . . The whole world 
is arranged in concentric circles around this spot” (Liars’ Gospel, 153–54). 
This is followed by a description of the High Priest’s yearly ritual in that 
space on Yom kippur (Liars’ Gospel, 154–55). Jesus is a minor character in 
this chapter, even more so than in the others. Much of this particular nar-
rative is centered on caiaphas’s anxiety about his wife, whom he suspects of 
infidelity, and the question of whether he should allow Pilate to use temple 
funds in the building of an aqueduct.19

The first time Jesus is mentioned in this chapter he is referred to as “a 
madman they handed to the Prefect for roman justice” (Liars’ Gospel, 182). 
The narrator indicates that caiaphas only encountered Jesus three times, 
and that “each time [he] seemed less impressive than the previous occasion” 
(Liars’ Gospel, 182). The first encounter was in the courtyard of the temple, 
during the famous “temple tantrum” episode. The narrator describes this 
event, from caiaphas’s perspective, not primarily as an assault against the 
temple itself, but as one against worshippers and the merchants selling their 
wares. one “straggly-haired fellow of fifty,” for example, loses his entire 
stock of olive oil when Jesus flips his table over. Jesus behaves, according to 
the narrator, “like a roman soldier bent on destruction” (Liars’ Gospel, 183). 
The second encounter is at Jesus’ trial before the sanhedrin, where caiaphas 
seeks to hold Jesus accountable for his actions, but to do so in the least 
bloody way possible (Liars’ Gospel, 187). The third is when caiaphas hands 
Jesus over to Pilate, somewhat reluctantly, it would seem, to be executed 
on charges of blasphemy “against the sacred cult of tiberius the emperor” 
(Liars’ Gospel, 189).

19. The so-called aqueduct riots mentioned by Josephus (in J.W. 2.175–177; Ant. 
18.60–62) are described later in this chapter (alderman, Liars’ Gospel, 191–98).
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Throughout this chapter alderman presents caiaphas as a character 
torn between religious/professional, political, and marital issues. His power 
struggles with Pilate over funding for the aqueduct runs alongside questions 
regarding the nature of his role as a priest in the temple. and underlying all 
of this is the issue of his wife’s fidelity (or lack thereof), an issue that is never 
really resolved in the course of the chapter. she insists that she has been 
faithful, and even submits to a form of the so-called ordeal of Bitter Water 
mentioned in numbers 5:16–28 and described in various later sources (Li-
ars’ Gospel, 214–16; see e.g., m. Sotah; Prot. Jas. 16:4–8). The chapter ends 
as caiaphas emerges from the Holy of Holies after making an incense offer-
ing on Yom kippur, and the focus shifts away from his own concerns and 
toward the social significance of his priesthood: “His own experience of the 
moments is entirely irrelevant” (Liars’ Gospel, 223).

Bar-Avo (Barabbas)

alderman’s final chapter centers on Barabbas. it begins with an episode 
from his youth in which Barabbas and his friends provoke some roman 
soldiers and incite a riot. The experience clearly invigorates him; the nar-
rator comments that “it [seemed] as far away from death as it is possible 
for any experience to be” (Liars’ Gospel, 233). Barabbas is soon recruited 
by a Jewish resistance group, and he works his way up the ranks and finds 
himself in charge of a small company of fighters whose job is to stir the pot: 
“They make mischief, steal things where they can, riot and destroy property, 
telling themselves every time that, piece by piece, they are pulling rome off 
their land” (Liars’ Gospel, 239).

as time passes, Barabbas’s role in the organization shifts from mischief-
making to recruitment. Parallels between Jesus and Barabbas are numerous, 
almost to the point of tedium. Like Jesus in the synoptic tradition (specifi-
cally, Mark 1:14–20 par.), Barabbas travels through galilee and approaches 
fishermen in an attempt to rally them to his cause. “come and follow me,” 
he beckons, “follow me and free the country from tyranny” (Liars’ Gospel, 
245–46). The parallels between Barabbas and Jesus continue as he journeys 
to Jerusalem before Passover with his men, eats a meal with them, and at-
taches significance to the bread and wine they consume: “Just as we eat this 
bread and drink this wine, so we will devour the armies of rome and drink 
sweet victory” (Liars’ Gospel, 250). The following day, moreover, Barabbas 
is arrested by the romans after one of his closest friends turns him in “for a 
handful of silver” (Liars’ Gospel, 250).20

20. This friend is finally caught in the end and executed by hanging, but in a way 
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Barabbas wakes up in a cell next to Jesus, and throughout their con-
versation Jesus speaks cryptically and apocalyptically. “it is no accident that 
you and i are in this cell together,” he remarks (Liars’ Gospel, 255). Both are 
taken to see Pilate individually. With seemingly little effort, Barabbas ma-
nipulates Pilate into considering his release. it will actually work in Pilate’s 
favor, Barabbas argues, as his men will suspect that he has turned against 
them and cooperated with rome (Liars’ Gospel, 262). Pilate brings him and 
Jesus before a crowd that (unbeknownst to Pilate) is constituted largely of 
Barabbas’s own men; he gives the crowd a choice, and the cries for Barab-
bas drown out those for Jesus (Liars’ Gospel, 262–66). Barabbas is released, 
and the narrator frames this “exchange” in terms of a sort of substitution-
ary atonement: “This is the man who will die in his place, whose death has 
brought life . . . He has lived his life in the exact opposite fashion to the way 
this Yehoshuah has lived and that is why he, Bar-avo, lives and Yehoshuah 
will die” (Liars’ Gospel, 268).

The chapter draws to a close when, many years after these events, 
Barabbas bursts into the chamber of High Priest annas (here ananus) the 
Younger. after a forceful discussion about annas’s collaboration with the 
romans, Barabbas recalls the shouts of the crowd calling for his release and 
Jesus’ execution. “Bar-avo,” the narrator comments, “does not play that ro-
man game. it is he who decides who will live and who will die.” The chapter 
ends abruptly, as follows: “Bar-avo puts the knife to ananus’s throat and 
bleeds him like a lamb” (Liars’ Gospel, 290).21

the testaMent of MaRy  (2012)

Weighing in at just under 81 pages, colm tóibín’s The Testament of Mary 
is the shortest of the books surveyed here. its brevity is deceptive, however, 
and its narrative is exceptionally dark. one reviewer comments: “tóibín 
says he writes in a chair that’s ‘one of the most uncomfortable ever made,’ 
one that ‘causes pain in parts of the body you did not know existed.’ it’s not 
hard to imagine that The Testament of Mary would grow from time in that 
chair.”22 to be sure, there is nothing “easy” or “short” about this read.

The book is written from Mary’s perspective as an elderly woman liv-
ing alone in ephesus. it begins with Mary’s description of two mysterious 
men who visit her on a regular basis: “There is something hungry and rough 
in them, a brutality boiling in their blood, which i have seen before and can 

that his death appears to be the result of suicide (Liars’ Gospel, 269–70).
21. Josephus recounts the murder of annas by Zealots in J.W. 4.318.
22. Pinsker, “Testament of Mary.”
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smell as an animal that is being hunted can smell” (Testament of Mary, 1). in 
the course of the work it becomes clear through hints that Mary gives (e.g., 
“one was there with us until the end”) that one of these figures is supposed 
to be the apostle John, but the other is never identified (Testament of Mary, 
2). The two men visit Mary in order to record stories of her memories of Je-
sus, whom she never refers to by name. Her relationship with them is one of 
uncomfortable and profound tension. When one of them sits in what turns 
out to be her late husband’s chair, for example, Mary pulls out a knife and 
threatens, “if either of you touch the chair again, if you so much as touch 
it, i will wait, i am waiting now, and i will come in the night, i will move as 
silently as the air itself moves, and you will not have time to make a sound. 
do not think for a moment that i will not do this” (Testament of Mary, 16). 

The visitors become frustrated at points because the stories Mary 
shares with them are stories that they have no interest in, or that are con-
trary to the accounts they are piecing together. one example is a tale that 
Mary tells near the start of the book of a mysterious man at the foot of her 
son’s cross. He carried with him a bag of live rabbits and an angry, caged 
bird. one by one, she says, he removed the rabbits and fed them to the bird. 
she recalls the experience of watching the bird rip open the rabbits with 
its claws “a mild distraction from what was really going on” (Testament of 
Mary, 3). she does tell the men of a few miracles that she saw Jesus perform, 
specifically, the raising of Lazarus from the dead and the turning of water to 
wine at the wedding in cana (Testament of Mary, 20–27, 30–40). she does 
not recount these stories with an admiration of her son’s power, but with 
a longing for the son she had before he became powerful. There is a sense 
throughout the book that the more Jesus comes to be admired by those who 
follow him, the more distant he becomes to his mother, at least from her 
perspective.

tóibín’s portrait of Mary grates hard against more “traditional” char-
acterizations of her as the pious and largely-passive Virgin. The men who 
visit her explain their belief that the death Jesus suffered has had profound 
significance for the salvation of all, and her response is wholly cynical: 
“When you say that he redeemed the world, i will say that it was not worth 
it” (Testament of Mary, 80). Here she speaks not as one who embraced or 
cooperated willingly in the alleged mission of her son, but as one who has 
suffered and who continues to suffer an unspeakable trauma. and in this 
way, tóibín pushes the reader to consider the complexity of Mary’s char-
acter as a mother who has witnessed the execution of her child and who is 
haunted and tormented by her memories of that scene and the alienation 
that preceded it.
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Method olo gicAl considerAtions 
And lingering questions

The value of modern novels as instances of reception history is beyond dis-
pute: each of them manifests a particular interpretation of texts and tradi-
tions at a particular point in time, and as such, they provide insight into 
how their empirical authors interpret the story of Jesus and the origins of 
christianity, and they allow us to see examples of how culture impresses 
itself on the literature of its day. scholars of ancient literature in the distant 
future will no doubt have a field day trying to figure them out. But is it 
the case that these texts also have value not only as instances of reception 
history, but as “primary sources” as well? at this point at least two central 
questions need to be addressed, though not necessarily answered fully here. 
The first concerns whether it is possible or even wise to consider modern 
novels like the ones addressed above as examples of “christian apocrypha.” 
The second is related to the first and is in many ways a more pressing one: 
How might the inclusion of such novels in our study of apocryphal texts 
benefit our understanding of the processes by which more ancient christian 
literature was produced and interpreted?

at the heart of the first question is the issue of the so-called slip-
pery slope. could removing the criterion of anonymity/pseudepigraphy 
from Junod’s definition open the metaphorical floodgates to a point that 
the waters become unmanageable? if we are willing to consider modern 
novels as instances of christian apocrypha, then what prevents us from 
considering other, possibly non-textual media? What about paintings? or 
music? or what about film? could we imagine a situation wherein denys 
arcand’s Jésus de Montréal (1989) or Mel gibson’s Passion of the Christ 
(2004) are listed alongside, say, the Gospel of Peter or the ethiopian Book 
of the Rooster as “Passion gospels”? or what about films that are not ex-
plicitly “religious” but have christological undertones? Matthew Mcever, for 
example, maintains that Cool Hand Luke (1967), One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s 
Nest (1975), Dead Poets Society (1989), and Sling Blade (1997) all depend 
on a “messianic figure” formula that we find manifested clearly in the nt 
gospels. in all of these narratives, he suggests, “the central character is a 
non-conformist or unlikely redeemer who transforms lives and ultimately 
undergoes martyrdom.”23 roland Boer, moreover, has argued for the pres-
ence of a number of christological themes in James cameron’s Terminator 
and Terminator II: Judgment Day.24 

23. Mcever, “Messianic Figure in Film.”
24. Boer, “christological slippage,” 165–93.
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Would an openness to modern novels as instances of christian apoc-
rypha also necessitate an openness to non-textual media? or is it the case 
that the “text” criterion in Junod’s definition has, for whatever reason, a 
more timeless quality than the others? and would it therefore be wise to 
draw the lines in such a way as to emphasize the “literature” component 
of christian apocryphal literature? i do not pretend to have clear and firm 
answers to these questions at this point, but they will be critical ones to keep 
in mind as the conversation about adjusting and expanding boundaries of 
the apocryphal corpus continues.

There is also the crucial and in many ways more significant question 
of what scholars of christian apocrypha stand to gain by including modern 
novels in their corpus of texts. From the perspective of a more traditional, 
author-centric exegetical methodology, the inclusion of these novels along-
side ancient or medieval works is not as problematic as it is boring. What i 
mean by this is not that the novels themselves are boring, but that the ques-
tions we typically ask of more ancient texts are relatively vapid when applied 
to contemporary literature. We know precisely who wrote these novels, for 
example, and we know the contexts in which they were produced. We know 
where and by whom they were published, and it would be fairly painless to 
discover precisely how many copies were sent to which bookstores. in some 
cases we know why their authors wrote what they did and even what sources 
they used in composing their narratives, and we know this because the au-
thors tell us in their prefaces or epilogues.25 indeed, for almost any question 
we can imagine, we know that the authors are (at least for now) only an 
e-mail or a phone call away. i am not convinced that a purely author-centric 
methodology is able to provide a compelling reason to read and study these 
novels as instances of christian apocrypha.

When we move away from the author and the author’s intentions as 
the terminal loci of meaning, however, and begin to rephrase the matter 
in terms of readers, we find ourselves on remarkably different ground. a 
fundamental and enduring insight of postmodern literary criticism is that 
readers play an active role in determining what a text “means,” and that 
they do this in a variety of ways. one of the more common concepts used 
to illustrate this claim is that of “intertextuality,” first defined in 1967 by the 
Bulgarian literary critic Julia kristeva. “any text,” she argues, “is constructed 
as a mosaic of quotations; any text is the absorption and transformation of 
another.”26 kristeva includes a text’s reader in what she calls the “discursive 

25. With tóibín as the only exception, each of the authors surveyed above includes 
an excursus or epilogue with detailed notes about their sources.

26. so kristeva, “Word, dialogue and novel,” 66.
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universe” of that text, so when a reader reads something, they make sense of 
what they are reading by forming connections between it and other things 
that they have read. she and others who have appropriated and adapted her 
methodology have argued that while the definition of this phenomenon is 
new, the phenomenon itself is not; this is how reading works, and it works 
this way regardless of whether you think it does.

another way of stating this issue is to say that these novels can have 
a profound impact on how their intended readers understand other texts. 
i have seen this happen in my own classes when i have students read one 
of these novels (or others like them) and write up an assessment of what 
they have read. students understand that what they are reading is historical 
fiction, yet in their final papers i often encounter curious claims about how 
these texts have affected how they understand this or that biblical character. 
“i never thought that Jesus could have been like this as a kid,” remarked 
one student writing about Lamb. another student commented after reading 
The Testament of Mary: “now i have a better understanding of why Jesus’ 
mother may have tried to stop him from preaching in the gospel of Mark.” 
in the same way that the infancy traditions in Matthew and Luke become 
conflated in the traditional nativity scene, many of my students conflate 
these more recent narratives with their more ancient counterparts.

as a biblical scholar trained in historical-critical exegesis, my first re-
action to such claims is to say they are sorely misguided. We do not know 
what Jesus was like as a child, and just because a talented author writes 
an extremely compelling narrative from Mary’s perspective, that does not 
mean he or she has accurately conveyed that perspective. But on the level 
of popular and actual reading practice, the conflation that i witness in my 
students’ work is, in fact, more true to how real readers read and make sense 
of what they are reading. For the most part, real readers do not typically 
approach literature in a conscious effort to discern authorial intention or 
context; they read for a host of other reasons, including entertainment, re-
laxation, reflection, etc. and as they read, they often unconsciously form 
connections between the characters, themes, and plot points of whatever 
they are reading and the characters, themes, and plot points of what they 
have read in the past.

authors can facilitate this process through literary allusion, though ul-
timately the connections that the reader is going to draw will be determined 
by their knowledge of other texts, not the author’s. christopher Moore, for 
example, can have the young Jesus remark to lusty Biff that “greater love hath 
no man, than he lay down for his friend,” but the reference will be lost on 
the reader unfamiliar with the gospel of John. a reader, on the other hand, 
might find resonances between Lamb and the Gospel of Judas, even if no 
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such resonances were intended by christopher Moore. and what reader of 
The Testament of Mary, even one who knows that the portrait painted there 
is a fictitious one, will approach other stories about Jesus’ mother without 
the image of the traumatized victim at least somewhere in their mind. to 
reframe the concept of “meaning” in these terms is to affirm that every act 
of reading affects every act of reading that will come after it; texts begin to 
take on new shape as they are read and interpreted in light of other texts.

conclusion

The question of how modern novels like the four outlined above might 
benefit our understanding of christian literature is undeniably complex. 
While the move to redraw boundaries to accommodate more texts under 
the rubric “christian apocrypha” is well underway, there remain a number 
of considerations to be taken into account before such modern works can be 
included as full siblings alongside their more ancient counterparts. in this 
essay i have argued that there is good reason for doing so, however, when 
we examine these texts from the perspective of their intended audiences. 
When we take seriously the ways in which intended readers seek—either 
consciously or unconsciously—to understand the texts that they read, and 
when we attend to the “sparks” that form between texts in this process of 
reading, we gain valuable insight into the process of reading and meaning 
production. and this, in turn, has the capacity to shine light on some of the 
dynamics at work in the apocryphal imagination throughout history.
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Gender and the Academy Online
The Authentic Revelations  

of the Gospel of Jesus’ Wife

Caroline T. Schroeder

Usually i write about dead people. dead people cannot ostracize you, 
dead people cannot eviscerate you in another publication, dead people can 
be safer objects of inquiry than the living. This paper, however, analyzes the 
living—the way we as a field responded to the appearance of the Gospel of 
Jesus’ Wife fragment (gJW) and what that says about Biblical studies. in 
particular, i wish to look at issues of authenticity. The authenticity of the 
fragment itself lay at the center of the maelstrom. i seek to untangle more 
nebulous markers of authenticity as well. i argue that the debate about the 
authenticity of the document hinged in no small part on these other mark-
ers of authenticity (in addition to the traditional means of documenting an 
ancient text). First, gJW simultaneously exposed our society’s privileging of 
“hard” scientific modes of inquiry to determine authenticity over traditional 
humanistic ones and the inadequacy of those scientific methods to provide 
the certainty we crave. second, even our traditional humanist research 
methods proved unsatisfying in the absence of very particular political and 
ethical commitments—namely, transparency about provenance. Third, the 
debate demonstrated that deeply entrenched social markers of authenticity 
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of individuals—status, gender, identity—affect the academic production of 
knowledge. Finally, the authentic revelations of this text include the deep 
conservatism of our field, which includes a distrust of digital scholarship 
and digital publishing (including the openness it enables).

The gJW affair has taught us at least as much, if not more, about how 
authenticity operates in the academy as about authenticating ancient manu-
scripts. Moreover, i argue, these two are not separate issues—debates about 
personal authenticity in academia’s prestige economy directly influence 
scholarly work regarding the authenticity of texts. as scholarship becomes 
more digital, as our work is increasingly conducted online, our awareness 
of our own political and ideological commitments—and how they matter—
becomes increasingly important.

When i use the terms “authentic” and “authenticity” in this essay, when 
i talk about the authenticity of the fragment itself, i do not mean authenticity 
in terms of authorship (i.e., is this really a gospel written by “Jesus’ Wife”?) 
or even if it is authentically from someone who knew Jesus, or even if it 
provides authentic evidence that Jesus had a wife. scholarly consensus from 
the beginning dismissed this text as historical evidence that Jesus had a wife, 
or as a document ultimately originating from Jesus’ own time. When i speak 
of the authenticity of the fragment, i use the benchmark set by karen king: 
whether this is an ancient text, written down in this form at some point in 
late antiquity. 

MArKers oF Authenticity For the MAnuscript

at this point, the scholarly conversation over the authenticity of the frag-
ment itself is well documented online and in published journals, and James 
Mcgrath’s essay in this same volume speaks to the role of bloggers in this 
conversation. i also refer readers to Michael W. grondin’s three-part time-
line for a concise history.1 i am on record stating that i believe the piece 
to be a forgery, or at the very least, not an ancient witness to an ancient 
text.2 so i do not seek to re-argue points against or in favor of the fragment’s 
authenticity here; rather, i wish to highlight the principle criteria for deter-
mining authenticity and weigh their significance.

The primary means of determining the authenticity of gJW proved 
to be related to questions about transparency regarding the collection of 
documents to which it belonged and provenance. other methods for testing 

1. grondin, “Question of content”; grondin, “Jesus’ Wife Fragment 2014”; gron-
din, “Jesus’ Wife Fragment 2015.”

2. Le donne, “interview with schroeder.”



Fakes, Forgeries, and Fictions306

and studying the fragment in isolation proved inconclusive at worst and 
unsatisfying at best. in this section, i seek to review the primary criteria 
used to measure the fragment’s authenticity and explore what the success or 
failure of those criteria says about our field. The methods and markers i will 
examine include scientific testing, paleography, philology and close reading, 
linguistics, and provenance studies.

Scientific Testing

early press coverage of gJW quickly zeroed in on two measures of de-
termining authenticity: the credentials of the scholars involved, and the 
availability of scientific testing.3 regarding the latter methodology, the first 
articles in the New York Times and the Smithsonian stated that karen king 
and her colleagues believed the document to be authentic, but that scientific 
tests of the papyrus had yet to be conducted. ink and carbon-dating tests, 
they noted, could possibly confirm or call into question king’s dating of 
the document. other scholars (including myself) maintained that such tests 
could quite likely prove inconclusive: a smart forger could use a scrap of old 
papyrus and concoct ink that could fool such tests. nonetheless, the ques-
tion remained pressing. so pressing that in april 2014 Harvard Theological 
Review published alongside king’s article about the fragment several other 
articles dedicated to tests and examinations of the manuscript to determine 
its authenticity. of the seven articles and one response devoted to gJW in 
the issue, four were dedicated to “scientific testing”: chemical testing of the 
ink, infrared microspectroscopy of the papyrus, and two reports on radio-
carbon dating.4 although the scientists conducting the tests and writing the 
reports remained circumspect about their findings—maintaining that the 
results were not proof of the text’s antiquity—nonetheless these scientific 
tests were marshaled in arguments defending the fragment’s authenticity 
as a late-antique document. king’s own article made use of these findings 
as key evidence for her assertions that accusations of forgery were unwar-
ranted (e.g., “current testing thus supports the conclusion that the papyrus 
and ink of gJW are ancient”).5 The Harvard University website devoted to 
gJW still proclaims (as of 12 June 2016) as a main headline that “testing 

3. goodstein, “Historian says”; goodstein, “Fresh doubts”; goodstein, “Papy-
rus”; and sabar, “inside story.”

4. azzarelli, goods, and swager, “study of two Papyrus Fragments”; Hodgins, 
“accelerated Mass spectrometry”; tuross, “accelerated Mass spectrometry”; Yardley 
and Hagadorn, “characterization.”

5. king, “‘Jesus said to them’,” 7–8, 33–34 (quotation from p. 8).
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indicates ‘gospel of Jesus’s Wife’ Papyrus Fragment to be ancient” and that 
“scientific testing of the papyrus and ink . . . demonstrated that the material 
is ancient.”6 antiquity here serves as proxy for authenticity; no mention is 
made of the emerging consensus regarding forgery, nor of the fact that a 
document could be forged while simultaneously “passing” the tests.

even into 2016, media coverage continued to ask whether “scientific” 
inquiry can trump the more “fuzzy” humanities methods; can we find a test 
that will prove once and for all that the document was written in antiquity?7 
although these tests have produced conclusions about the fragment, they 
have proven inconclusive in terms of determining authenticity.

Paleography

another methodology applied to the fragment was paleography, the study 
of manuscript production and ancient handwriting. Paleography is often 
used to date manuscripts, although the accuracy of this methodology has 
come into question recently by papyrologists such as Brent nongbri.8 spec-
ulation about the possible forgery of the fragment arose in no small part due 
to questions about the handwriting. soon after the announcement about the 
text, alin suciu and Hugo Lundhaug on suciu’s blog, as well as others on the 
Evangelical Textual Criticism blog, raised questions about the shapes and 
strokes of the letters.9 They simply did not look ancient.

in her original draft article entitled, “‘Jesus said to them, “My wife. . .”’: 
a new coptic gospel Papyrus,” published on Harvard University’s website 
in september 2012, king anticipated questions about paleography, noting 
that she had consulted experts in papyrology and addressing questions 
raised by the anonymous peer reviewers based on paleography. i quote the 
relevant passages:

in March, 2012, she transported the papyrus to the institute 
for the study of the ancient World in new York, where it was 
viewed by the institute’s director and renowned papyrologist, 
roger Bagnall and by anneMarie Luijendijk (Princeton). our 
lengthy discussion about the characteristics of the papyrus (de-
tailed below) concluded with the judgement that the papyrus 
was very likely an authentic ancient text that could be dated on 
paleographical grounds to circa 4th c. c.e. on this basis, work 

6. Beasley, “testing.”
7. Baden and Moss, “Why scientists.”
8. nongbri, “Limits of Palaeographic dating”; nongbri, “Use and abuse of P52.”
9. suciu and Lundhaug, “so-called gospel.”
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began in earnest on a critical edition, translation, and interpre-
tation of the fragment.

in august, 2012, a version of the present article was submitted 
to the Harvard Theological Review for consideration for pub-
lication. in the course of the normal external review process, 
reviewers differed in their judgments about authenticity. one 
accepted the fragment, but two raised questions, without yet 
being entirely certain that it is a fake, and suggested review by 
experienced coptic papyrologists and testing of the chemical 
composition of the ink. The third reviewer provided detailed 
comments on a number of difficulties with the text’s grammar 
and paleography. neither of the reviewers who questioned the 
fragment’s authenticity was aware that Bagnall had already seen 
the actual fragment and judged it to be authentic. Their own 
views were based on relatively low resolution photographs of 
the fragment.10 

i will return to this passage in a moment, when i address issues of authentic-
ity in the academy, and particularly in the academic prestige economy, but 
for now i wish to focus on paleography. king did her due diligence in this 
area, consulting with Bagnall (a papyrologyist) and Luijendijk (a papyrolo-
gist with expertise in coptic). doubts about the fragment, however, were 
raised immediately by the peer reviewers, and in her article king displays 
transparency in acknowledging their questions, and determination in as-
serting nonetheless that the fragment is likely from the fourth century. This 
original draft article set the stage for the paleographical debate that would 
ensue for the next two years. Paleography alone could not be relied upon as 
an “objective” measure of authenticity. discussion continued on social me-
dia and in the blogosphere, with the handwriting on the fragment emerging 
as a key source of doubt regarding its authenticity.11 

The special issue of HTR focusing on gJW included one article devot-
ed entirely to paleography. The piece was authored by one of the foremost 
experts in coptic papyrology, Malcolm choat. Ultimately, it concluded that 
elements of the fragment could be interpreted as pointing in the direction of 
a forgery, while other elements evinced characteristics of ancient handwrit-
ing.12 The evaluation was inconclusive. king’s revised version of her draft 
article was suitably updated to take this new research into account.

10. king, “‘Jesus said to them’” (draft), 3–4.
11. suciu and Lundhaug, “so-called gospel.”
12. choat, “Preliminary Paleographical assessment.”
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Linguistics

Linguistic issues also arose as criteria for determining authenticity from the 
very beginning, but as with other methods, for the most part they pushed 
the evaluation in the direction of forgery. Leo depuydt and gesine schenke 
robinson immediately noted the grammatical problems with the text—er-
rors that went beyond the possibility of a sloppy or under-educated ancient 
scribe.13

slavomír Čéplö went so far as to conduct a computational study of the 
syntax of gJW back in 2012. Čéplö looked at the linguistic construction 
“peje-”—translated “(pronoun) said”—in gJW, and computed how many 
times the construction appears in the sahidic versions of the gospels of 
Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, and Thomas, and with what combinations of 
following words.14 The results of his computational study are that the con-
struction in gJW has no parallels in the other five texts, and that such a 
construction is not only awkward but exceedingly unlikely in the wild. now 
granted, a more definitive study would include all of the nag Hammadi cor-
pus, but i think these five gospels proved to be a good sample. Čéplö thus 
confirmed the nature of the text as forgery; late antique egyptians simply 
did not speak and write in the way presented in the new “gospel” fragment. 
Unfortunately, Čéplö’s work was not really discussed much in the blogo-
sphere, despite its importance (in my opinion). 

Philology & Close Reading

The backbone of scholarly humanistic inquiry—philology and close read-
ing—dominated early exploration of the fragment’s authenticity. everyone 
noted the similarity of the vocabulary in the fragment to the vocabulary 
of the Gospel of Thomas. For king, the shared vocabulary corroborated 
the document’s ancient milieu; it fit quite nicely with other fourth-century 
coptic documents found at nag Hammadi.15 For skeptics, philological 
close reading provided mounting evidence of forgery. and the closer the 
skeptics read, the higher that mountain of evidence grew. Francis Watson 
of durham University posted a number of online essays on Mark good-
acre’s blog and helped launch the argument that gJW was a forgery based 

13. depuydt is quoted in Farrior, “divorcing Mrs. Jesus”; see robinson’s comment 
on Halton’s blog post (“‘gospel of Jesus’s Wife’ saga”), reposted as its own blog post: 
robinson and Halton, “gesine robinson.”

14. Čéplö, “tahime.”
15. king, “‘Jesus said to them’” (draft), inter alia.
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on snippets copied from the Gospel of Thomas.16 What began with very basic 
questions about vocabulary—such as, what is the likelihood of all these key 
words (Mary, Jesus, wife, mother, disciple, gave-me-life) occurring in such 
a small space?—soon turned to the realization by many that the fragment 
copied direct phrases from the coptic Gospel of Thomas. Ultimately this led 
to andrew Bernhard’s and Mark goodacre’s discovery that the fragment 
even reproduces a typographical error in Michael grondin’s online inter-
linear translation of the coptic Gospel of Thomas.17 Philology also helped 
pound the final nail in the coffin for the fragment: christian askeland con-
cluded that gJW was a forgery because it was copied by the same hand as 
a fragment of the gospel of John that accompanied gJW in the materials 
presented to king by the manuscripts’ owner, and the John fragment was 
clearly a forgery—a copy of a coptic version of John in cambridge known 
as the Qau codex.18 askeland’s philological expertise led to this discovery; 
he completed his dissertation on the coptic Bible at cambridge and pub-
lished a book on the coptic gospel of John and was intimately familiar with 
the Qau codex.

Provenance

While the traditional humanistic methodologies of philology and linguis-
tics pointed us to a clear conclusion to the question of authenticity, one 
other contributing factor must be mentioned: transparency about the frag-
ment’s ownership, collection history, and provenance. king agreed to keep 
the name of the owner and some of the documentation about the fragment 
and the rest of its collection private. askeland was able to uncover the 
fraudulent John manuscript that was in the same collection only because an 
image of that papyrus was published online as part of the documentation 
for the scientific testing results published in HTR. only because additional 
information about the collection was released could we arrive at our current 
state of knowledge regarding the fragment. 

roberta Mazza, a papyrologist at Manchester, has been outspoken 
on issues of provenance for the past several years, weighing in not only 
on this controversy but also regarding the green collection of biblical pa-
pyri and private collections generally. Mazza maintains that holding back 

16. see this revised version of a report first posted 20 september 2012: Watson, 
“Fake gospel-Fragment.” For a full account of Watson’s work on goodacre’s blog, see 
goodacre’s roundup “revised Versions of Francis Watson’s articles.”

17. Bernhard, “Patchwork”
18. askeland, “Jesus Had a sister-in-Law.”
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information about an ancient object’s provenance hinders scholarship and 
contributes to an unethical (and often illegal) antiquities market.19 The war 
and political upheaval in the Middle east have resulted in a wave of un-
provenanced, illegal antiquities for sale to predominantly wealthy Western 
buyers. academics’ responsibility, she argues, should be to eschew publi-
cation of private collections unless their provenance is assured and clearly 
documented. doing otherwise feeds the antiquities market and undermines 
the production of knowledge at the heart of scholarship. Provenance and 
collection history lead scholars to important conclusions about the docu-
ments, and sometimes to matching fragmentary documents with their lost 
partner-fragments. in 2014 Mazza wrote:

in presenting the results of research to peers and the public, 
academics use means of communication and follow rules that 
are centred on the values of trust and accountability. good argu-
ments in any scholarly discussion are based on a method that 
provides sources and data that not only proves the points, but is 
also reliable and verifiable . . .

The lack of discussion on provenance, including acquisition 
history, is bad practice, and it is usually criticized by academics 
because it deprives the readers of important data for verifying 
the reliability of the arguments made in publications. it also goes 
against one of the principles of our profession, the advancement 
of scholarship and knowledge, because it denies the possibility 
to open (or exclude) further research on the above-mentioned 
manuscript’s history and connections. 

Besides all this, to avoid discussion of provenance un-
dermines trust: would you trust someone who conceals 
information?20 

Mazza was not alone in calling on king to release all provenance in-
formation and collection history about the fragment. certainly, if all of the 
collection had been released in 2012 when the existence of gJW was an-
nounced, we would have arrived at our current conclusions about the frag-
ment far, far sooner. Moreover, Mazza’s ethical and political questions about 
how our work with private, secret, or unprovenanced material might aid the 
antiquities markets have not received enough attention in Biblical studies. 

19. Like many of the participants in this scholarly conversations, Mazza publishes 
much of her work on these issues online, in her blog and on twitter. Mazza has a col-
lection of essays under the topic of “provenance” on her blog Faces & Voices: https://
facesandvoices.wordpress.com/category/provenance/.

20. Mazza, “Provenance issues.”
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she calls on us to reckon with the political and ethical consequences of our 
work—not an easy conversation, but a necessary one.

Mazza frames the current state of scholarship as one in which trans-
parency and openness about provenance and collection history are the 
standards.

For those who work with artefacts reliability and access to as 
many details as possible related to the ancient sources under 
scrutiny, often published for the first time, is particularly impor-
tant. images and other key-information are provided, including 
a clear discussion of the archaeological provenance and acqui-
sition history of the object in question. in the case of papyrus 
editions, this has become the norm.21

i would argue, however, that this “norm” is still not as normative as we would 
like. in May 2015, the University of Virginia acquired a papyrus fragment.22 
The initial announcement made no mention of provenance; on Facebook i 
immediately raised the question of provenance and collection history. Brice 
Jones and dorothy king e-mailed the university’s library to inquire directly. 
as it turns out, the University of Virginia purchased the fragment without 
even thinking to ask for information about provenance—this in 2015, after 
controversies about the sappho papyrus, green collection, and gJW frag-
ment, and after countless news stories about isis selling looted antiquities 
to support its war.23

transparency about provenance and collection history, i would argue, 
is not as normative as it should be.24 all of us working on papyri or coptic 
literature have built our scholarly reputations on stolen or looted cultural 
heritage (and in Biblical studies, exhibit a is codex sinaiticus.) transpar-
ency is not currently a methodology but a political and ethical commit-
ment. Ultimately, all the scholarly methodologies applied to gJW give us 
only a fraction of the information a political and ethical commitment to 
transparency could provide.

21. ibid.
22. Whitesell, “Please Welcome P. Virginia 1.”
23. Whitesell, “Problematic Provenance.”
24. see also robinson’s mention of the Gospel of Judas as a similar cautionary tale 

in “How a Papyrus Fragment Became a sensation.”



Schroeder—gender and the academy online 313

Conclusions

of all these potential markers of authenticity, the “fuzzy” humanities meth-
ods have proven sharper than “hard science.” Moreover, i would argue 
that scientific testing as a measure of authenticity has proven problematic 
in one important way: in directing our attention away from the most hu-
man and political means of determining authenticity—i.e., disclosing full 
information about the collection and the provenance of the fragment. The 
scholarly community has expressed our disappointment about the paucity 
of information regarding the owner and the provenance of the collection. 
However, king promised the fragment’s owner anonymity, thus putting her 
in a strange bind: questionable for agreeing to keep the owner’s identity pri-
vate but laudable for keeping her promise in the face of enormous pressure.25 

Unless a legal non-disclosure agreement has been signed, in the face 
of competing ethical obligations, the scholar’s primary obligation should be 
to transparency of knowledge in the field. There are two issues here: 1) the 
continued secrecy about the identity of the owner, especially when a fraud 
has possibly been perpetrated not only on our scholarly community, but 
on the general public; and 2) the pursuit of expensive scientific testing that 
diverts both financial resources and scholarly attention away from other 
pursuits. as i have argued, such transparency has not been the norm in the 
field, and i find myself forced to consider that were i in king’s position, i too 
might have agreed to non-disclosure, as well, at that time. now, however, we 
are past that point. one of the revelations of the gJW controversy is that in 
the academic production of knowledge, our political commitments matter 
as much as our methodological expertise. as we move forward as a schol-
arly community, we need to apply self-scrutiny when we use the “pursuit of 
knowledge” to rationalize what we now know to be ethically murky work.

schol Arly stAtus And Authenticity

equally important over the last three years, i argue, have been markers of 
authenticity that adhere to the participants in the conversation. Markers 
of authenticity in the academic prestige economy influenced the scholarly 
conversation in both predictable and surprising ways. in particular i am 
interested in the traditional peer review process compared to the digital 
publication cycle, the status markers of academics’ physical and social 

25. andrew Bernhard (“call for closure”), who has called on king to release all 
the documents, has written: “i also respect that she has maintained her personal com-
mitment not to (sic) the identity of the owner of the Gospel of Jesus’ Wife for so long.”
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locations (both institutions and social networks), and gender. These mark-
ers of personal authenticity intersected and at times conflicted in interesting 
ways, with some actors in the gJW controversy privileging some measures 
of authenticity, and other actors privileging different measures. in particu-
lar, Harvard and king proceeded according to fairly traditional markers 
of personal and institutional authenticity, while in the blogging world and 
in social media, those markers held little weight. gender, i will argue, cut 
across all of them.

The Traditional Publishing Cycle  
vs. Digital Publishing/Blogging

king’s research on the papyrus fragment followed a traditional model of 
scholarly production. The initial essay adhered to a predictable process of 
authentication. king, the author, worked on her edition, translation, and 
article, consulting with known experts in the field, and submitted her work 
for peer review by HTR. king then responded to criticisms levied in the 
peer reviews and the article was accepted for publication. This is a fairly 
traditional publication cycle, and although one might think that the refer-
ees’ criticisms were rather serious, one cannot argue that the process was 
entirely flawed: king was transparent in her initial HTR pre-publication 
essay regarding the major criticisms of the referees.26

i want to compare the subsequent online modes of scholarship with 
this process. one might be tempted to argue that they existed in conflict, 
or that they represented two distinctive modes of scholarly inquiry: blog-
ging/social media in a digital ecosystem compared to traditional scholarly 
peer review, versus a more “democratic” or unregulated free-for-all online. 
However, i posit that the digital conversation online represented a kind 
of telescoping of traditional scholarly publication practices. research and 
scholarly conversations that would normally have taken years to unfold 
occurred over the course of weeks or months online. although particular 
actors in this scholarly conversation occupied different social and physical 
locations, and disseminated their work in these different locations, never-
theless, the online work in some ways mimicked traditional scholarship, 
except that it operated at a speed heretofore unseen in Biblical studies 
because it was not bound by administrative structures of traditional peer 
reviewed publishing. Blogs such as Evangelical Textual Criticism and Mark 
goodacre’s NT Blog published research on the fragment, and the online 
scholarly community functioned essentially as crowd-sourced peer review 

26. king, “‘Jesus said to them’” (draft), 3–4.
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in comments on the blogs and in social media discussion about the blog 
posts on Facebook and twitter.27

The work that Watson, grondin, robinson, Bernhard, goodacre, and 
askeland conducted was in many cases the quality of work one would ex-
pect from traditional peer-reviewed scholarship. in fact, much of this work 
was later revised into articles in the peer-reviewed journal New Testament 
Studies in 2015, of which Watson is the editor. The impact of their work, 
however, peaked long before the publication of the NTS volume; the pub-
lication process lent the articles a patina of official authenticity, but the ar-
gumentation within these pieces had already been accepted by the scholarly 
community as authentic.

returning to king’s publication cycle, as online scholarship accumu-
lated, king chose to continue publishing in traditional modes. rather than 
engage with the blogosphere and social media by publishing responses on-
line on Harvard’s Gospel of Jesus’ Wife website or on the blogs (etc, goo-
dacre’s blog) and social media sites (twitter and Facebook), king chose to 
follow the path of peer review. The 2012 HTR essay was pulled—by whom 
i do not know, whether by king, HTR, Harvard, or by mutual agreement—
and king pursued the route of scientific testing and private consultation 
with experts. This research culminated in the HTR issue in 2014, at which 
point king’s article “‘Jesus said to them, “My wife. . .”’” was finally officially 
published. although king gave papers and talks on the fragment, and con-
ducted media interviews with the New York Times and the Smithsonian, she 
chose not to engage on social media or blogs. The HTR issue addressed 
some of the concerns that had been raised online, but in the context of a 
traditional peer-reviewed journal article. Therefore, digital scholarship and 
traditional scholarship continued along somewhat parallel but separate 
tracks until this point.

one small adaptation to the new norms of digital scholarship ulti-
mately led to the uncovering of the document as a fraud. When HTR pub-
lished the articles on paleography, scientific testing, and king’s own work, 
Harvard and king also released online the original reports and data from 
the ink and papyrus tests, including images of the aforementioned gospel 
of John papyrus in the collection along with supplementary documentation. 
These materials appeared as a digital companion of sorts to the traditional 
journal release.

since the HTR issue appeared, all of the significant analysis of the frag-
ment has taken place on blogs, e-mail lists, and social media. as mentioned, 

27. note James Mcgrath’s discussion of the speed and quality of this conversation 
in his contribution to this volume, below (ch. 16).
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New Testament Studies published a recent issue with several articles argu-
ing for forgery, almost all of which were once non-peer-reviewed, digital 
publications. Thus, the traditional peer-reviewed record recapitulated the 
original work of new media. one of the most remarkable turning points 
that signaled the shift in the location of scholarly knowledge production 
from the traditional to the digital occurred when renowned coptologist 
stephen emmel posted a pdf on alin suciu’s blog, documenting all the rea-
sons he believed gJW to be a forgery.28 in format and style, emmel’s essay 
resembled a traditional journal article, not a blog post or social media con-
versation; nonetheless, the fact that even emmel, known for his cautious, 
traditional peer-reviewed scholarship, entered the online conversation sig-
naled that scholarly knowledge production had moved online.

Professional Status

The academic currency of peer review goes hand in hand with other aspects 
of the academic prestige economy. academic gossip has long held that the 
status of the institution rubs off on the status of a scholar, with a somewhat 
unofficial recognition that outstanding scholars may exist outside of elite in-
stitutions, but the reputation of an elite institution contributes further to the 
reputation of its scholars. recent work on the prestige economy of higher 
education has revealed that the status of one’s institution is indeed a factor 
in determining the career trajectory of individual scholars. one particular 
study of Phd programs has demonstrated that most hires at the most elite 
universities—so-called “research 1” universities—come from a pool of Phd 
candidates at a few elite universities’ graduate programs.29 We all know that 
the resources at elite institutions—research funding, lower teaching loads, 
the ability to teach seminars in one’s research area, etc.—also contribute to 
the academic prestige economy; faculty at these institutions produce more 
publications in part because they have more resources to do so.

during the gJW controversy, the status of most of the scholars pro-
ducing new knowledge in online communities and the status of scholars 
working in the traditional peer review realm were quite distinct. With the 
exception of Mark goodacre and Francis Watson, most of the bloggers and 
participants on social media producing new knowledge about the fragment 
were not established scholars at elite research universities.30 grondin and 

28. emmel, “codicology.”
29. clauset, et al., “systematic inequality”; see also oprisko, “superpowers.”
30. candida Moss, as professor at the University of notre dame, is also quite 

high status by traditional metrics. Moss’s work significantly influenced the public 
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Bernhard are independent scholars, and christian askeland was teaching 
at the kirchliche Hochschule Wuppertal, a very small theological school 
in germany. James Mcgrath is at Butler. anthony Le donne, one of the 
editors of The Jesus Blog who blogged about the document and then wrote 
a book about it, was an adjunct instructor at the University of the Pacific 
for a time before moving to a tenure-track position at the United Theologi-
cal seminary.31 gesine schenke robinson also circulated criticisms of the 
gJW publication process over e-mail and blogs; robinson is a well-known 
coptologist with a contract position at claremont graduate University. The 
experts consulted for king’s original article, on the other hand, most defini-
tively came from the realm of the academic elite: tenured or tenure-track 
faculty at premier research universities. king consulted with roger Bagnall 
of new York University, anneMarie Luijendijk of Princeton, and ariel shi-
sha Halevy of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem before going public.

Moreover, Harvard’s stature as “Harvard” enabled the massive public-
ity machine that accompanied the original press release about the docu-
ment: a front page New York Times article appeared the day after king’s first 
presentation on the document at the international association of coptic 
studies congress. reporters also swarmed the congress the day after the 
presentation, putting microphones in front of bewildered scholars who had 
come to discuss their own latest arcane research. and a smithsonian chan-
nel documentary was arranged. The publicity roll-out for this fragment re-
flected the importance of Harvard as much as it did the fragment, possibly 
even more so. in all, the initial publicity surrounding the announcement of 
the fragment reflected the high status of the scholar, her institution, and her 
network.

New Media as a Platform for Knowledge Production

This division in status between the scholars writing online and those pro-
ducing traditional peer-reviewed publications is not unique to Biblical 
studies. Bonnie stewart’s work on academic social media has demonstrated 
that markers of authenticity on academic social media differ from those in 
traditional scholarship.

on social media (including academic circles on social media) authen-
ticity is not measured using the same criteria as in the traditional academic 

dissemination of gJW scholarship being produced online. in what follows, i examine 
the status of the scholars producing new knowledge about the fragment itself, rather 
than scholars producing knowledge about the controversy.

31. Le donne, Wife of Jesus.
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prestige economy. social media participants judge authenticity by level of 
engagement, not traditional status markers. This holds true especially on 
so-called “academic twitter,” where stewart’s research has shown that the 
“the impression of capacity for meaningful contribution” to a conversation 
carries more weight than credentials such as university ranking or tenure 
status.32 stewart writes,

How do scholars within open networks judge whether another 
scholar’s signals are credible or worthy of engagement? . . . 
[they employ] complex logics of influence to assess the net-
worked profiles and behaviors of peers and unknown entities. 
significantly, these logics of influence depart from the codified 
terms of rank and bibliometric indexing on which conventional 
academic influence is judged. While some are numeric—par-
ticipants recognized relatively large-scale accounts as a general 
signal of influence—recognizability and commonality are as 
important as or more important than quantifiable measures or 
credentials.33

Perceptions of engagement, shared interests, and shared viewpoints con-
tribute to influence and status on social media.

stewart’s research on networked scholarship was vindicated in two 
ways during the gJW controversy. First, the logics of engagement and 
shared interests were at work on the Evangelical Textual Criticism blog, 
where askeland published his research proving gJW was a forgery. The 
Evangelical Textual Criticism blog is a community that is exactly what it says 
it is: a site for evangelical christians with interests in text criticism to come 
together and discuss the Bible. a shared religious commitment is a key fac-
tor in this community’s identity; the tagline reads, “a forum for people with 
knowledge of the Bible in its original languages to discuss its manuscripts 
and textual history from the perspective of historic evangelical theology.” 
The vast majority of contributors to the blog are also male; of the 18 con-
tributors currently listed on the website, only one is a woman.

When askeland posted his “smoking gun” blog post, he originally 
titled it “Jesus’s Wife had an ugly sister-in-law”; by sister-in-law he was re-
ferring to the aforementioned fragment of the gospel of John in the same 
collection of materials as gJW. eva Mroczek, Meredith Warren, and other 
feminist scholars began to question the title of askeland’s post. Mroczek 
stated that it “plays on old tropes that have long alienated and shamed 
women—not just scrutinizing them for their appearance, but allegorizing 

32. stewart, “open to influence.”
33. ibid., 287. The quotation is taken from the article’s abstract.
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them to make negative points.” additional comments were made in support 
of her initial post but some were removed by askeland, who characterized 
them as “combative.”34 some of the factors stewart has identified as relevant 
for social networking and perceptions of authenticity online are operating 
here, in particular shared gender and religious identities. askeland’s status 
as a reputable coptic scholar contributed to his authority in determining 
authenticity, but within this online community, so did his gender and re-
ligious commitments. Mroczek, Warren, and their allies (some of whom 
were men writing in support of the women scholars) were feminist outsid-
ers and critics of evangelical christian biblical interpretation. noteworthy 
in this regard also is an e-mail sent by Brown University’s Leo depuydt to 
journalists and scholars stating his support of askelend’s findings and mak-
ing serious accusations against king: “When is this papyrological panto-
mime, this keystone coptic, this academic farce, this philological burlesque 
finally going to stop? is this academic misconduct or is this not academic 
misconduct?”35

simultaneously on twitter and Facebook, the views of scholars such 
as alin suciu, Hugo Lundhaug, andrew Bernhard, Michael grondin, Mark 
goodacre, and myself gained traction. as i have noted already, with the ex-
ceptions of Watson and goodacre, most of us commenting held low status 
positions in the academy. Yet our views were held in high regard, i would 
argue, either because we already had credibility on social media due to 
perceptions of “engagement and shared interest,” or because the networked 
credibility of one scholar rubbed off on the others (e.g., goodacre’s reputa-
tion as a dynamic, responsive tweeter rubbed off on grondin and Bernhard 
when he tweeted about their posts on his blog). grondin and Bernhard 
also had reputations as digital scholars in coptic due to their own websites, 
where grondin’s edition and translation of the Gospel of Thomas proved 
crucial in the argument that gJW was a forgery.

34. Mroczek, “sexism,” examines the discussion and reproduces some of the deleted 
comments.

35. The e-mail, dated 24 april 2014, was posted to gregg W. schwendner’s blog 
What’s New in Papyrology (http://papyrology.blogspot.ca/2014/04/christian-askeland-
jesus-had-ugly.html/). depuydt is similarly brusque in the final volley in an exchange 
with king that began with his own contribution to the HTR volume (“alleged gos-
pel”), continued in king’s response (“response to Leo depuydt”), and concluded with 
a further response by depuydt posted on Mark goodacre’s NT Blog (“Papyrus Frag-
ment”). in this last response, depuydt marshals evidence to refute king’s statement 
that depuydt had made an “error of analysis” and in the process implies king is merely 
“a budding little grammarian” and concludes in a rather patronizing fashion with “so, 
my little friend, sleep soundly and dream sweetly because there has been no ‘error of 
analysis’” (ibid., 4).
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two other social and digital media phenomena also deserve men-
tion here. candida Moss of notre dame published extensively in The Daily 
Beast, CNN Belief Blog, and The Atlantic about the gJW controversy.36 Moss’s 
writing brought a greater awareness to the general public of the scholarly 
conversations online. Without her work, arguably the world outside of “aca-
demic twitter” would have little awareness of the contours of the scholarly 
controversy. Likewise, eva Mroczek’s article in Religion Dispatches, “‘gospel 
of Jesus’ Wife’ Less durable than sexism surrounding it,” earned quite a bit 
of attention. This piece likely had a substantial number of readers outside 
the Biblical studies community and was widely shared and discussed by 
academics online.

The conversations on twitter and Facebook contributed to the schol-
arly consensus on gJW’s status as inauthentic, as a forgery. This coheres 
with stewart’s research on twitter as a platform for the production of 
knowledge: scholarship produced in networked online communities is in-
deed scholarship. scholars heavily invested in traditional markers of status 
in the academic prestige economy might dismiss digital platforms, but the 
scholars on networked media regard it as a legitimate and primary medium 
for knowledge production. networked participatory scholarship takes mul-
tiple forms, including discovery:

Participants appeared to carve out regular areas of discussion 
and investigation for which they become known, in their twit-
ter circles; peers would then send them links on those topics due 
to their expressed interests, and signal them into conversations 
in those areas, thereby extending participants’ network reach 
and visibility. a majority of participants reported that this cir-
culation of ideas and resources not only helped them build new 
knowledge and become aware of new literature in their fields, 
but also broadened their understanding of alternate viewpoints 
in their areas of expertise. twitter was a site of learning and pub-
lic scholarly contribution.37

Moreover, twitter facilitates interdisciplinary work, because scholars en-
counter other modes of research online.38 Finally, digital networks dispro-
portionately engage scholars marked as lower status by various traditional 
academic criteria of authenticity; they comprise “a means by which women, 

36. a few examples: Baden and Moss, “new clues”; Baden and Moss, “curious 
case”; Moss, “still as Big a Mystery.”

37. stewart, “in abundance,” 323
38. ibid., 323.
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minorities, and junior scholars could engage openly as public thinkers and 
experts,” whereas senior scholars often eschew the platform.39

Gender

The last, but to my mind one of the most important, features of this debate 
has been gender. although some of what i have had to say here may appear 
to be a critique of king, in particular, for choosing not to engage in the 
digital scholarly conversation, in fact her response (or lack of response) can 
be understood only when we examine gender as one of the primary markers 
of authenticity in the academy and in online scholarly communities. We 
can unpack gender’s influence on the scholarly conversation by examining 
two ways gender operates as a marker of authenticity: women academics 
in Biblical studies face pervasive, structural discrimination, and women 
encounter harassment online at a much higher rate than men.

charles Haws of the society of Biblical Literature has conducted sever-
al studies of demographic data available from the sBL and national surveys 
of student degree completion.40 Women who earn undergraduate degrees in 
religious studies and Biblical studies go on to complete Phds at a lower rate 
than men. and although the raw ratio of women earning Phds compared 
to men has increased since the 1990s, the data shows that fewer women 
than expected are completing their doctorates. in other words, despite an 
overall increase in women Phds, the field exhibits a leaky pipeline. Haws 
took the data on the number of men and women earning Bachelors degrees 
in religious studies as a base cohort of people prepared to go on to graduate 
work in the field. Then he looked at Phd completion as a percentage of that 
cohort. The proportion of prepared women who go on to complete Phds 
has decreased compared to prepared men who complete Phds. somewhere 
along the way over the past decade and a half, fewer women who are inter-
ested in religious studies and capable of doing graduate research in the field 
are completing doctorates compared to men. Women are being squeezed 
out of our field on a systematic basis.

another data point on structural inequality involves publication. For 
two years, ellen Muehlberger of the University of Michigan tracked the 
number of female authors in the Review of Biblical Literature (of both books 
and their reviewers), and the percentage of women contributors is consis-
tently and significantly lower than the percentage of women in the society.41 

39. ibid., 330.
40. Haws, “Women earning doctorates.”
41. Muehlberger, “review of Biblical Literature”; Muehlberger, “Thoughts after two 
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even the Journal of Early Christian Studies, whose senior editor was a self-
identified feminist, in 2014 published only two articles by women; less than 
10 percent of 2014 JECS article authors were women. in other words: even 
for women who have survived the leaky pipeline, their voices are marginal 
to the field.42 For scholars of color, this problem is further magnified. some 
of this data, such as the JECS statistics, shows that the problem cannot be 
conveniently blamed on the population of more politically or theologically 
conservative biblical scholars.

Women on social media and women scholars who publish or appear in 
interviews in popular media outlets experience also a high degree of harass-
ment and discrimination in the digital realm. in 2014, Pew released a major 
study about online harassment and concluded that while “men are more 
likely to experience online harassment,” women experience more severe and 
sustained abuse. Men are called names more frequently, but women on-
line are more likely to experience stalking, sexual harassment, and physical 
threats. Forty percent of women who had been harassed online reported that 
it was “extremely or very upsetting,” compared to only 17% of men.43 The 
sexism and trolling that classics scholar Mary Beard experiences provides 
the clearest example of this phenomenon in academia. in one of the most 
egregious episodes, television critic a. a. gill opined that Beard was too old 
and ugly to be on television. Beard, of course, fought back, charging him 
with clear and blatant misogyny.44 Beard’s response, however, did not end 
the torrent of sexist abuse sent her way; writers on the internet continued 
to disparage her for her age, appearance, clothing, and style of speaking.45 
Beard’s encounters with her sexist detractors in the media, on blogs, and on 
twitter have been documented in a 2014 profile in the New Yorker. Beard 
fights back on social media (by retweeting and responding to even some 
of her most craven trolls), and in private, by e-mailing and messaging her 
detractors. The New Yorker profile reveals the amount of labor a high-profile 
woman academic on social media expends simply in combating misogyny. 
This time and the emotional labor constitute expenditures not faced by male 
academics, or at least not to such a degree.

The risks are high for women academics to engage their critics online. 
The costs run even higher—their emotional equilibrium, their productivity 

Years.”
42. For an explanation of how institutional sexism affects the individual academic, 

see Bond, “sexism and nt scholarship.”
43. duggan, “online Harassment.”
44. rojas, “Mary Beard.”
45. gill’s column in the Spectator provides just one example. a google search will 

uncover many more, such as Liddle, “it’s not Misogyny.”
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derailed. These two factors combined (sexism in the academy and online 
harassment) create a climate that encourages women not to engage in public 
scholarship, especially in popular online media venues, such as blogs and 
social media. The risks and costs for women of color run even higher, as 
tressie McMillan cottom has documented in her article, “‘Who do you 
think you are?’: When Marginality Meets academic Microcelebrity”; Mc-
Millan cottom cites the substantial harassment and threats against several 
Black women academics, including history of christianity professor dr. 
anthea Butler.46

The Responsibilities of Universities

Finally, i wish to note how academic institutions affect these personal mark-
ers of authenticity. in the case of the gJW fragment, Harvard leveraged its 
status and reputation in order to “signal boost” king’s scholarship on the 
manuscript. However, after askeland and others raised questions about the 
manuscript’s authenticity, king and Harvard both became silent, reacting to 
virtually none of the news circulating on Facebook, twitter, and blogs about 
the manuscript. Harvard also did not publish the HTR article as originally 
planned. king was left in a bit of a lurch: on the forefront in the media about 
this controversial topic, yet unable to publish her work in HTR.

tressie McMillan cottom has written about higher education insti-
tutions’ desire for their faculty to produce public, accessible scholarship, 
and their simultaneous discouragement of such work. in her blog post, 
“everything but the Burden,” McMillan cottom charges that institutions es-
sentially fatten up their faculty before throwing them to the wolves. Public 
scholarship, media appearances, and public engagement bring prestige and 
accolades to an institution. They also bring controversy. McMillan cottom 
writes, “Basically, the scale of current media is so beyond anything aca-
demia can grasp that those with agendas get a leg up on pulling the levers of 
universities’ inherent conservativism.” When the inherent conservatism of 
the university kicks in, the public academic feels vulnerable and censured.47 
The stakes are higher for women and especially women of color than other 
faculty. and as anthony Le donne noted in his book, the online outrage 
machine was primed to react due to the very title given the papyrus. Writ-
ing about his participation on a panel i organized at the University of the 
Pacific, Le donne reflects, “What i learned from this experience is that the 
topic of ‘the wife of Jesus’ brings a host of expectations with it. This topic has 

46. McMillan cottom, “‘Who do You Think You are?’”
47. ibid.; see also McMillan cottom, “everything but the Burden.”
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been sold as a scandal for so long that people can’t help but be scandalized 
by it.”48

Harvard bears no small amount of responsibility in this controversy—
for winding it up and exposing king to the resulting maelstrom. as eva 
Mroczek observed, king was subject to derogatory remarks about her ap-
pearance and her character.49 although i do not know what happened at 
Harvard, i submit that Harvard did king a disservice by not publishing the 
HTR article right away alongside the work of some of the critics, by not 
releasing the collection history and provenance information, by neither 
encouraging king to participate in the online digital scholarship about the 
fragment nor providing some mechanism for other university representa-
tives to engage (and then supporting those who did), and by not addressing 
the ongoing social media conversation on the official Harvard gJW website 
and on social media itself.

From an outsider’s perspective, it appears that Harvard did protect 
king in the ways McMillan cottom argues all institutions must: by provid-
ing resources to deal with the wave of inquiries, academic freedom protec-
tions, and generally not throwing king under the bus (as arguably other 
institutions have done to their controversial faculty). However, Harvard 
protected its professor at a price, the price of privileging a model of aca-
demic knowledge production based on scarcity rather than one based on 
openness and abundance.50

conclusion: ceding the territory

Bonnie stewart’s research suggests that scholarship will increasingly happen 
online, including in social media circles, because scholars find these venues 
useful and productive.51 The groups of scholars who are practicing online 
scholarship do not always line up with the metrics of traditional academic 
credentialing. research is happening online. in this case, it grew primarily 
on social media and on blogs, particularly on a more conservative, evan-
gelical blog, but that was not the only location: on Facebook and twitter, 
scholars who did not identify as evangelical exchanged theories about the 

48. Le donne, Wife of Jesus, x.
49. Mroczek, “sexism.”
50. Here i take language from stewart’s analysis of online networked scholarly 

practices (“in abundance”).
51. stewart (“in abundance”) does note that academics on twitter have expressed 

concerns that institutions and other pressures are beginning to constrain the networked 
participatory scholarship they value.
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document. academics who dismiss social media and digital publishing do 
so at their own peril—especially scholars who dismiss the conservatism or 
tone of the blogs. to dismiss this work is to cede the territory of future 
scholarly conversation. The transformation of blog posts into the New 
Testament Studies issue on gJW proves that the landscape is shifting, and 
that the digital production of knowledge bears fruit in the more traditional 
academic publishing pipeline. For women scholars, the territory can be a 
treacherous one, but i would argue that that is all the more reason for self-
identified feminist, progressive scholars of early christianity and the new 
testament to engage online and support their female colleagues online, es-
pecially senior scholars. to leave this responsibility to women themselves or 
to early career scholars is unethical and does not contribute to the growth 
of knowledge in our field.

Finally, digital scholarship is pushing back against the habits of se-
crecy, seclusion, and private ownership upon which humanities scholarship 
is currently built: the scholar working in isolation until “ready” to present 
his/her work to the world, the anonymous peer review system, and mystery 
and dread about where many of our sources—especially in coptic—come 
from. Many of us have made our names studying colonized and/or stolen 
material. i know i will never look at newly-published and newly-discovered 
manuscripts in the same way again, and many of my colleagues have shared 
with me the same sentiment.

The digital, of course, is not synonymous with openness. in The Im-
manent Frame, kathryn Lofton argues that the digital is often “a place to 
hide.” she presses, “We may see the internet as an openness, an availability, a 
potential divulgence of privacy and overexposure of self. But what if it all is 
just song and dance relative to its basic proposition, namely that none of us 
never ever get to know what is really going on?”52 Lofton has a point: digital 
records are easily confused, altered, and used to misdirect. The digital, as i 
have argued here, is also a place to bully, a place to force someone (especially 
a woman) into hiding. We delude ourselves, however, if we believe that the 
pillars of traditional academic work do not also frequently obscure “what is 
really going on.” The leaky Phd pipeline and our field’s publication records 
show that the traditional apparatus of the academic prestige economy has 
hidden quite a bit from our view. at this moment, i argue, to hide from the 
digital is to cede the territory to others who will then shape the contours of 
our field without us.

52. Lofton, “digital.”
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Slow Scholarship
Do Bloggers Rush in Where Jesus’ Wife Would 

Fear to Tread?

James F. McGrath

We live in an era in which information flows quickly, sometimes too 
quickly. Christianity Today recently featured an article about the problem 
of christians sharing fake news stories that came to their attention and 
were accepted uncritically.1 But the issue is not limited to religious com-
munities. i know a self-proclaimed skeptic who almost daily posts things on 
Facebook that are satire, but which he mistakes for real news. international 
news agencies have repeated “news” featured in the satirical newsmagazine 
the Onion. academics are not immune from this: there are few if any of 
us whose information-literacy skills are so well-honed that we could never 
find ourselves mistaking satire for factual reporting, falling for a hoax, or 
getting “rickrolled.” This chapter explores how this ever-quickening pace of 
information flow impacts scholars and the work we do, using the case of the 
Gospel of Jesus’ Wife (gJW) as the primary example.

There have been reactions of protest to the ever-quickening pace of 
life; the “slow food movement” is one example. But despite the echo in the 
title, this chapter is not advocating a slow scholarship movement; rather, 

1. stetzer, “embarrassing Week.”
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it seeks to evaluate whether there is a point beyond which any increase in 
pace will result in a corresponding loss of scholarly rigor. even less will this 
chapter advocate for a print scholarship movement. i do not prefer physi-
cal papers (which slowly inch their way along in manila envelopes through 
campus mail) to e-mails. i do not long for the days when i had to make a 
trip to a library, use a card catalogue to try to find an item, and hopefully 
find it on the shelf, just in order to check a reference. i delight at the fact 
that i live in an era when i can often use google to track down in seconds a 
piece of information that might in the past have involved a literal slow boat 
to china. 

i believe that gJW provides a very interesting and important test case 
for some of the new ways we are approaching scholarship and scholarly 
interaction for a number of reasons. Perhaps most significantly, the major-
ity of bloggers appear to be right, and some were right all along, that this 
papyrus fragment was indeed a modern forgery. Bloggers have been at the 
forefront of reporting on the topic, seeking to pass along accurate infor-
mation to media outlets, and engaging in scholarly discussion about the 
papyrus fragment. The gJW case appears to vindicate biblioblogging as an 
approach to scholarship. so why is this essay voicing concerns and advising 
caution, even as the activity of blogging is moving further from the margins 
into the heart of the mainstream?

The case of gJW most certainly does provide evidence for the positive 
contribution of bloggers and blogging in the academy. But it is possible to 
draw that conclusion too quickly, and on the basis of insufficient evidence, 
even as some bloggers had done in the case of gJW’s authenticity. They 
may have been proven right in the long term. But the crucial point which 
must be made emphatically in this context is that it is not the rightness of 
conclusions which defines scholarship, but the methods whereby those right 
conclusions are drawn. When Philolaus the Pythagorean supposed that the 
earth moved around a central fire, because of the hierarchical relationship 
of fire to other elements in his system of thought, he was in a sense right 
that the earth was not the stationary center of things, and right again that 
something hot was at the center. But he was not right about these things for 
the right reasons.2 i am concerned that some bloggers happened to turn 
out to be right, after having made up their minds prematurely, before the 
evidence became available, and the arguments made about that evidence 
justified the conclusions that they drew.

2. on Philolaus’s astronomical system, and the assumptions that led to it, see 
Huffman, “Philolaus.”
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in other words, under a tongue-in-cheek title (of the sort you would 
probably expect from a blogger), this chapter addresses the nature of schol-
arly methods and scholarly epistemology, and asks what remains the same 
and what is different between the traditional print approach to scholarship 
and the new avenues opened to us through blogging. While there is reason 
for concern and caution, there is also reason for excitement at ways that 
blogging and other forms of online interaction can make our work not only 
quicker, but also more accurate, and ultimately more accessible. But i would 
argue that our blogging is only in genuine service of the academy and the 
public when we make sure that we blog as scholars, making our points in 
appropriate scholarly ways.

Let me elaborate in more detail with specific examples from the case 
of gJW.3 a good place to begin is with an outline sketch of the timeline 
whereby the news broke, the bloggers responded, and conclusions were 
drawn, as this information conveys very clearly the pace with which news 
travels and discussion unfolds in the biblioblogosphere. it was september 
18, 2012 when karen king made her presentation about the coptic papyrus 
fragment that depicts Jesus saying “My wife. . .”4 once the news broke, 
bloggers like Mark goodacre said what could be said safely at that stage, 
indicating that the text (1) did not tell us anything about the historical Jesus, 
and that (2) while there was reason to be cautious if not indeed suspicious, 
sometimes genuine discoveries have included things some would consider 
sensational.5 one thing that blogs allow us to do is to be very precise about 
the timing of posts. in this case, goodacre posted on his blog at 1:31am 
on september 19; clearly he was trying to get a balanced statement on the 
subject onto his blog as quickly as possible, even if that meant burning the 
midnight oil and beyond.

Yet even earlier, at some point on the very same day the news broke, a 
blogger named Jim West had already dismissed the fragment as “rubbish” 
because of its unknown provenance.6 ironically, he wrote the following 
about the statements by scholars that were being reported in the media: “in 
short, what it shows is that even now, when people should know better, they 
still are more than willing to say more than can honestly and confidently be 

3. a useful timeline is maintained by Michael grondin at Question of Content; 
grondin, “Jesus’ Wife Fragment 2014”; and grondin, “Jesus’ Wife Fragment 2015.”

4. The existence of the text was announced more widely in Harvard Magazine 
(“new gospel”); see also the Harvard divinity school Gospel of Jesus’ Wife website 
http://gospelofjesusswife.hds.harvard.edu/.

5. goodacre, “gospel of Jesus’ Wife.”
6. West, “no, People.”
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said.” surely his own confidence at this very early stage itself represents a 
willingness to “say more than can honestly and confidently be said”?

By the evening of september 19, nicole Winfield of the associated 
Press had interviewed two papyrologists who both expressed doubts about 
the fragment’s authenticity.7 on september 19 and 20, tom Verenna posted 
twice on his blog, the first post indicating that gJW looked like a forgery, 
the second still inclining in that direction, but noting the still very good 
reasons to not jump to that conclusion on the basis of evidence currently 
available.8 on september 21, Francis Watson posted two pdfs on Mark 
goodacre’s blog, arguing that the work is most likely a forgery.9 rafael ro-
driguez in turn blogged about Watson’s article, under the title “a Verdict is 
in.”10 By the end of the day, andrew Brown was declaring the matter settled 
in the Guardian, even while getting key details incorrect in his reporting.11 

also on september 21, i joined the discussion, pointing out that Wat-
son’s arguments about the derivative character of the work applied equally 
well to authentic gospels. i stressed that Watson’s comparison of gJW to 
the Secret Gospel of Mark simply presumed the inauthenticity of the latter, 
and so hurt his case in the eyes of those who do not share his assumption.12 
on september 27, timo Panaanen provided me with a pdf to host on my 
blog space, which showed that the same method Watson had applied to 
gJW, purportedly showing it to be a forgery, could be applied with the same 
results to a verifiably authentic ancient papyrus.13 The argument whereby 
the most influential case had been made for inauthenticity at this stage was 
clearly flawed, as the evidence surveyed, while compatible with forgery, 
most certainly did not prove it in any meaningful sense. nonetheless, by 
the end of the month, the Vatican as well as various evangelical christian 
apologetics blogs were claiming with confidence that the text is a fake.14 

Let me stop my overview of the unfolding online reporting—on schol-
ars’ blogs and in the media—to focus in on this one particular moment. 
Within three days (and in some cases significantly less), there were scholars 

7. other than on the internet archive, one of the few places where this press release 
can still be found online is Jim West’s blog; see West, “and now the Motive.”

8. Verenna, “‘Wife of Jesus’ Fragment”; Verenna, “two days Later.”
9. Watson, “Fake gospel-Fragment”; Watson, “introduction and summary.” 
10. rodriguez, “Verdict is in.” He had not taken this view when he first shared the 

news about the papyrus the day before: rodriguez, “gospel of Jesus’ Wife.”
11. Brown, “Fake, claims expert”; Mark goodacre pointed out some of the errors 

in an update to his post sharing Watson’s article (“Fake gospel-Fragment”).
12. Mcgrath, “is the gospel of Jesus’ Wife a Fake?”
13. Paananen, “another ‘Fake’.”
14. o’Leary, “Fragment is a Fake.”
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who felt that they were in a position to comment with confidence on a 
question pertaining to a papyrus which had not been subjected to scientific 
testing, which they had not studied in person, and about which experts in 
papyrology had expressed a range of opinions. They did so on the basis of 
what i hope we can agree are problematic arguments. The fact that the writ-
ing on the papyrus was not that of professional quality does not tell us about 
its antiquity or recent production. nor does the presence of grammatical 
and other errors. Those of us who study ancient artifacts, such as magic 
bowls from Mesopotamia, know that there were people throughout history 
who had learned enough writing to produce and sell such objects to oth-
ers, but whose writing on the bowls ranged from meaningless combinations 
of letters to awkwardly and inaccurately-copied versions of the composi-
tions of others. one might call these “forgeries”—and to his credit, Watson 
acknowledged in his article that gJW could have been an ancient forgery 
rather than a modern one, but his article nonetheless ran together those two 
possibilities, which scholars of antiquity ought to keep separate, and should 
want to ensure that the wider public can also keep separate. to my knowl-
edge, no scholar was suggesting that gJW was an early work that might 
answer the historical question of whether Jesus was married. The only ques-
tion was whether the papyrus might provide evidence of what some people 
believed in later centuries about Jesus and his wife. a work like the Gospel of 
Philip, which depicts Jesus and Mary Magdalene as kissing frequently on the 
[lacuna] (63.35–36), can be categorized as an “ancient forgery” in the sense 
that it is a work from a later time, pretending to be written by an individual 
named Philip who had lived earlier. But ancient forgeries are of great value 
to historians and scholars for the things they tell us about the people who 
forged them and the context in which they considered it worth doing so. 
and so even to risk giving the impression that the choice was between the 
work being a historically authentic account of the life of a married Jesus or 
a forgery (ancient or modern), which is thus of little or no value, is to fail 
to accurately convey scholarly nuance in what is communicated. and while 
the press has a notorious history of being resistant to such nuance and preci-
sion, it is crucial that we try to convey it nevertheless.

Blogs would later present evidence that seems to demonstrate beyond 
reasonable doubt that gJW is indeed a forgery. But the fact that subsequent 
evidence and study demonstrated this does not justify the premature as-
sertion, based on inadequate evidence and unconvincing arguments, that 
the matter had already been settled. it is arguable that galileo galilei did 
harm to his own case (as well as that of others) for heliocentrism when he 
claimed that the tides provided proof of the earth’s rotation. His critics cor-
rectly saw the problems with this claim, and this affected their impression 
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of his overall case.15 The fact that he used bad arguments in his case for a 
conclusion that nevertheless proved to be correct, and had a tendency to 
belittle and insult those who disagreed with him, certainly makes galileo a 
historical example from which bloggers ought to learn, prone as we are to 
both these shortcomings. and so the issue is not merely procedural but also 
practical. if we jump too hastily to conclusions, bolstered by flawed argu-
ments, it may undermine the credibility of our views—and may continue to 
do so even later, when other, better evidence and arguments shows that our 
initial hunch was correct all along.

Would anything have been lost if scholars in those first few days had 
consistently emphasized that forgery was a real possibility; that scientific 
testing needed to be done but that, even if the papyrus and the ink were 
ancient, such testing would not exclude the possibility of forgery; and that 
even if the text was an authentic ancient fragment, it was one from long after 
the time of Jesus and thus told us about beliefs in those times, and not about 
Jesus himself? and was anything gained by jumping to a conclusion so hast-
ily, before the evidence justified it? My own view is that because scholarship 
is characterized by rigorous methods, it is to our credit when we openly 
acknowledge that certain views we hold are hunches, and that we still await 
the results of further investigation to show whether or not our instincts are 
as good as our methods. it will also make it easier to change our minds if 
further evidence comes to light which should lead us to do so.

it is worth listing the bloggers of whom i am aware who commented 
even briefly on this matter within those first few days after the news about 
the papyrus broke, since it gives a sense of the impressive speed and col-
laborative attention in the response of scholars and of others who regularly 
read and engage with scholars’ blogs. They are: Paul Barford, allan Bevere, 
Mike Bird, John Byron, stephen carlson, steve caruso, Jim davila, april 
deconick, Bart ehrman, Jeffrey garcia, Mark goodacre, chuck grantham, 
Larry Hurtado, Ferrell Jenkins, dirk Jongkind, Brian LePort, timo Paanan-
en, stephen Prothero, rafael rodriguez, gavin rumney, ken schenck, 
James tabor, tom Verenna, dan Wallace, Joel Watts, Jim West, and Ben 
Witherington.16 While not all of the above are scholars or even students 
in a relevant field, the list still features an impressive number of names of 
not merely scholars, but well-known scholars with an international reputa-
tion. all of the aforementioned individuals commented within a week of 
the news breaking, and used blogs to do so. surely this is a noteworthy mo-

15. see further shea, “galileo’s claim,” 111–27; Finocchiaro, Routledge Guidebook, 
215–56.

16. Mcgrath, “is the gospel of Jesus’ Wife a Fake?”
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ment in the history of scholarship, whatever one may think of the specific 
conclusions drawn or points made.

returning to our survey of the unfolding events, on october 11, an-
drew Bernhard posted a pdf article with the title “How The gospel of Jesus’s 
Wife Might Have Been Forged: a tentative Proposal.”17 on october 16, 
making reference to Bernhard’s article, andrew Brown wrote on the subject 
in The Guardian once again, declaring that “it’s been fairly clear for weeks 
that the papyrus fragment known as the ‘gospel of Jesus’s wife’ was a mod-
ern fake.”18 i want to highlight the contrast between these two online pub-
lications. note Bernhard’s tentativeness—emphasized in the title—despite 
having very insightful evidence and arguments which would be vindicated 
later.19 also to be noted is what Bernhard had to say about the process of 
how this matter was handled through online venues. Bernhard told Live Sci-
ence that the involvement of the internet in the release of information and 
scholarly interaction was a significant step forward: “My personal opinion 
is that karen king and Harvard Theological Review have significantly im-
proved the traditional peer review process by utilizing the internet. in fact, 
this could potentially be a watershed moment in the history of scholarship 
where the academic process becomes more open and transparent.”20 This 
claim too seems to have been vindicated. it would take two to three years 
for these matters to be addressed in the traditional print format of scholarly 
journals.21 even then, many of us have read the articles in Harvard Theologi-
cal Review and New Testament Studies online. and the print articles were in 
almost every instance interacting with the earlier online discussion; in some 
cases they were simply more developed versions of those online articles and 
blog posts.

There is a longstanding precedent in other fields to this approach of 
academic discussion beginning online in a similar manner to what we have 
documented here.22 in physics and other fields of science, drafts of work 
have been shared on the online repository arXiv (or its predecessor) since 

17. Bernhard, “tentative Proposal.”
18. Brown, “Very Modern Fake.”
19. Bernhard, “Patchwork”; see also Bernhard, “Patchwork (recap)” and additional 

discussion in askeland, “grondin’s interlinear.”
20. Brynner, “authenticity tests.”
21. see the april 2014 HTR issue and the July 2015 NTS issue. see also Baden and 

Moss, “curious case”; Pattengale, “Hoax Fell apart.”
22. anne Mahoney recently wrote, “classicists can take digital humanities (dH) for 

granted. We are all familiar with projects like the tLg, Perseus, the Bibliotheca neo-
Latina, and even BMcr itself ” (review of klein, Interdisciplining).
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the early 1990s.23 These are not peer reviewed (although there is oversight of 
submissions to ensure relevance), and the appearance online of pre-publica-
tion copies of works apparently does not prevent subsequent publication in 
print. indeed, it is arguable that the feedback received on drafts plays an im-
portant role in the quality of the finalized published versions—or whether 
the research is continued at all. in January of this year, that site celebrated 
the posting of its millionth paper.24 The closest we have had in our fields is 
arguably the academic conference—and the parallel is even closer for some 
of us who, for a good many years now, have participated in sessions for 
which digital copies of papers have been circulated in advance, allowing 
for them to be read and not merely heard, and for them to be reflected on, 
facilitating not only more but better discussion and feedback.25

The digital dissemination of scholarship is connected to another as-
pect of this topic, since an online source is thought to have been used by the 
person who forged gJW. andrew Bernhard, in his article in NTS, acknowl-
edged that each suspicious detail could have a legitimate plausible explana-
tion in an authentic text, and that it is the combination of these features that 
makes it most likely that gJW is a forgery: “no genuinely ancient writing 
would be likely to compress so many suspicious textual features into just 
eight short, partial lines of text. gJW is better understood as a modern forg-
ery that contains numerous indications of its recent origin: all five notable 
textual features can be explained well as the result of a forger’s dependence 
on ‘grondin’s interlinear.’”26 if online discussion played a decisive role in the 
case for the work being a forgery, online material may also have played a 
crucial role in the forgery itself.

Michael grondin’s website has been very useful to scholars, and so it is 
also worth noting that grondin is a computer programmer with an interest 
in the Gospel of Thomas but has no degrees that relate directly to the study of 
that text.27 The internet, it has been said, democratizes knowledge—anyone 
can create a blog or website on any topic they wish. some have decried this 
as creating a free-for-all in which expertise counts for nothing. Yet far from 
representing a departure from historic scholarship, this shift is actually a 
return to something that was commonplace in earlier eras. The prolifera-
tion of experts in crowded research areas has, in recent decades, tended to 

23. ginsparg, “twenty Years ago.” 
24. noorden, “arXiv Preprint server.”
25. The conference that led to the production of the present volume is itself an ex-

ample of this procedure being followed.
26. Bernhard, “textual evidence,” 354.
27. see grondin’s website for more information: http://gospel-thomas.net/s_per-

snl.htm.
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marginalize those outside the academy, with very few exceptions. But we 
are all presumably aware of some famous instances of crucial work done 
by people who would be dismissed as amateurs in our time. For instance, 
would darwin even be given a hearing by modern biologists given that he 
only earned an undergraduate degree, and even then in theology rather 
than biology?28 and arguably the most important work on the Mandaeans 
in the twentieth century was undertaken by ethel stephana drower, who 
was an autodidact in the relevant fields. But living in iraq, she made friends 
with the Mandaeans and acquired the most important collection of Man-
daean manuscripts for the Bodleian Library in oxford, wrote what is still 
the go-to survey of the Mandaeans, published the only translations in eng-
lish of a number of Mandaean texts, and published articles and reviews in 
mainstream scholarly journals. today such an “independent scholar” might 
find it much harder to get a hearing, perhaps because the internet has made 
us more aware of how many cranks there are around, but also because there 
are so many scholars within the academy vying for spots in publications and 
conferences that there is less room for anyone else. nonetheless, in the case 
of gJW, and also in discussion of Secret Mark, we have seen the important 
role played not only by professional academics who blog, but also people 
whose interest in ancient religious texts is not connected directly to their 
qualifications or profession.29

another point that is relevant in the consideration of this new ap-
proach to scholarship online is the penchant for online articles and blog 
posts, even those with substantial scholarly content, to contain snide or of-
fensive remarks which would be unlikely to make it into a peer-reviewed 
print journal article—or even be included in a submission to such a venue. 
For instance, the conclusion of Francis Watson’s online article reads:

The Jesus of the secret gospel [of Mark] likes to consort 
naked with young men at night, while seeming hostile to 
women. By contrast, the new gospel fragment has Jesus speak 

28. Jump (“Watson and crick”) suggests that even Watson and crick, who had 
relevant qualifications and who famously proposed the double helix structure of dna, 
would have found it hard to get that idea published if they were seeking to do so in our 
time.

29. another oddity related to blogs and publications on this topic is when i was 
cited in an article on gJW by david kim (“reconsidering”). The bibliography has a 
link under my name to Francis Watson’s pdf article hosted on Mark goodacre’s blog! 
errors happen in print scholarship as well as electronic, but it is worth mentioning that 
the blog format—in which there can be guest posts and hosted articles—may make 
confusion of this sort more common. also noteworthy is the small amount of print 
publications cited in kim’s bibliography.



McGrath—slow scholarship 335

disconcertingly of “my wife.” Has this new heterosexual Jesus 
been created to complement smith’s homosexual one?30

i am not sure which is more problematic: the homophobic mischaracteriza-
tion of what Secret Mark depicts, or the suggestion that merely by depicting 
Jesus as heterosexual (which apparently is disconcerting), gJW might be 
offering a deliberate counterpart to Secret Mark. arguably worse still, chris-
tian askeland, in a blog post that offered what many of us consider the deci-
sive evidence that gJW was a forgery (showing as it did that the Lycopolitan 
gospel of John text which accompanied it was written in the same hand 
and follows the line breaks of a print edition) managed to distract from the 
substantive matters by referring to the text as the “ugly sister” of Jesus’ wife.31 
The title of the post was eventually changed as a result of feedback, but the 
matter still drew attention.32

But let us set aside matters such as the casual tone of most blogs, which 
one can also find in conference papers (which, as i have already said, i con-
sider the closest historic analogue in our field to substantive blog posts), and 
return once again to the most crucial point, which is not the speed at which 
scholarship moved in the case of gJW, so much as the speed with which 
particular scholarly proposals came to be treated as definitive, not only by 
the media, but by other scholars. in the traditional workings of scholarship, 
the appearance of a new article would typically mark either the beginning 
of a conversation or its continuation, and only very rarely its definitive end, 
and that after much consideration of its merits. We are aware that our work 
as academics moves constantly between two poles, that of consensus-build-
ing and consensus-challenging. We seek to break new ground, but we know 
that our points of agreement as an academic community are more likely to 
be correct, and the correctness or otherwise of our new proposals must be 
evaluated by the scholarly guild as a whole. 

and so let me pose the question in epistemological terms: at what 
point if any could we appropriately say that we knew that gJW is a mod-
ern forgery? When i ask about our knowledge, i mean in the sense that our 
scholarly conclusion was adequately justified. The epistemology of scholar-
ship has been a focus of significant discussion in recent years, in particu-
lar in relation to the digital Humanities.33 if we set the bar too high, then 
perhaps even now we do not yet know with absolute certainty that gJW is a 

30. Watson, “Fake gospel-Fragment.”
31. askeland, “Jesus Had a sister-in-Law.”
32. see Mroczek, “sexism.”
33. see for instance schon, “knowing-in-action”; cecire, “introduction”; ramsay 

and rockwell, “developing Things”; kitchin, “Big data”; Liu, “Theses.”
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forgery. it seems extremely likely based on current evidence, to be sure, but 
how likely does it need to be for us to speak of knowledge? and is input from 
a significantly larger number of experts necessary before we can be not just 
confident but, for all intents and purposes, certain?

consensus-building takes time. as we teach students to inquire into 
the scholarly consensus as a starting point for their own research, the ques-
tion arises as to where is best to look in order to find out what the consensus 
of experts is on a particular matter. to what extent do scholarly blogs give 
the public a clear sense of the scholarly consensus on any given topic? if 
those scholars who happen to blog also tend to have views that are a minor-
ity stance in the guild, could that lead to misperception by readers outside 
of the field? to give but one example, i sometimes get the sense that skepti-
cism about the classic four-source solution to the synoptic Problem (the Q 
hypothesis) is more common in the biblioblogosphere than in the academy 
more generally. to the extent that not all scholars blog, will those who do 
blog have an undue influence in shaping the impression amongst the media 
and the general public of what scholars think?

This ought not to concern us too much. The bigger issue is how to con-
vey to the public that attempts to further knowledge, whether on blogs or in 
peer-reviewed articles, will often be seeking to challenge a consensus. read-
ing just one publication, whether it be a blog post or a peer-reviewed article, 
in many instances will not convey a sense of what the scholarly consensus 
is. in seeking to distinguish scholarship from other voices online, we have 
rightly pointed to peer review as distinctive of the scholarly enterprise. But 
it seems that, in turn, we also need to make clear that peer review does not 
guarantee that the viewpoint expressed or conclusions drawn are correct; 
that judgment requires the further steps of discussion, evaluation, response, 
counterargument, and consensus-building that are also key features of the 
scholarly endeavor.

since that process is so crucial, we may take delight in the possibility 
that blogs and other online forums may speed things up considerably. When 
it comes to the process of academic publication and dialogue, there is noth-
ing inherently positive about taking a long time. no-one, i am sure, thinks 
that the lengthy process and tedious delays before the dead sea scrolls fi-
nally became available is preferable to the process around gJW. i am not 
advocating for us to move more slowly, but to move as quickly as we can 
while still being careful. nor has print scholarship always moved at a snail’s 
pace. For example, after the publication of e. P. sanders’ seminal work Paul 
and Palestinian Judaism, four reviews by major scholars appeared within the 
following year, and many scholars seemed to be aware very quickly that a 
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landmark publication had taken place.34 it might be interesting to speculate 
as to what this example might have looked like if it happened now, in our in-
ternet era. Would sanders’ 600+ pages have worked as a series of blog posts? 
if sanders had blogged on his points while working on the book, his posts 
certainly would have appeared over time as they were written, rather than 
all at once. and with blog posts one does not usually go back and polish a 
previous post; instead, one writes a new one, and the effect of such rewrit-
ing on the persuasiveness of one’s arguments has not, to my knowledge, 
been studied. if the entire argument of the book had appeared in a series of 
blog posts, would it have seemed as persuasive? and how might the reviews 
have impacted things, if they too had appeared on blogs? Presumably there 
would have been interaction throughout the series, but would the interac-
tions, and the reactions of the scholarly community as well as of religious 
groups, have been the same?

turning to another example, what might have unfolded in the blogo-
sphere if codex sinaiticus had been discovered in our time? Larry Hurtado 
mentioned constantine simonides on his blog in connection with the dis-
cussions of gJW.35 simonides, a famous forger, claimed to have forged co-
dex sinaiticus, which tischendorf discovered at st. catherine’s Monastery 
in the nineteenth century. Lest this seem too speculative an undertaking, i 
would point out that, unbeknownst to most academics, debates continue 
on blogs between christian apologists about the authenticity of codex 
sinaiticus to this very day, with the case for its inauthenticity championed 
in particular by members of the king James only movement.36 if the mat-
ter were not something considered to be long settled among scholars, but 
was something that appeared as breaking news, how might scholarly blog-
gers have reacted to this sensational find, which was followed in turn by 
a confession from a renowned forger that he had produced the artifact? i 
will not try to apply to the methods used by bloggers in analyzing gJW to 
sinaiticus in detail—it is not, at any rate, a precisely parallel situation. But 
i suspect that some of us might have considered the sensational character 
of the find, coupled with the confession of the forger, to settle the matter. it 
would be worth looking closely at precisely what persuaded scholars of the 
authenticity of codex sinaiticus, and what would be involved in the same 
kind of evidence being found persuasive in the context of online discussion 
and interaction today, whether about gJW or something else.

34. see the reviews by dahl, sandmel, caird, and Jacob neusner.
35. Hurtado, “Master Hoaxer.”
36. Pack, “codex sinaiticus.”
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What about Secret Mark? in this case, we have stephen carlson, a 
blogger who has also published a book on that specific subject.37 and so 
this is not a purely theoretical case, but one in which we can ask about the 
role of blogging in relation to print scholarship. in this instance, however, 
there is far, far less agreement among scholars about the question of forgery 
vs. authenticity than in the case of sinaiticus. a google search for “secret 
gospel of Mark” turns up many blogs among the first two pages of results, 
with a mix of arguments for authenticity and inauthenticity—perhaps 
representing quite well the lay of the scholarly land on this topic. it would 
be another interesting thought experiment, to consider how the situation 
might be similar or different if the news about the discovery of Secret Mark 
broke for the first time in the present day. We would surely have accusations 
of forgery, but perhaps the matter might have been resolved more satisfac-
torily if Morton smith himself had had the opportunity to write a guest blog 
post responding to stephen carlson’s accusations, as well as those of others.

Looking at this case, another issue arises related to blogging and online 
scholarship: the penchant of online scholarship to later disappear from the 
internet. andrew Bernhard’s name has been mentioned already in connec-
tion with gJW, but he also at one point had materials online related to Secret 
Mark. His current website, however, does not include those pages, and the 
internet archive suggests they disappeared from the web in the late 1990s.38 
Blogs and other web pages are notorious for being ephemeral, but residual 
copies of materials that have since been updated and improved continue to 
be accessible, if one knows where to look for them. scholarship depends 
on our ability to access work that was done previously and to build upon 
it. if finding print copies of articles and books is much more tedious and 
time-consuming than accessing them online, the ease and speed of access to 
blog posts and online pdfs will not be an advantage if those things disappear 
from the web completely, unobtainable even through interlibrary loan.

Blogging is simply a format of online publication, which can serve to 
make available anything from pictures of cats to scholarly arguments. The 
same things can be found in print, although much less frequently are they 
found side-by-side in the same publication. But the fact that hobbies and 
humor may appear on blogs alongside reflections on ongoing research and 
commentary on breaking news about archaeological finds has, for some of 
us, created a genuine sense of getting to know one another as people via 
the internet. given the penchant for rancor and insult in online venues, 

37. carlson, Gospel Hoax.
38. For those who may be interested, the materials are accessible via the internet 

archive at https://web.archive.org/web/19981205133918/http://www.teleport.com/ 
~cabern/andrew/translations/secret_mark.html/. 
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the potential benefit of something that leads us to recognize one another—
and thus hopefully treat one another—as real human beings, offsets, in my 
mind, the potential disadvantages of the mixing of frivolity and scholarship 
on blogs and other social media.

in conclusion, i want to very briefly propose that scholars who main-
tain an online presence ought to work together to determine how best to 
achieve the aim of preserving scholarly rigor while coupling it with the 
greater speed possible through the harnessing of current and future tech-
nology. The following elements seem to me to be of particular importance 
and urgency:

1. More participation: one of the strengths of the academy is 
that it has participants around the world, who all look in 
some standard places for the research carried out by oth-
ers. to have that strength as part of online scholarship, we 
need a much larger number of scholars involved in blogging, 
present on social media, and participating in the scholarly 
process online.

2. More caution: a day or two, in my opinion, is unlikely to 
ever be an appropriate amount of time in which to draw a 
definitive conclusion about a serious subject. But even when 
drawing a tentative conclusion, we need to be aware that me-
dia reports are often inaccurate, photographs do not always 
give an accurate impression of artifacts, and that in other 
ways we may not yet have access to the information that we 
need. and, to the extent that we comment day-by-day as 
things unfold, we need to be an example in our willingness 
to change our minds as newly-available evidence makes a 
compelling case for our doing so.

3. More openness and accessibility: to the extent that we can 
make our publications available online, not just on blogs but 
institutional repositories and open-access peer-reviewed 
journals, we can allow interaction not just with blog posts 
but with full-fledged articles online.

Blogging and online publication and interaction have already had a 
transformative impact on scholarship, and i am excited about the many 
ways that technology will enhance what we do in the future, in ways that 
we have yet to imagine. in the meantime, i hope that we can work together 
to make sure that rather than imposing an arbitrary speed limit on scholar-
ship which does nothing but slow us down, we can move quickly but col-
laboratively. We have more insight together than we do alone. By drawing 
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conclusions too quickly as individuals, and by hearing only select voices 
(whether by choice or because other scholars are not participating in online 
discussion), we risk losing that which gives scholarship its strength. The 
good news is that none of those things is a necessary part of blogging and 
online interaction. and so all it should take in order for us to preserve the 
historic strengths of scholarship and combine them with the greater speed 
that the internet makes possible, is for us to make a concerted effort to do 
so. We have not always seen that happen, but we can surely find examples 
to show how similar shortcomings have been evidenced in the past in print 
scholarship too. The academy is what academics make it, and i for one am 
more thrilled than worried by the positive things we have seen as academics 
have come together and joined forces to investigate and expose a forgery, 
across wide distances of geography as well as ideology, in ways that could 
not be achieved as easily, as quickly, or as effectively in the past. it is my 
hope that the next time a major discovery—authentic or forged—makes 
headlines, we will see a response that includes all the positive elements in 
the response to gJW, while surpassing what we achieved in that instance in 
terms of caution, scholarly interaction, accuracy of reporting, judiciousness, 
and effectiveness in conveying our scholarly insights to the media and to the 
wider public.
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Jesus’ Wife, the Media,  
and The Da Vinci Code

Mark Goodacre

it is now beyond reasonable doubt that the Gospel of Jesus’ Wife (gJW) is 
a modern forgery. articles in the July 2015 issue of New Testament Studies1 
crystallized and carried forward arguments that had been appearing in 
blogs and other online venues for many months, arguments that made it 
clear that gJW could not have come from antiquity.2 Under such circum-
stances, attention inevitably turns away from the ancient historical context 
at first thought to shed light on the fragment,3 and instead focuses on the 
contemporary context that helps to make sense of the reaction to it.4 

1. NTS 61/3 (July 2015). This issue of New Testament Studies was essentially a re-
sponse to the volume of Harvard Theological Review that was devoted to the fragment, 
HTR 107/2 (april 2014). The key article in the latter is king, “‘Jesus said to them.’”

2. For the blog response, see the many posts gathered under NT Blog: gospel of 
Jesus’ Wife (http://ntweblog.blogspot.com/search/label/gospel of Jesus Wife/), which 
also provides a live history of the discussion. see too James Mcgrath’s chapter in this 
volume (ch. 16).

3. see especially king, “‘Jesus said to them,’” 149–52. By the “fragment,” here and 
throughout, i am referring to gJW and not simply the papyrus scrap that it was written 
on. The papyrus itself appears to date from the eighth century. on the material issues, 
see krutzsch and rabin, “Material criteria.”

4. in her most recent comment on the fragment, karen king (in the Queries and 
comments section of BAR 41/5 [sept./oct. 2015]) notes that “so far the academic re-
sponse to the gospel of Jesus’ Wife fragment has been almost solely concerned with 
questions of forgery, but little with interpretation of its meaning—either in antiquity or 
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When gJW was announced in the media, journalists found it difficult 
to resist associating it with dan Brown’s 2003 novel The Da Vinci Code, even 
if the association often took place in contexts that attempted to generate 
some degree of distance between the new fragment and the recent fiction. 
The Boston Globe, for example, one of the three newspapers granted special 
access to the news about the fragment in september 2012,5 wrote:

The notion that Jesus may have been married, considered heret-
ical by the catholic church, has long captivated artists and con-
spiracy theorists. The success of dan Brown’s 2003 international 
best-seller, “The da Vinci code,” which posits that the catholic 
church covered up the marriage and progeny of Jesus and Mary 
Magdalene, testifies to its potency in the popular imagination.6 

The New York Times similarly concluded its article announcing the discov-
ery with an allusion to the plot of Brown’s novel:

The notion that Jesus had a wife was the central conceit of the 
best seller and movie “The da Vinci code.” But dr. king said 
she wants nothing to do with the code or its author: “at least, 
don’t say this proves dan Brown was right.”7

For many in the media, the association between the newly published frag-
ment and The Da Vinci Code was instant and irresistible. Journalists were 
quick to draw attention to the parallel. it became part of the story, an all-
too-rare example of history imitating popular culture. The popularity of The 
Da Vinci Code was providing the ideal cultural context for the enthusiastic 
reception of gJW.8

since some academics might be inclined to underestimate the role 
played by popular culture on the media reception of scholarly claims, it 
is worth remembering the huge impact made by The Da Vinci Code. its 
commercial success was massive. in its year of release, 2003, it was only 

today” (8, italics added). The present piece is an attempt at looking at the contemporary 
cultural context of the reception of gJW.

5. The other two were the New York Times and Harvard Magazine. The Smithsonian 
also carried a special feature in association with the (then) forthcoming documentary. 
see further below.

6. Wangsness, “Historian’s Finding.”
7. goodstein, “Historian says.”
8. The striking match was not lost on dan Brown’s official publicists, who declared 

on his website that “new scientific evidence further supports the premise of The Da 
Vinci Code” (The Official Website of Dan Brown: News [http://www.danbrown.com/
news]).
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outsold by Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix,9 and the 2006 film 
adaptation directed by ron Howard had a worldwide theatrical box office 
of $767.8 million.10 Public interest in The Da Vinci Code was so great that 
several academics wrote books to help readers to navigate their way through 
the claims made in and around it, not least of which was the claim that Jesus 
was married to Mary Magdalene. By 2005, there were already four major 
scholarly refutations of the book’s claims,11 all of them highly sceptical of 
the idea that Jesus was married to Mary.

When gJW emerged in 2012, it did so against the backdrop of the 
Da Vinci Code phenomenon. But while news reports attempted to gener-
ate interest in the new fragment by appealing to The Da Vinci Code, these 
appeals often functioned to create some distance from dan Brown’s novel. 
readers were being reassured that this is a serious scholarly claim and not 
sensationalism. The journalists, and the academics they are quoting, men-
tion The Da Vinci Code in order to express their intellectual superiority to 
those who struggle to distinguish history from fiction. Thus The Guardian, 
for example, quoted oxford professor diarmaid Macculloch’s disdainful re-
mark: “if this is genuine, it is fantastically interesting and the first reference 
to Jesus and wife, but it was almost certainly written in the context of an 
early debate on the position of women in the church. it certainly doesn’t give 
carte blanche to the likes of dan Brown and the idiots who think like him.”12

The journalists’ concern was that the new fragment might be met with 
the kind of instant dismissal that regularly greets the sensationalist books 
and television documentaries. anxiety over sensationalism is explicit in 
the Smithsonian magazine article that acted as a companion piece to the 
(then) forthcoming smithsonian channel documentary. ariel sabar cau-
tioned readers: “But dan Brown fans, be warned: king makes no claim 
for its usefulness as biography. The text was probably composed in greek 
a century or so after Jesus’ crucifixion, then copied into coptic some two 
centuries later. as evidence that the real-life Jesus was married, the frag-
ment is scarcely more dispositive than Brown’s controversial 2003 novel, 
The Da Vinci Code.”13 in the same context, sabar notes that karen king 

9. Minzesheimer, “‘code’ deciphers interest.” Minzesheimer writes that “nine 
months after publication, there are 4.5 million copies in print.”

10. For detailed breakdown of figures for the Da Vinci Code movie, see The Numbers, 
“The da Vinci code” (http://www.the-numbers.com/movie/da-Vinci-code-The).

11. Bock, Breaking the Da Vinci Code; ehrman, Truth and Fiction; Price, Da Vinci 
Fraud; and Witherington, Gospel Code.

12. Bates, “did Jesus christ really Have a Wife?”
13. sabar, “inside story.” This online article is an earlier and slightly different 

version of what was later published as sabar, “gospel according to king.” The partial 
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shared this kind of instant reaction: “‘My reaction is, This is highly likely 
to be a forgery,’ king recalled of her first impressions. ‘That’s kind of what 
we have these days: Jesus’ tomb, James’s ossuary.’ she was referring to two 
recent ‘discoveries,’ announced with great fanfare, that were later exposed 
as hoaxes or, at best, wishful thinking. ‘ok, Jesus married? i thought, Yeah, 
yeah, yeah.’”14 Yet while some journalists and academics were attempting to 
place some distance between themselves and the Da Vinci Code generation, 
it soon became clear that others were using the fragment as confirmation of 
sensationalist views.15 to this extent, gJW was appealing directly to those 
for whom The Da Vinci Code was more than mere fiction. Filmmaker sim-
cha Jacobovici had argued in a 2007 documentary that the lost family tomb 
of Jesus had been found, and that it contained the ossuaries of both Jesus 
and his wife, Mary Magdalene. The tomb was located in talpiyot, a suburb 
of east Jerusalem, first excavated in 1980 and subsequently covered over 
when an apartment block had been built. The documentary had backing 
from James cameron, director of films like Titanic (1997), and its thesis was 
that the concatenation of names found on the ossuaries in the tomb bore 
so striking a resemblance to names connected with Jesus’ family, that it is 
highly probable that this is the lost family tomb of Jesus.16 For Jacobovici, 
gJW provided dramatic confirmation of his documentary’s claims.17 one of 
the elements that makes Jacobovici’s case so striking is his clear admiration 
for dan Brown’s novel, which he frequently references in a favourable way.18 

quotation is on p. 76.
14. sabar, “inside story”; and sabar, “gospel,” 80. king’s quoted reaction is to sen-

sationalist “discoveries” rather than to the content of gJW. as early as 2003, she had 
suggested, “it is true that from early on the possibility had existed that Mary Magdalene 
might emerge from the speculative fray as Jesus’ wife and lover” (Gospel of Mary of 
Magdala, 152–53). see further king, “Place of the Gospel of Philip.”

15. The terms “sensational,” “sensationalism,” and “sensational claims” are used 
here descriptively rather than polemically. simcha Jacobovici himself uses these terms 
in relation to The Da Vinci Code. see Jacobovici and tabor, Jesus Discovery, 33, 46 and 
129.

16. The Lost Tomb of Jesus (discovery channel, 4 March 2007). The associated 
book is Jacobovici and Pellegrino, Jesus Family Tomb. The website is The Jesus Fam-
ily Tomb (http://www.jesusfamilytomb.com/). For assessments of the case, see tabor, 
“tombs at talpiot”; goodacre, “Jesus discovery?”; and rollston, “talpiyot (Jerusalem) 
tombs.”

17. see especially Jacobovici and Wilson, Lost Gospel, 294–98.
18. For a discussion of simcha Jacobovici’s fascination with The Da Vinci Code 

and his conceptualizing of his own work as a “real life” version of The Da Vinci Code, 
see goodacre, “da Vinci code and the talpiot tomb.” note, for example, Jacobovici’s 
comments, in the video The Lost Tomb of Jesus and “The Da Vinci Code” (https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=6WWeB7oMtfi/): “so in a sense the Da Vinci Code has laid the 
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in the post-Da Vinci Code culture, Jacobovici was able to appeal to Jesus’ 
marriage to Mary Magdalene as a cultural given,19 a piece of information 
known and shared by the audience.20 There is a clear contrast here with the 
coverage of the same find in the British media in 1996, when Jesus’ marriage 
was not popular currency, and the news story made little impact.21 

This cultural climate in which Jesus’ marriage to Mary Magdalene 
is regarded as a natural, expected element in the discussion of christian 
origins is a recent phenomenon. There is a clear contrast between popular 
cultural expectations in the post-Da Vinci Code world and the expectations 
before it. in 1988, for example, there was some controversy over Martin 
scorsese’s Last Temptation of Christ, a film based on the 1953 book by nikos 
kazantzakis, in which Jesus is a tortured, anxious, self-critical character on 
a journey that involves the conversion of Mary Magdalene, a prostitute who 
is aligned with the woman taken in adultery from John 8. The controversy 
centers on the hallucination that takes up the last 35 minutes of screen time, 
in which Jesus is beckoned to come down from the cross by a young girl 
(British actress Juliette caton) to see the life that he could be leading, in-
cluding a sexual relationship with Mary Magdalene.

at this point, in 1988 (and still less 1953), the idea of a marriage 
between Jesus and Mary Magdalene had not yet taken root. it is still an 
outlandish idea, something that is only countenanced in a controversial 
narrative in which viewers are allowed to hear Jesus’ thoughts and to see 
his fantasies. The Last Temptation imagines Jesus’ sexual relationship with 
Mary, and her conception of a child with him, but it is a temptation that 

groundwork for this investigation in my film and the book . . . The Da Vinci Code is 
fiction, thrilling fiction. This is thrilling reality.”

19. For example: “in the post–Da Vinci Code era, the idea that Jesus had a wife 
and children is part of the popular imagination. There is also no question that secret 
societies have subscribed to this belief for centuries, if not millennia” (Jacobovici and 
Pellegrino, Jesus Family Tomb, 207).

20. There is a difference between The Jesus Family Tomb and the subsequent book, 
The Jesus Discovery, cowritten with James tabor. tabor was initially skeptical of the 
idea of Jesus’ marriage to Mary Magdalene (46) but later came to accept it and argue in 
favour of it (129–58).

21. The talpiyot tomb was discussed in a BBc 1 documentary, Heart of the Matter: 
The Body in Question, broadcast on 7 april 1996 (on easter day), and in an associated 
feature in The Sunday Times a week earlier (Bakewell, “tomb That dare not speak 
its Mind”). Bakewell has to explain the potential relationship between Jesus and Mary 
Magdalene: “The second Mary was not a problem. There is, as chris [chris Mann, 
the director of the documentary] was well aware, a reference in the gnostic gospel of 
Philip, a text from the beginning of the christian era found in egypt in 1945.” This is 
not, in 1996, an element in received popular opinion.
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Jesus ultimately rejects.22 The Last Temptation is not making a historical 
claim about Jesus’ marriage. it is attempting to make a theological statement 
about the nature of Jesus’ humanity. in late twentieth-century historical fic-
tion, Jesus of nazareth is not yet married to Mary Magdalene, and having 
sex with her is something that only takes place in his mind’s temptation.

at this point, the storyteller’s interest is still focused on the old West-
ern tradition that Mary Magdalene was a repentant prostitute.23 it is a mo-
tif that is present in practically all the english language Jesus films of the 
twentieth century, including King of Kings (dir. nicholas ray, 1961), The 
Greatest Story Ever Told (dir. george stevens, 1965), and Jesus of Nazareth 
(dir. Franco Zeffirelli, 1977).24 Mary Magdalene is harmonized with the 
woman of Luke 7:36–50, and sometimes also the woman caught in adultery 
of John 7:53—8:11. Moreover, andrew Lloyd-Webber and tim rice’s Jesus 
Christ Superstar, the film version of which was released in 1973 (dir. nor-
man Jewison), plays with the difficult sexual dynamics in the relationship 
between Jesus and the former prostitute Mary Magdalene, making Mary 
a star, and giving the viewer access to her inner turmoil.25 The premise of 
Mary’s predicament is that she is not in any kind of romantic relationship 
with Jesus, still less a marriage.

even as recently as the turn of the millennium, the idea of a married 
Jesus was uncommon in mainstream popular culture. in the american tele-
vision miniseries Jesus (dir. roger Young, 1999), for example, Jesus (Jeremy 
sisto) rejects the idea of marriage and its pre–Da Vinci Code pedigree is 
witnessed by the fact that the very question is discussed in relation to Jesus’ 
attraction to Mary of Bethany (stefania rocca) rather than Mary Magdalene 
(debra Messing), who in this film is still depicted as a prostitute. and in The 
Passion of the Christ (dir. Mel gibson, 2004), there is a last gasp for the idea 
that Mary Magdalene (Monica Bellucci) was the woman caught in adultery 
from John 7:53—8:11.26

22. Moreover, although Mary Magdalene conceives a child, she dies before it is 
born, and Jesus goes on to have a family with Mary and Martha.

23. The literature on the history of perceptions of Mary Magdalene is massive, but 
see especially king, Gospel of Mary of Magdala; Brock, Mary Magdalene; schaberg, 
Resurrection of Mary Magdalene; and de Boer, Gospel of Mary. These books all made 
a major contribution in changing perceptions of Mary Magdalene, especially among 
academics, but it is The Da Vinci Code that provided the engine for a change in percep-
tions about her in popular culture.

24. Godspell (dir. david greene, 1973) would be an exception but Mary Magda-
lene does not feature in the film.

25. The songs that develop the character and her relationship with Jesus are “What’s 
the Buzz?,” “strange Thing, Mystifying,” and “everything’s alright.”

26. The Passion of the Christ was released in the Usa on 25 February 2004. Filming 
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There were, of course, precedents for the idea of a marriage between 
Jesus and Mary. dan Brown did not invent the idea but drew on elements 
on the fringes of pseudo-historical scholarship of the late twentieth century, 
most obviously the conspiracy-laden The Holy Blood and the Holy Grail.27 
The key point, however, is that the idea only entered mainstream popular 
culture in the wake of the unprecedented success of The Da Vinci Code in 
2003. it is The Da Vinci Code that gives gJW its frisson, its cultural signifi-
cance, its media clout.

The fact that gJW is so congenial to the cultural context into which it 
was introduced in 2012 does not demonstrate that the fragment is a forgery. 
sometimes history has an uncanny way of imitating art, as when the titanic 
sank in 1912 in tragic, coincidental imitation of the 1898 novella The Wreck 
of the Titan, in which a ship called the “titan” sinks in the north atlan-
tic ocean after hitting an iceberg.28 or more recently, the Gospel of Judas 
emerged onto the scene after Judas, like Mary Magdalene, had become a 
figure of huge interest in popular culture.29 it could be the case, in principle, 
that gJW was this kind of discovery—a matter of remarkable, fortuitous 
timing. to press this point, though, would be to miss the significance of the 
ideal cultural context that the popular love of The Da Vinci Code provides. 

gJW successfully functions as a fragment that apparently provides 
confirmation for an idea that has enormous popular appeal: the idea that 
Jesus was married to Mary Magdalene.30 it is an idea that has had major 
cultural capital only in recent history, since dan Brown’s novel was pub-
lished in 2003. Popular culture’s obsession with The Da Vinci Code provided 
the ideal context for the reception of gJW. since it seems clear, on other 

took place in 2003, and the writing of the screenplay (by Mel gibson and Benedict 
Fitzgerald) predated that, so this is still in the pre-Da Vinci Code period.

27. Baigent, et al., Holy Blood and the Holy Grail. see too the earlier sensationalist 
investigation, donovan Joyce’s Jesus Scroll, in which Jesus survives the crucifixion, mar-
ries Mary Magdalene, fathers a child with her, and dies at the age of eighty at Masada. 
i am grateful also to Janet spittler for pointing out, in a response to this paper at the 
York symposium, that Jesus’ marriage is a common trope in Mormon literature. see 
her chapter below.

28. robertson, Wreck of the Titan. For a discussion of life imitating fiction in con-
nection to another contentious gospel, the Secret Gospel of Mark, see Pantuck, “solving 
the Mysterion,” and Francis Watson’s response, “Beyond reasonable doubt,” 5.

29. kasser and Wurst, eds., Gospel of Judas. nevertheless, the reception of the Gos-
pel of Judas is instructive in that it is arguable that the popular cultural rehabilitation 
of the character of Judas, which is rife in popular literature and films, influenced the 
cultural reception of the gospel, at first to provide ancient justification for a reconsid-
eration of Judas’s reputation.

30. gJW does not, of course, identify Mary as “Magdalene” but in the post–Da 
Vinci Code culture, others were quick to supply the name.
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grounds, that the fragment is of modern origin, perhaps its creator was also 
a fan of dan Brown.
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Responses to Mark Goodacre, James 
McGrath, and Caroline Schroeder  

on the Gospel of Jesus’ Wife
Janet E. Spittler

response to MArK go odAcre

Mark goodacre points to the enormous role that dan Brown’s novel The 
Da Vinci Code and ron Howard’s film adaptation have played in at least the 
media’s representation of the significance of the Gospel of Jesus’ Wife (gJW), 
and i heartily agree: The Da Vinci Code’s role can hardly be overestimated. i 
agree with goodacre, moreover, that “popular culture’s obsession with The 
Da Vinci Code provided the ideal context for the reception of gJW” (p. 347 
above) and share his suspicion that the forger had The Da Vinci Code in 
mind when producing the fragment.1 in response, however, i hope to both 

1. Like goodacre and (as far as i can tell) the majority of new testament schol-
ars, i have been convinced by the evidence and arguments pointing towards forgery. 
i suspect goodacre’s final comment on gJW (“perhaps its creator was also a fan of 
dan Brown,” p. 348 above) is in some respect tongue-in-cheek, but—if goodacre is 
correct that gJW was composed with The Da Vinci Code in mind—it is fair to ask what 
the forger’s particular attitude towards the novel and the notions therein is, and what 
his/her purpose in creating the forgery was. is s/he a “fan”? Was the purpose of the 
forgery to lend credence to an idea the forger approved of? or does s/he disapprove 
of the notion of Jesus’ marriage and/or Mary Magdalene’s prominence in the early 
church? could the forgery have been designed to be uncovered, intended as a device to 
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broaden and narrow goodacre’s focus: 1) broadening to include america’s 
long history with the notion of (and controversy concerning) a married 
Jesus (substantially longer than goodacre’s account indicates), and 2) nar-
rowing to look at a particular aspect of The Da Vinci Code—that is, the way 
it constructs the significance of Jesus’ marriage vis-à-vis feminism—as the 
primary “contribution” of the novel to our collective reaction to gJW.

Broadening the Focus: Jesus’  Wife in America

america’s history with the notion of a married Jesus reaches back a good 
bit further than the 1990s or even the last half of the twentieth century—
well before the publication of The Da Vinci Code and kazantzakis’ The Last 
Temptation of Christ. The idea is found in mid-nineteenth-century Mor-
mon circles, where a married Jesus, while never an official part of Latter-day 
saints doctrine, was a commonly held notion.2

The notion is evident as early as the 1840s, when Brigham Young 
seemed to understand Mary Magdalene as the wife of Jesus in a refer-
ence to the resurrection appearance in John 20: “she fell right down at his 
feet—every woman will come right to her husband’s feet same as Mary.”3 in 
1853, Jedediah grant, an Lds apostle and mayor of salt Lake city, claimed 
that Jesus was persecuted and ultimately crucified for his polygamy: “The 
grand reason why the gentiles and philosophers of his school persecuted 
Jesus christ, was, because he had so many wives: there were elizabeth, and 
Mary, and a host of others that followed him.”4 also in 1853, orson Pratt 

embarrass a prominent feminist scholar? or did the forger simply have the popularity 
of The Da Vinci Code in mind, hoping to capitalize (literally) on its success by selling 
a forged papyrus that seemed to tie in to the novel’s content? cf. christian askeland’s 
suspicions, note 53 below; see also Baden and Moss, “curious case.”

2. in this section i am indebted to turner, Mormon Jesus, especially pp. 217–46, 
as well as verbal and e-mail exchanges with kathleen Flake (richard Lyman Bushman 
chair of Mormon studies at the University of Virginia).

3. Brigham Young discourse of 27 december 1847, Box 1, Folder 61, gcM; 
quoted from turner, Mormon Jesus, 230.

4. Jedediah grant discourse of 7 august 1853, transcript by george d. Watt, in cr 
100 317, church History Library; this discourse was also published in Young, Journal 
of Discourses, 1:341–49, here 345; cited in turner, Mormon Jesus, 231. interestingly, 
grant here claims to be quoting celsus, whom he identifies as both a physician and a 
philosopher. as anthony Le donne has noted, grant here confuses (or, perhaps better, 
conflates) the second-century philosopher celsus (against whose The True Word ori-
gen later wrote) and the first-century physician aulus cornelius celsus (whose work 
De medicina is extant) (see Le donne, Wife of Jesus, 76–79). Watt’s transcript of the 
discourse perhaps reflects some of the confusion, when celsus is identified as “a physi-
cian in the age of the apostles,” the last phrase being crossed out and replaced with the 
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published a long essay titled “celestial Marriage,” offered in 12 monthly 
installments in The Seer. in the eleventh installment, Pratt finally takes up 
the notion of a married Jesus: “now let us enquire whether there are any 
intimations in scripture concerning the wives of Jesus.” 

Pratt is circumspect, but points (as Brigham Young did) to the resur-
rection appearances for traces of Jesus’ marital status:

The evangelists do not particularly speak of the marriage of 
Jesus; but this is not to be wondered at, for st. John says: ‘There 
are also many other things which Jesus did, the which, if they 
should be written every one, i suppose that even the world it-
self could not contain the books that should be written.’ (John 
21:25.) one thing is certain, that there were several holy women 
that greatly loved Jesus—such as Mary, and Martha her sister, 
and Mary Magdalene; and Jesus greatly loved them, and as-
sociated with them much; and when He arose from the dead, 
instead of first showing Himself to His chosen witnesses, the 
apostles, He appeared first to these women, or at least to one of 
them—namely, Mary Magdalene. now it would be very natural 
for a husband in the resurrection to appear first to his own dear 
wives, and afterwards show himself to his other friends. if all the 
acts of Jesus were written, we no doubt should learn that these 
beloved women were his wives.5

Pratt goes on to cite Psalm 45:8–9, translated as “all thy garments smell 
of myrrh, and aloes, and cassia: when thou comest out of the ivory pal-
aces, where they have made thee glad, kings’ daughters were among thine 
honorable WiVes.”6 Pratt argues that this verse refers to “the son of god 
and His Wives,” pointing to the previous two verses (Ps 45:7–8) and their 
interpretation as referring to Jesus in Hebrews 1:8–9, concluding, “Let it be 
remembered, then, that the son of god is expressly represented as having 
‘honorable Wives.’”7

superscript “first century” (cr 100 317, church History Library).
5. Pratt, “celestial Marriage,” 10:159.
6. ibid., italics original.
7. ibid., 160. Pratt then notes that his translation differs from the king James Ver-

sion: “king James’ translators were not willing that this passage should have a literal 
translation, according to the former english rendering, lest it should give countenance 
to Polygamy; therefore they altered the translation to honorable women instead of 
wives; but any person acquainted with the original can see that the first translators have 
given the true rendering of that passage.”
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Further, Pratt takes up the parable of the ten bridesmaids in Matthew 
25:1–13, arguing that the five wise virgins are not wedding guests, but “fe-
males who are to be married to the Bridegroom.” He concludes:

are not these five wise virgins the ‘honorable Wives’ which the 
Psalmist represents the son of god as having taken from among 
kings’ daughters? From the passage in the forty-fifth Psalm, it 
will be seen that the great Messiah who was the founder of the 
christian religion, was a Polygamist, as well as the Patriarch 
Jacob and the prophet david from whom He descended accord-
ing to the flesh. Paul says concerning Jesus, ‘Verily he took not 
on him the nature of angels; but he took on him the seed of 
abraham.’ (Heb. 2:16.) abraham the Polygamist being a friend 
of god, the Messiah chose to take upon himself his seed; and 
by marrying many honorable wives himself, show to all future 
generations that he approbated the plurality of Wives under the 
dispensations in which His Polygamist ancestors lived.8

in the final installment of the essay, Pratt includes the married christ as 
one of 15 “questions for the consideration of such of our readers as may be 
opposed to the plurality system”:

if polygamy is to be considered sinful under the gospel dispen-
sation, why did david speak of the honorable wives of the son 
of god himself and so particularly describe one of His Queens. 

8. Pratt, “celestial Marriage,” 11:172. Pratt’s essay on marriage is a fascinating 
read for scholars of the new testament. among his most interesting arguments for 
polygamy is a rather ingenious interpretation of 1 tim 3 in combination with 1 cor 
7. Pratt takes the command that deacons and bishops be married to “only one wife” as 
taking for granted the existence (and desirability) of a plurality of wives; Pratt under-
stands the limitation to one wife to reflect Paul’s quite practical understanding of the 
demands of polygamy (also at play, according to Pratt, in 1 cor 7): “Paul knew this to 
be the general disposition of mankind, and he knew that there were but a very few men 
to be found who would sacrifice houses and lands, wives and children, and everything 
else of an earthly nature for the sake of the gospel, therefore, he no doubt wrote his 
instructions to timothy to select those among the church members who had but one 
wife, as they would be much more free from care than those who had several wives and 
children depending on them for their support.” (“celestial Marriage,” 5:74). Further, 
Pratt notes the contradiction between 1 cor 7:8 (“to the unmarried and widows i say 
that it is well for them to remain unmarried as i am”) and 1 tim 5:14 (“i would have 
younger widows marry”), explaining that in corinth, where “divisions, contentions, 
fornications, brother going to law with brother, and various other evils existed,” Paul 
feared that few faithful might marry “wicked companions that would lead them away to 
destruction,” and thus, under those circumstances, felt that the avoidance of marriage 
altogether was preferable. elsewhere, however, “where such evils did not exist, it was his 
will that they should marry” (ibid.).
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Would christ sanction a sinful institution by his own practice? 
and then command his disciples to follow him?9

a third early Lds leader, orson Hyde, focused specifically on the ques-
tion of whether Jesus was married in a sermon delivered at the tabernacle 
on 6 october 1854 (printed in The Deseret on 19 october). Like Young, he 
points to Mary’s interactions with the resurrected Jesus in John 20, this time 
making the lexical argument that the terms used by Mary to refer to and 
address Jesus in this passage are in fact terms used by a wife of her husband. 
He concludes: “is there not here manifested the affections of a wife. Where 
will you find a family so nearly allied by the ties of common religion?”10 
Hyde anticipates objection: “‘Well,’ you say, ‘that appears rather plausible, 
but i want a little more evidence, i want you to find where it says the savior 
was actually married.’”11 Hyde claims that there is such a passage, which he 
will read aloud “or you might not believe my words were i to say that there 
is indeed such a scripture.”12 He then reads John 2:1–11, the wedding at 
cana, in the king James Version. Much like orson Pratt, Hyde suggests that 
the original meaning of the passage had been obscured by translation and, 
perhaps, editing:

gentleman, that is as plain as the translators or different coun-
cils over this scripture, dare allow it to go to the world; but the 
thing is there; it is told; Jesus was the bridegroom at the mar-
riage of cana in galilee, and he told them what to do. now there 
was actually a marriage; and if Jesus was not the bridegroom on 
that occasion, please tell who was. if any man can show this, 
and prove that it was not the savior of the world, then i will 
acknowledge i am in error.13

9. Pratt, “celestial Marriage,” 12:190.
10. Hyde, “Lecture, tabernacle,” 1. Hyde bases this argument on common english 

usage of the term “master,” noting, “in england we frequently hear the wife say ‘where 
is my master?’ she did not mean a tyrant, but as sarah called her husband Lord, she 
designated hers by the word master.” Hyde—who interestingly claims to have memo-
rized the Bible in english, german and Hebrew, but not greek—understands Mary’s 
reference to Jesus in 20:13 (“Lord” in the kJV and Hyde’s quotation) and her address in 
20:16 (“rabboni, which is to say, Master” in kJV and Hyde’s quotation) as equivalent to 
the english wife’s “master” with reference to husband.

11. ibid. note that this is a sermon, delivered at the tabernacle: does Hyde expect 
objections from within the Mormon congregation, or does the “you” here refer to an 
imagined outsider?

12. ibid.
13. ibid.
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Moreover, Hyde continues, Jesus’ marriage produced offspring, and their 
descendants may well survive to this day:

We say it was Jesus christ who was married; to be bro’t into the 
relation whereby he could see his seed, before he was crucified 
. . . i do not despise to be called a son of abraham, if he had a 
dozen wives; or to be called a brother, a son, a child of the savior 
if he had Mary, and Martha, and several others, as wives; and 
tho’ he did cast seven devils out of one of them, it is all the same 
to me.14 

Particularly notable in comparison with the The Da Vinci Code15 are Hyde’s 
speculations about Jesus’ children:

i shall say here, that before the savior died, he looked upon his 
own natural children, as we look upon ours; he saw his seed 
and immediately afterwards, he was cut off from the earth; but 
who shall declare his generation? They had no father to hold 
them in honorable remembrance; they passed into the shades 
of obscurity, never to be exposed to mortal eye as the seed of 
the blessed one. For no doubt had they been exposed to the eye 
of the world, those infants might have shared the same fate as 
the children in Jerusalem in the days of Herod, when all the 
children were ordered to be slain under such an age, with the 
hopes of slaying the infant savior. They might have suffered by 
the hand of the assassin, as the sons of many kings have done 
who were heirs apparent to the thrones of their fathers.16 

after Hyde spoke, Brigham Young (then President of the Lds) gave a re-
sponse, fully approving of its content (“i do not wish to eradicate any items 
from the lecture elder Hyde has given us this evening”), but quibbling with 
his interpretation of 1 tim 3.17

14. ibid.
15. see Brown, Da Vinci Code, 274–77. The character Leigh teabing explains, 

“Mary Magdalene was pregnant at the time of the crucifixion. For the safety of christ’s 
unborn child, she had no choice but to flee the Holy Land. With the help of Jesus’ 
trusted uncle, Joseph of arimathea, Mary Magdalene secretly traveled to France, then 
known as gaul. There she found safe refuge in the Jewish community. it was here in 
France that she gave birth to a daughter. Her name was sarah” (275).

16. Hyde, “Lecture, tabernacle,” 1.
17. Young, “remarks by President Brigham Young,” 2, cited by turner, Mormon 

Jesus, 233. Hyde had argued, much like Pratt, that 1 tim 3 restricts bishops and deacons 
to one wife (while implicitly acknowledging the desirability of more); Young takes 1 
tim 3 differently: “instead of my believing for a moment that Paul wished to signify to 
timothy that he must select a man to fill the office of a bishop that would have but one 
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Anti-Mormon Response

The sermons on Jesus’ marital status were not just read by members of the 
Lds community: these and other items printed in The Deseret were fre-
quently reprinted, excerpted, and responded to in east coast newspapers. 
Washington’s The Globe printed extended excerpts from Hyde’s sermon; The 
New York Times printed a response under the title “Mormon shameless-
ness,” railing against the “disgustingly obscene and blasphemous” speeches 
of the “elders that rule over Utah.” referring to the recent printing of Hyde’s 
and Young’s discourses in The Deseret, the uncredited editor writes: 

on the 6th of october [orson Hyde] delivered an address in 
the Mormon tabernacle, in which the low depravity of the sect 
is more openly evident than in any other published document 
we have seen which originated there. He argues the right of the 
plurality of wives, from the patriarchal habit and the example 
of Christ. He shamelessly attempts to prove that Jesus was the 
bridegroom at cana.18

John Hanson Beadle, harsh critic of the Latter-day saints and author of Po-
lygamy: or, The Mysteries and Crimes of Mormonism, was similarly scandal-
ized by Hyde’s interpretation of John 2:1–11, which he refers to as “clear as 
mud”: “orson Hyde took for his specialty the case of christ, and proved to 
his own satisfaction that the saviour had five wives, including Martha and 
Mary.”19

after the Latter-day saints’ official rejection of polygamy in the 1890 
Manifesto, references to a married Jesus by leaders of the church rather 
abruptly halted,20 though echoes remained. in 1912, for example, charles 

wife, i believe directly the reverse; but his advice to timothy amounts simply to this: it 
would not be wise for you to ordain a man to the office of a bishop unless he has a wife; 
you must not ordain a single or unmarried man to that calling.”

18. “Mormon shamelessness.”
19. Beadle, Polygamy, 304. note the full title of the work: Polygamy: or, the Mys-

teries and Crimes of Mormonism, being a Full and Authentic History of Polygamy and 
the Mormon Sect from its origin to the present time, with a complete analysis of Mormon 
society and theocracy and an exposé of the secret rites and ceremonies of the Latter-day 
Saints. cf. Folk, Mormon Monster, 114 and 234; oswalt, Pen Pictures of Mormonism, 77. 
see also discussion by Mason, Mormon Menace, 102–26.

20. Thus, for example, James talmage’s 1915 tome Jesus the Christ discusses the 
wedding at cana (pp. 144–47) and Jesus’ resurrection appearance to Mary Magdalene 
(pp. 678–83) with no hint that the wedding might have been Jesus’ own or that Mary 
might have been his wife. see discussion in turner, Mormon Jesus, 236–37. on the 
complicated situation vis-à-vis polygamy left in the wake of the 1890 Manifesto, see 
Flake, Politics, 56–81, 130–35.
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W. Penrose published in a Mormon periodical a list of “peculiar questions, 
evidently prompted by persons who desired to provoke controversy rather 
than to obtain information,” along with brief responses. several of the ques-
tions have to do with plural marriage; the second is: “do you believe that 
Jesus was married?” to which Penrose replies, “We do not know anything 
about Jesus christ being married. The church has no authoritative declara-
tion on the subject.”21 relative silence from Lds members on the possibility 
of a married Jesus follows, though in 1948 the excommunicated funda-
mentalist Joseph White Musser published (in the journal that he edited) an 
article entitled “did Jesus Marry, and did He Live the Patriarchal Law?” in 
which he argues that Jesus had married Martha and Mary at cana, and later 
Mary Magdalene.

regardless of official Lds statements—or, rather, the lack thereof—
on the marital status of Jesus, reference to the married Jesus by evangeli-
cal anti-Mormon “countercult” writers continued unabated through the 
twentieth century.22 according to J. B. Haws, there was a notable uptick 
in evangelical anti-Mormon propaganda in the 1980s. While nineteenth-
century anti-polygamy (and anti-Mormon) campaigns had been steered by 
Protestant leaders, “what had largely been a sectarian conflict bubbled to the 
surface of national consciousness, and christian warnings about the Mor-
mon ‘cult’ swayed opinions among new audiences outside of the religious 
community.”23 Particularly influential was ed decker’s 1982 expensively 
produced anti-Mormon “documentary” The God Makers, which, in an easily 
excerptible animated short presented within the film as a summary of Lds 
teachings, refers to Pratt’s claim that Jesus was married to Mary, Martha, 
and Mary Magdalene.24 The film, which was originally distributed primar-
ily through screenings before evangelical christian audiences, reached an 
enormous audience; according to contemporary media reports, “the movie 
was being shown to ‘about 1,000 audiences a month,’ often to ‘standing-
room only crowds.’”25 The film’s Nachleben has also been significant: sec-
tions of the animated short are shown, for example, in Bill Maher’s 2008 
film Religulous, and the short has been posted many times over on Youtube. 
one version, uploaded in october 2008, has since been viewed upwards of 

21. Penrose, “Peculiar Questions,” 1042. see discussion in turner, Mormon Jesus, 
236–37.

22. see, for example, van Baalen, Chaos of Cults, 139; sanders, Heresies, 112–13; 
Hoekema, Four Major Cults, 56. see discussion in turner, Mormon Jesus, 241–42. 

23. Haws, Mormon Image, 100.
24. on the broad impact of The God Makers in american perceptions of the Lds, 

see Haws, Mormon Image, 112–25.
25. ibid., 115.
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900,000 times.26 similar anti-Mormon material, including reference to the 
married Jesus, continues to be produced in various evangelical circles; the 
multiple publications of richard abanes are a good example.27

William Phipps, Ogden Kraut, and the Married Jesus

interestingly, the arguments first articulated by grant, Pratt, and Hyde 
also turn up in a few non-Lds sources, most prominently two articles and 
two books by new testament scholar William Phipps.28 Phipps, a professor 
of religion and Philosophy at a Presbyterian liberal arts college in Pennsyl-
vania, first published a short piece in 1968 on the plausibility of either Jesus 
or Paul having been married. His arguments—primarily based on the no-
tion that Jesus’ “marital outlook corresponded to that of other devout Jews” 
(marriage being the norm) and on the interpretation of the term agamos in 
1 cor 7:8 (which Phipps takes as “widower”)—are not particularly persua-
sive.29 But they did, according to Phipps’s own account, elicit a “voluminous 
and overwhelmingly negative response,” which led him to develop his ideas 
in two monographs.30

26. The clip is titled “What Mormons really Believe” (online: https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=3Hslbuli7HM/) and is excerpted such that a more credulous viewer 
might take it to be an official Lds production.

27. e.g., abanes, Inside Today’s Mormonism, 239–41.
28. another example, cited by Phipps, is columbia University professor of english 

John erskine, one of the early proponents of the “great Books” movement. in 1945, er-
skine published a work titled The Human Life of Jesus. He writes, “it has been suggested 
also that . . . [Jesus] was moved by the hopes and ambitions proper to mankind—love, 
marriage, parenthood—and that in equal measure he suffered disappointment or be-
reavement. There is no basis in fact for these theories any more than for the fancy that 
he traveled through the east, yet just because man’s normal emotional life is near to 
us all, it does not seem improbable that he did fall in love and had some experience of 
parenthood. Here i try to choose my words carefully, not to start unworthy thoughts 
or to seem to invent for the saviour any acquaintance with cheap romance. But read-
ing his words carefully as i have done all my life, i long ago had the impression that 
he understood women well indeed, with the special understanding of a man who has 
been hurt by one of them . . . i think he early met someone who charmed but who was 
unworthy, someone he idealized, and by whom he was cruelly disillusioned” (ibid., 27). 
i admit i am rather at a loss as to which sayings of Jesus erskine has in mind here; in any 
case, erskine concludes “whether, as some people would like to believe, he ever married 
and had a son, is an irrelevant question” (ibid., 28), but without noting the identity of 
these “people.”

29. Phipps, “did Jesus or Paul Marry?”
30. Phipps, Was Jesus Married?, 2.
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There is no indication in the initial article that Phipps was aware of the 
matter of a married Jesus within Mormon circles, but he would soon be-
come acquainted. in 1969, fundamentalist ogden kraut picked up Phipps’s 
arguments, citing them with enthusiasm in his essay “Jesus was Married.”31 
kraut writes:

Jesus lived through a constant barrage of attacks against his 
birth, character, authority, law and doctrine. Yet if He had lived 
a celibate life, that alone would have given his enemies their 
greatest advantage to dispute His claims, for it was against the 
traditional and scriptural law for a rabbi to remain single. Jesus 
could only have avoided this pitfall by obeying the rabbinical 
law of marriage.32

kraut also points to apocryphal texts as evidence of a married Jesus. either 
confusing or conflating Qumran and nag Hammadi, kraut writes: “recent 
manuscripts found in Qumran and other excavations have introduced fur-
ther information to substantiate christ’s marriage. in The gospel according 
to Thomas there are significant references to the marriage of Jesus . . . and 
in another apocryphal manuscript called the gospel of Philip.”33 kraut 
then quotes the Gospel of Thomas logia 22 and 114 (from a. guillaumont’s 
1959 translation), and the Gospel of Philip sections 32 and 35 (from r. McL. 
Wilson’s 1962 translation).

Phipps, in turn, cites orson Hyde in his 1970 monograph Was Jesus 
Married?34 and cites both kraut and Hyde in an article for Dialogue: A 
Journal of Mormon Thought. notably, Phipps now reports (seemingly with 
appreciation) Hyde’s suggestion that the wedding at cana was Jesus’ own. 
Moreover, he takes up the fact that Hyde had done missionary work among 
Jews in Palestine as evidence that he and Hyde were ultimately driven by the 
same basic observation:

That cultural association doubtless made [Hyde] more aware 
than most christians that marriage in traditional Judaism—ei-
ther single or plural—was prerequisite to righteous manhood. 
since Jesus was addressed as “rabbi” and was a devout Jew, he 
would in all probability have married.35

31. see discussion in turner, Mormon Jesus, 240–42.
32. kraut, Jesus Was Married, ch. 3.
33. ibid., ch. 4.
34. Phipps, Was Jesus Married?, 9–10.
35. Phipps, “case for a Married Jesus,” 44. Phipps’s arguments (in both articles 

and both monographs on the topic) are largely anti-catholic, ultimately arriving at a 
new version of the familiar nineteenth-century american Protestant position, which 
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Further, Phipps goes beyond the canonical new testament material dis-
cussed in his initial article to include the Gospel of Philip—first raised as 
evidence of a married Jesus (as far as i can tell) by ogden kraut—as well as 
the Gospel of Mary and the Pistis Sophia.36

in an interesting turn, we find charles a. davis, a prominent english 
theologian and roman catholic priest, citing Phipps’s Was Jesus Married? in 
a 1971 article in The Observer.37 davis, who in 1966 had left the priesthood 
to marry, was very much a public figure; he announced his departure—not 
just from the priesthood but also from the catholic church—quite vocally, 
offering an essay of explanation, which was condensed and reprinted in a 
wide variety of publications.38 davis is not entirely persuaded by Phipps’s 
arguments, and criticizes what he sees as “[Phipps’s] strong personal views” 
that “are so clearly present and operative from the outset.”39 nevertheless, 
davis writes as follows:

The wife of Jesus might have died before his ministry, so that 
he began his public life as a widower. His wife might have re-
mained in nazareth, possibly hostile to her husband’s mission 
and preaching. The gospels report such hostility on the part of 
Jesus’s brothers and the inhabitants of nazareth. The recently 
discovered ‘gospel of Philip’, a second-century work, which 
some scholars think can be used as an independent historical 
witness, gives Mary Magdalene as the wife of Jesus. Perhaps 
Jesus, like the prophet Hosea, had to endure an unfaithful wife 
and draw her back by the constancy of his own love.

took a majority of catholic doctrine (and other theological developments of the pre-
ceding millennia) as “Platonizing” accretions to an otherwise pure original christian-
ity. Thus, in this article, Phipps explains: “sexual asceticism was found in early greek 
philosophy and it became increasingly prominent in the Hellenistic age . . . in the 
roman era an extreme ethic was popular among eclectic philosophers who drew on 
the earlier asceticism of Pythagoreanism, Platonism, and cynic-stoicism. Philosophers 
such as cicero, Philo, Plotinus and Porphyry—all scathing in their denunciation of 
physical pleasure—had a powerful impact on what came to be known as the christian 
ethic. This ascetic tendency among philosophers, coupled with the popular veneration 
for virginity in cults of the Mediterranean area, partially eclipsed the biblical belief in 
the sanctity of the physical” (ibid., 47). on the tracing and critique of “Platonizing” ele-
ments of early christianity in nineteenth-century america, see smith, “on the origin 
of origins,” in Drudgery Divine, 1–35.

36. Phipps, Was Jesus Married?, 135–38. note John P. Meier’s extended and thought-
ful response to Phipps’s work in A Marginal Jew, 332–45.

37. davis, “Was Jesus Married?” 
38. see, for example, davis, “Priest explains Why he Left church.”
39. davis, “Was Jesus Married?”
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as for children, the marriage might well have been child-
less. or the children may have remained unbelievers and never 
become disciples. in that case, having no part of place in the 
christian church, they would not have been mentioned in the 
gospels or christian literature. all this is playing with hypoth-
eses, but i am merely showing that the silence of the gospels on 
Jesus’s marriage does not prove his celibacy.40

in yet another twist, davis’s article was introduced as evidence for the de-
fense at the 2006 trial in which Michael Baigent and richard Leigh accused 
dan Brown of plagiarizing their non-fiction (so-to-speak) work Holy Blood, 
Holy Grail.41 as goodacre has noted, Holy Blood, Holy Grail was, by dan 
Brown’s admission, a primary source in the composition of The Da Vinci 
Code.42 But what were Baigent and Leigh’s sources for the notion of a mar-
ried Jesus? They cite the works of two authors who argue for a married Jesus: 
the Observer article by charles davis and the second monograph of William 
Phipps—that is, one of the works Phipps wrote after his acquaintance with 
the arguments of orson Hyde and ogden kraut.43

The Da Vinci Code and the Latter-day Saints

it may be helpful, now, to remember the specific evidence for Jesus’ mar-
riage to Mary Magdalene according to The Da Vinci Code. The big reveal 
takes place in chapter 58; the mystery is unveiled to the reader as Leigh 
teabing explains it to the novel’s heroine, sophie. as the book’s title suggests, 

40. ibid.
41. see smith, “rebel Theologian.”
42. note that the name of Brown’s clever professor (“Leigh teabing”) is a refer-

ence to the Holy Blood, Holy Grail authors’ last names (teabing being an anagram of 
Baigent).

43. see Baigent, et al., Holy Blood, Holy Grail, ch. 12, nn. 10 and 11. notably, the 
authors first quote géza Vermès’s Jesus the Jew as writing, “‘There is complete silence 
in the gospels concerning the marital status of Jesus . . . such a state of affairs is suf-
ficiently unusual in ancient Jewry to prompt further enquiry.’” The full quotation from 
Vermès reads, “There is complete silence in the gospels concerning the marital status 
of Jesus. no wife accompanies him in his public career, or, for that matter, stays at home, 
as the wives of his followers were expected to do. such a state of affairs is sufficiently 
unusual in ancient Jewry to prompt further enquiry, for the Hebrew Bible, though it 
prescribes temporary sexual abstinence in certain circumstances, never orders a life of 
total celibacy” (Jesus the Jew, 99). The unusual “state of affairs” is “Jesus’ apparent vol-
untary embrace of celibacy” (ibid., 101); what Vermès attempts to understand through 
enquiry is not (as Baigent et al. lead their reader to believe) whether or not Jesus was 
married, but why he made the (unusual in his context) choice to be celibate.
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Leonardo da Vinci was aware of Jesus’ marriage and thus painted Jesus and 
Mary Magdalene together (along with a host of visual clues evident to “sym-
bologists” such as Professor robert Langdon, the novel’s hero) in his Last 
supper. But, as teabing tells sophie, the source of this information is not 
Leonardo, rather “the marriage of Jesus and Mary Magdalene is part of the 
historical record.”44 The evidence he then rehearses is: 1) Jesus was Jewish, 
and “according to Jewish custom, celibacy was condemned, and the obliga-
tion for a Jewish father was to find a suitable wife for his son. if Jesus were 
not married, at least one of the Bible’s gospels would have mentioned it and 
offered some explanation for his unnatural state of bachelorhood”; and 2) 
The Gospel of Philip and the Gospel of Mary indicate Mary Magdalene as Je-
sus’ spouse.45 granted, there are many works of both fiction and non-fiction 
(the latter including both scholarship and pseudo-scholarship) that specu-
late on the sexuality and marital status of Jesus that have not been surveyed 
here.46 tracking down all the links and making determinations of literary 
or other dependency is a Herculean task—and one for another scholar, one 
whose field of expertise is in the twentieth century. That said, what digging 
i have done indicates that while Brown does not take over all the lines of 
argumentation found in Lds authors (e.g., Brown makes no reference to the 
wedding at cana as Jesus’ own), the two basic pieces of “historical” evidence 
cited seem to be drawn (perhaps via Holy Blood, Holy Grail) from William 
Phipps—but specifically the work he produced after entering into conversa-
tion with the work of orson Hyde and ogden kraut.

We come full circle when we consider contemporary Mormon re-
sponses to The Da Vinci Code. The connection of the ideas presented in 
the novel and the film to Lds history, if not official doctrine, was not lost 
on the Lds leadership. Thus, ahead of the film’s release at cannes in 2006, 
Lds spokesman dale Bills released the following statement: “The belief that 
christ was married has never been official church doctrine. it is neither 
sanctioned nor taught by the church. While it is true that a few church 
leaders in the mid-1800s expressed their opinions on the matter, it was not 
then, and is not now, church doctrine.”47 on quite the other end of the 
spectrum of responses, we find amateur historian Vern swanson, who, in 
the wake of The Da Vinci Code, published Dynasty of the Holy Grail: Mor-

44. Brown, Da Vinci Code, 265.
45. ibid., 264–67.
46. in addition to the titles mentioned within The Da Vinci Code itself (273–74), 

we might note Joyce, Jesus Scroll (cited by goodacre) as well as Da Vinci Legacy and 
Daughter of God, both by Lewis Perdue, who—like the authors of Holy Blood, Holy 
Grail—unsuccessfully sued dan Brown’s publisher for plagiarism.

47. see “claims of a Married Jesus.”
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monism’s Sacred Bloodline, which argues that Joseph smith was the direct 
descendant of Jesus and Mary Magdalene. according to an article about 
swanson in The Deseret News, “while the book takes an Lds point of view 
and includes statements by early church leaders that christ may have been 
married, it doesn’t stray from a recent church statement that a married 
christ is not official Lds doctrine.”48 a particularly interesting response to 
The Da Vinci Code is What Da Vinci Didn’t Know: An LDS Perspective, a 
book written for a popular audience by three Brigham Young University 
professors: richard neitzel Holzapfel, andrew c. skinner, and Thomas a. 
Wayment.49 after laying out the numerous historical problems with the 
novel’s claims, the authors conclude:

on the issue of what the historical record tells us about the 
subject, we admit that the new testament record is virtually 
silent on the marital status of both Jesus and Mary Magdalene. 
restoration scripture provides little additional information on 
this subject. However, we are left with little doubt that several of 
the leaders of the church in the early part of this dispensation 
believed and taught that Jesus was married. We do not need to 
explain or defend them.50

at the end of the day, the Lds perspective is remarkably similar to the 
various responses published by biblical scholars ranging from evangelical 
to agnostic in response to dan Brown’s novel.51 What Da Vinci Didn’t Know 
is notable, if anything, for its more measured and decidedly not polemical 
tone.

again, while i agree with goodacre that The Da Vinci Code provides 
the most immediate context for the gJW, and that the news media in par-
ticular proved utterly incapable of setting the novel and film aside when 
reporting on the gJW, the notion of a married Jesus has a much wider 
history in american religiosity, specifically in both Mormon thought and 
anti-Mormon propaganda. This history is, as we have seen, the immediate 
source of the ideas found in The Da Vinci Code, but also the broader source 
of the fury and controversy: various types of american christians have been 

48. Hardy, “Book takes on ‘da Vinci.’” notably, this article quotes swanson as say-
ing, “i’ve never known a Mormon, with the exception of a couple, who didn’t believe 
christ wasn’t married.”

49. Holzapfel et al., What Da Vinci Didn’t Know. 
50. ibid., 50.
51. in its treatment of the historical implausibility of theories put forward by char-

acters in The Da Vinci Code, Holzapfel et al.’s book is very much in line with the schol-
arly/popular response cited by goodacre: Bock, Breaking the Da Vinci Code; ehrman, 
Truth and Fiction; Price, Da Vinci Fraud; and Witherington, Gospel Code.
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scandalized by—and, in the case of the anti-Mormon propaganda, have at-
tempted to scandalize others with—the notion of a married Jesus for over 
150 years.

Narrowing the Focus: 
What the Feminist Woman Has Always Wanted—To Get Married!

There is one element of the gJW controversy that i do think The DaVinci 
Code can lay exclusive claim to: the idea that a married Jesus is an inherently 
feminist notion. This idea has clearly circulated in popular media accounts 
and the blogosphere (in headlines such as “tiny Papyrus Fragment on ‘Jesus’ 
Wife’ Leveraged to Push Feminist agenda”52), but also lurks in scholarly dis-
cussions of gJW.53 to be sure, self-identified feminist scholars (including, as 
noted by goodacre, karen king, ann graham Brock, Jane schaberg,54 april 
deconick, and esther de Boer) have paid significant attention to texts like 
the Gospel of Mary and the Gospel of Philip as evidence of the role of women 
(historical and metaphorical) in various strands of early christianity. karen 

52. Bauer, “tiny Papyrus Fragment.”
53. For example, consider the following comment by christian askeland on his 

own post—in which he identifies what has widely been recognized as the crucial piece 
of evidence pointing towards forgery—on the Evangelical Textual Criticism blog: “The 
issue here is that a forger is playing off of hyperfeminist sensibilities, forging a ‘gospel 
of Jesus’s Wife’ and forging accompanying paperwork describing the fragment as said 
gospel. to me, it seems highly likely that this was even given intentionally to king, who 
has specialized in women in apocryphal literature, and who is at Harvard, epicenter of 
american biblical gender studies. i did not bring in the gender issue here, the forger did 
and king swallowed it whole” (“Jesus Had a sister-in-Law”). on the one hand, askel-
and clearly implies that a feminist scholar would want gJW to be authentic, so much so 
that his/her judgment might be clouded. The less obvious point, however, is askeland’s 
assumption that the inclusion of a wife for Jesus is somehow a logical or obvious choice 
for a forger attempting to deceive a feminist—as if a married Jesus were exactly what 
feminists were hoping for. on the broader role of sexism in the discussion of gJW, see 
Mroczek, “sexism.” see also Baden and Moss, “curious case.”

54. schaberg—in a chapter titled “Mary Magdalene as successor to Jesus”—writes, 
“The threatening thought appears: that Mary Magdalene can be considered a—or the—
founder of christianity, if one wants to use such a term; that she was ‘a creator of the 
christian belief in the resurrection,’ and has a better claim than Paul to the title ‘the first 
great interpreter of Jesus’” (Resurrection of Mary Magdalene, 303). While dan Brown’s 
character Leigh teabing associates the notion of Mary Magdalene as Jesus’ wife with 
her role as successor and leader of the young church, for schaberg the potential status 
as “successor” has nothing to do with a sexual or marital relationship with Jesus. Later 
in the chapter schaberg writes: “in this book, i let lie the issue of the sexuality of Mary 
Magdalene, in that i let it remain ambiguous whether or not she and Jesus were lovers” 
(ibid., 352).
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king’s published discussions of gJW place the fragment in that context. But 
nowhere in this scholarship will you find the idea that a married Jesus, or 
Mary Magdalene specifically as the wife of Jesus, is feminist per se. For the 
popularization of that idea, we have to turn to dan Brown.

and so let us return to chapter 58 of The Da Vinci Code, the scene 
where teabing reveals the big mystery to sophie—that Mary Magdalene 
was married to Jesus and had a child—while Professor Langdon conde-
scendingly smiles, nods, and mansplains.55 given the gendered nature of 
much of the controversy surrounding gJW (as noted by schroeder and to be 
discussed below), i do not think it is out of place to point out that the whole 
chapter reads like a long-form mansplanation, narrated by an omniscient 
mansplainer.56 The narrative is moved along with transitional sentences 
such as the following: “sophie was certain she had missed something”; “so-
phie turned to Langdon for help” [saying] ‘i’m lost.’ Langdon smiled”; “Un-
certain, sophie made her way closer . . .”; “sophie was mesmerized”; “sophie 
was trying to keep up”; “sophie was speechless”; “sophie was starting to 
feel overwhelmed”; “sophie found herself again glancing at Langdon, who 
again nodded”; and “sophie stood transfixed.”57 teabing and Langdon are so 
knowledgeable. sophie is very impressed.

Leaving aside the absurdly sexist construction of the scene, this is the 
moment where teabing reveals to sophie that Jesus had intended that his 
wife, not Peter, should inherit leadership of the christian church after his 
death. teabing concludes, “Jesus was the original feminist.”58 granted, in 
the novel it is not just that Jesus was married to Mary Magdalene that makes 
him a feminist; it is that he wants her to lead the young church. But that 
point is, i think, pretty well elided in the popular response to the novel and 
film, such that in what goodacre calls the “post-daVinci code world” a 

55. “Mansplain,” a portmanteau of “man” and “explain,” entered our lexicon 
(quite literally as one of oxford’s “words of the year”) only recently. rebecca solnit is 
largely credited with the first long-form articulation of the concept in her essay “Men 
explain Things to Me,” though she never uses the term itself. in short, “mansplaining” 
is when a man explains something to a woman, utterly confident that he knows what 
he is talking about, and equally confident that she requires and will benefit from his 
explanation. see, for example, rothman, “cultural History of Mansplaining.”

56. By “omniscient mansplainer” i mean to indicate that this section of the narra-
tive proceeds according to what i take to be a mansplainer’s point of view—that is, the 
men (teabing and Langdon) are wise and knowing experts who benevolently conde-
scend to explain things to the wide-eyed woman (sophie), who is eager to understand 
but desperately needs their help.

57. Brown, Da Vinci Code, 261–70 and passim.
58. ibid., 268.
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married Jesus—bizarrely—now equals feminism, and the “feminist agenda” 
must include a wife for Jesus.

This is perhaps a good moment to point to one aspect of Phipps’s work 
not discussed above—that is, the “sex-positive” (to use a more contempo-
rary term) nature of his arguments for a married Jesus. For Phipps, the no-
tion of a celibate Jesus has, at a minimum, contributed to negative views of 
sexuality within traditional christianity, above all roman catholicism. to 
the extent that such negative views of sexuality have had particularly nega-
tive effects for women, Phipps’s sex-positive, married Jesus might be seen 
(and i suspect Phipps did see it) as a feminist notion.59

This is certainly the tack taken by John shelby spong (the episcopal 
Bishop of newark until his retirement in 2000), who takes up the question 
of Jesus’ marital status in his book Born of a Woman. in a chapter titled 
“suppose Jesus were Married,” spong writes, “the negativity that surrounds 
the idea that Jesus might have been married . . . reflects the residue of that 
deep christian negativity toward women that still infects the church.”60 and 
further:

Why is there still a continuing sense, ranging from disease to re-
vulsion, that arises in us when we hear the suggestion that Jesus 
might have been married? i suggest that far more than any of us 
realize we are subconsciously victimized by the historic negativ-
ity toward women that has been a major gift of the christian 
church to the world. so pervasive is this negativity that uncon-
sciously we still regard holy matrimony to be less than the ideal, 
and we still operate out of an understanding of women that de-
fines them as the source of sin, the polluter of otherwise moral 
men. For only in the service of this attitude would we greet with 
fear and negativity the suggestion that Jesus was married.61

spong does not refer to Mormon sources, nor does Phipps (or davis, Hyde or 
kraut) appear in his bibliography. instead he takes as his jumping-off point 
Jesus Christ Superstar, Godspell, and The Last Temptation of Christ, which he 

59. Phipps’s “sex positivity” is also a bit homophobic and sexist in his clear objec-
tions to an “effeminate” Jesus; he writes that “although some of the artistic and cultic 
expressions of christianity do suggest that Jesus was effeminate, there is no biblical 
basis for this assumption” (Was Jesus Married?, 8) and ultimately describes Jesus as a 
“red-blooded male” (ibid., 190). in this respect, too, Phipps represents a bit of a throw-
back to late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century debates on Jesus, specifically a 
rejection of “effeminate” images. For a discussion of the masculinization of Jesus in this 
era, see Prothero, American Jesus, 87–94.

60. spong, Born of a Woman, 188.
61. ibid., 197.
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describes as the most recent instances of a longstanding “undercurrent that 
linked Jesus with Mary Magdalene in a romantic way.”62 nevertheless, the 
arguments he presents (including, for example, his interpretation of cana 
as Jesus’ own wedding) closely parallel arguments first presented by Hyde 
and Phipps.

Whether or not one thinks of “sex positivity” as a part of contempo-
rary feminism, i hasten to point out that the early christian texts in which 
women play the most prominent roles (i.e., the Acts of John, Acts of Andrew, 
Acts of Paul, and Acts of Thomas) are decidedly not sex-positive. and, over 
the past few millennia, marriage has not exactly been the clear path to self-
actualization for most women.63 Here, i would give karen king the last 
word: “Why do we feel the need to re-sexualize Mary? We’ve gotten rid of 
the myth of the prostitute. now there’s this move to see her as wife and 
mother. Why isn’t it adequate to see her as disciple and perhaps apostle?”64

response to JAMes McgrAth

turning now to James Mcgrath’s paper, i begin by stating how helpful i 
found his timeline of online events to be, especially as someone who 
“checked in” on the blogs during that week in 2012, but was not exactly 
glued to the screen. i think that Mcgrath is dead-on in his assessment of 
the great benefits and potential of online scholarship and the fact that other 
fields in the humanities are already doing a much better job of taking advan-
tage of those benefits; i also agree entirely on his suggestions for what would 
make online scholarship much, much better: more participation, more cau-
tion, and more transparency and accessibility. exactly.

i would, however, push back on several other points. First is his char-
acterization of several online comments regarding gender and sexuality as 
a reflection of the “casual tone of most blogs” (p. 335 above). i think he 
is right, to the extent that expressions of misogyny and homophobia are 
indeed usually quite casual. i would point out, further, that the very casual-
ness with which misogyny and homophobia are expressed in our field is 
pretty indicative of the scale of our problem. While he did not comment 
explicitly, i am sure that Mcgrath is well aware that in his list of early blog-
gers on gJW, one of those bloggers is not like the others: april deconick 

62. ibid., 187.
63. This statement hardly requires a footnote, but i will take the opportunity to 

cite my own mother, Joan Leland spittler, who has explained her decision to enter a 
convent in 1958 with: “i didn’t want to get married. i wanted to go to graduate school.”

64. karen king as quoted by darman, “inconvenient Woman.”
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is the only female on the list of 27. That makes the ratio of male to female 
contributors to the Evangelical Textual Criticism blog, noted by schroeder as 
17 to 1, look pretty good. it is pretty clear to me that when we call for “more 
participation” in online scholarship, the one group that we probably do not 
need more of is (white)65 men. and so if we truly are interested in greater 
participation, the question really has to be: why are Bible bloggers mostly 
just men?

“Trolls. Trepidation. Time.”

This leads me to the only point where i really disagree with Mcgrath—or 
agree, but not in the sense that Mcgrath intends his comments. He writes: 

The fact that hobbies and humor may appear alongside reflec-
tions on ongoing research and commentary on breaking news 
about archaeological finds has, for some of us, created a genuine 
sense of getting to know one another as people via the internet. 
given the penchant for rancor and insult in online venues, the 
potential benefit of something that leads us to recognize one 
another—and thus hopefully treat one another—as real human 
beings offsets, in my mind, the potential disadvantages of the 
mixing of frivolity and scholarship on blogs and other social 
media. (pp. 338–39 above)

to the extent that i learn from blogs that my colleagues are really into sci-fi 
or are fans of swedish pop music, i agree. But just as frequently what i learn 
from blogs is that some of my colleagues are bigots. on several of the more 
popular Bible blogs, the “humor” that is mixed in is sometimes straight-up 
misogyny, homophobia, and racism. and because of the “community” as-
pect in the Bible blogging world (the way in which Bible bloggers of various 
stripes link to each others’ blogs and are otherwise connected by social me-
dia) the whole pool—speaking only for myself here—feels tainted by what 
a minority of Bible bloggers are putting out there. in other words, the very 
thing that makes the Bible blogosphere an attractive and comfortable space 
for Mcgrath makes it less hospitable for women.

65. While i am primarily addressing the issue of gender inclusiveness here, i want 
to underscore our field’s desperate lack of racial and ethnic diversity. according to 
the latest society of Biblical Literature statistics, only 3.4 percent of the members of 
our primary professional organization are african americans, 2.3 percent are asian 
americans, and 1.7 percent are Latina/o. Moreover, as schroeder has noted, issues of 
online harassment (discussed below) are substantially amplified for women of color.
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and make no mistake: the internet is an inhospitable place for wom-
en. The clearest piece of evidence for this is undoubtedly the online rape 
threat phenomenon—something with which all women with any online 
presence are familiar. readers of this essay may or may not be familiar with 
“gamergate,”66 a term that refers, in part, to a harassment campaign against 
anita sarkeesian, a cultural critic who has analyzed misogynistic tropes in 
video games—but there are many examples much closer to our home in the 
academy. in her essay, caroline schroeder points us toward the experiences 
of Mary Beard, who maintains a lively twitter account and whose blog, a 
don’s Life, is hosted by the Times Literary Supplement.67 in a 2014 lecture at 
the British Museum (titled “oh do shut Up dear!”), she described some of 
the venom with which her blogging and tweeting is met: “it doesn’t much 
matter what line of argument you take as a woman. if you venture into tra-
ditional male territory, the abuse comes anyway. it’s not what you say that 
prompts it—it’s the fact that you are saying it . . . ‘shut up you bitch’ is a 
fairly common refrain . . . [along with a] predictable menu of rape, bomb-
ing, murder, and so forth.”68 in the same lecture, Beard read the following 
tweet threat: “i’m going to cut off your head and rape it.”

This sort of harassment is not limited to scholars who regularly appear 
on television, as Mary Beard does. in a blog post titled “trolls at My door,” 
Liv ingeborg Lied, a scholar who blogs on old testament pseudepigrapha 
and its use in Late antiquity and the Middle ages, categorizes the “respons-
es” she receives via social media:

1. responses that in various ways call for my attention, but not 
as a scholar. some respondents ask, quite discretely, if they 
can be in touch with me privately or have my phone num-
ber. others share pictures of themselves dressed in army 
uniforms. curiously, i receive these army uniform messages 
again and again, each time from a different respondent.

2. at times i receive messages of a far more aggressive kind. 
These are the messages i would categorize as trolling, de-
fined elsewhere as “recreational abuse.” out of concern for 

66. For those unfamiliar with gamergate, see dewey, “only guide to gamergate.”
67. http://timesonline.typepad.com/dons_life/.
68. Quoted from Mead, “troll slayer.” While Beard has famously (and publicly) 

engaged many of her online trolls, and this “troll taming” has been widely praised (for 
example, ellis-Petersen, “Mary Beard”), others have noted that Beard’s engagement 
approach hardly works for everyone. in a Guardian opinion piece, Hadley Freeman 
(“‘How to tame Your troll’”) contrasts the coverage of Beard’s “troll taming” with the 
threats directed at anita sarkeesian, which were so violent and credible that she was 
forced to leave her home.
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the fainthearted i will not summarize them here, but simply 
share one short quote to illustrate their general contents 
and style. That first troll knocking at my door back in 2013 
claimed, among other things, that i “obviously needed to be 
****** by a real man.” no need to go into detail—you get the 
picture.69

i cannot help emphasizing it: there is a Venn diagram to be drawn, with one 
circle representing “people who visit blogs on old testament pseudepigra-
pha and its late antique reception” and another circle representing “people 
who make online rape threats,” and those circles overlap.

of course, it is not just rape threats that discourage women from 
blogging. Blogger and historian of american religious history kelly Baker 
describes her experiences in a blog post titled “The Men Who email Me,” 
writing:

The men who email me tell me that i’m wrong. i’ve made the 
wrong argument. i’ve missed the essential issue or the salient 
details. i’ve made errors and mistakes. i didn’t use data. i used 
too much data. They assert that gender is not as big of an issue 
as i make it out to be or that i don’t realize how hard it is to 
be a man. They assert that i can never be anything but wrong. 
The men who email me claim that i don’t know anything about 
higher education, religious studies, labor, gender, or any other 
topic i’ve ever written an essay about. They ignore my creden-
tials in favor of assuming my incompetency . . . The men who 
email me sometimes start with a compliment about how much 
they “enjoyed” my essay. They then proceed to send me their 
own writing on the subject and tell me to “please include it” next 
time because they are experts on the topic. They are the experts. 
How did i not know that? They are just remedying the situation 
and improving my knowledge.70

and this sort of response, too, has a clear chilling effect. Baker describes 
her choice not to write an essay for online publication—an essay that had 
already been pitched to editors and accepted—as follows: 

What i couldn’t face was a dumpster fire in my inbox. i weighed 
the impact of the essay’s possible reception against my mental 
well-being. i killed an essay because i knew i wouldn’t be able 
to manage the nasty responses. some weeks, i can ignore what 

69. Lied, “trolls at My door.”
70. Baker, “Men Who email Me.”
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the men who email me say. Last week was not one of those. My 
essay died a quiet death, and my inbox remained uneventful.71 

i have no doubt that male bloggers, too, experience “dumpster fires” in their 
e-mail inboxes. But there is good research to back up the mountain of an-
ecdotal evidence suggesting that women face far more serious and far more 
disturbing online abuse than men do.72

My own conversations with other women who should be blogging (that 
is, women who are reading blogs and are otherwise engaged in social me-
dia) but are not, indicates that the decision not to blog is based, unsurpris-
ingly, on a combination of factors. one friend summarized her reasoning 
with: “trolls. trepidation. time.”—and i hear variations on this sentiment 
echoed by almost every female scholar i speak with about blogging. We 
do not want to deal with trolls; we are hesitant to subject our ideas to the 
scrutiny of the “men who email us”; and, faced with those disincentives, 
who wants to spend the time?—especially on a product that will not “count” 
for tenure and promotion review.

This last factor, time, is yet another area in which gender plays a role. 
There is now substantial data indicating that women do a disproportionate 
amount of service work within american universities.73 While this phe-
nomenon is no doubt driven by what i would characterize as a very positive 
impulse—that is, the desire to create gender parity in the day-to-day admin-
istration and governance of the university—it creates a burden on women 
faculty that, ironically, has detrimental effects on our careers (most notably 
slowing our progress to promotion). Women are frequently counseled to 
“just say no” to service requests, but as karen Pyke has shown, the overall 
deficit of women in higher education combined with the desire to increase 
gender diversity on committees results in women receiving far more and 
far more persistent requests for service, and these requests generally come 
earlier in women’s careers. alongside the data, Pyke illustrates the phenom-
enon with her own experience on the University of california riverside 
academic senate’s committee on committees. she writes: 

it was customary practice for coc members to pressure women 
faculty who initially rejected a service request to reconsider, un-
derscoring the committee’s need for a woman. i do not recall a 
time when the committee issued a repeated request to a man 

71. ibid.
72. see, for example, the 2014 Pew study (cited by schroeder) which revealed that, 

while men are more likely to experience online harassment, women were more likely to 
experience serious, damaging abuse (duggan, “online Harassment”).

73. see, for example, Pyke, “Faculty gender inequity.”
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faculty member who said no, because men were not in short 
supply. Hence, men faculty and administrators are better able to 
control their service labor by saying no than can women faculty, 
who must say no more often, and repeatedly, while also ignoring 
any obligation they feel to represent women on campus.74

i suspect many of my women colleagues will recognize their own experi-
ences here; i certainly do. The phenomenon seems to be at play in the so-
ciety of Biblical Literature, where 23.9% of members, but 41.3% of annual 
Meeting program chairs, are women.75

to reiterate, i view efforts towards gender diversity in academic lead-
ership roles as a very positive movement; i am as desperate to avoid the “all 
male panel” or “all male committee” as the rest of you, and have on many 
occasions pressured women colleagues to participate. i am part of the prob-
lem! so are you. That is the nature of institutional and structural barriers. 
so, yes, i agree with Mcgrath that blogging is generally a good thing that 
would benefit from more and broader participation. i worry, however, that 
the obstacles to that broader participation are rather more intractable than 
Mcgrath acknowledges.

response to cAroline schroeder

i very much like the analysis of the gJW controversy as a group of multilay-
ered and intersecting markers of authenticity; this elegant description of the 
real significance of gJW within our field is, to my mind, dead on. in what 
follows i will respond to parts one and two of her paper in reverse order.

schroeder and Mcgrath seem to be on the same page in regarding 
digital and traditional scholarship as doing, actually, pretty similar work. 
Mcgrath has pointed to speed as a primary difference; in part one of her es-
say, schroeder raises the element of professional status. That Bible bloggers 
and other social-media participants are not, by and large, authenticated by 
their status as established scholars at elite universities but through things 
like “level of engagement,” “shared interests” and “shared viewpoints” seems 
to me to be an important point. This is clearly a very positive aspect of digi-
tal scholarship: i hope we are all aware that positions at elite universities are 
attained by equal measures (at best!) of luck and merit, and generally along-
side a heaping portion of privilege. and, as someone once said, “to those 
who have, more will be given.” The academic job market and the american 

74. ibid., 88.
75. i am very grateful to charles Haws, society of Biblical Literature director of 

Programs, for assembling this data for me.
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university system’s increased reliance on contingent faculty have ensured 
that many top-notch researchers are either doing 4–4 loads at teaching col-
leges, or have accepted the “independent scholar” designation and are mak-
ing a living by various other means—which may well leave more time for 
research than a 4–4 load. Moreover—and this is by no means to disparage 
roger Bagnall, anneMarie Luijendijk, or their respective institutions—the 
gJW episode has offered us clear evidence that the blogging community, 
made up largely of scholars from less prestigious institutions, is very much 
capable of doing more persuasive work than scholars from our most elite 
universities.

But, as schroeder has indicated, the gender issue cuts through all of 
this at an odd angle. That women academics in Biblical studies face struc-
tural discrimination is obvious; the raw numbers are clear evidence of that. 
in addition to Haws’s valuable research on the “leaky pipeline” of women 
entering the field,76 i would note that female membership in the society of 
Biblical Literature (currently at 23.9%, as noted above) has made virtually 
no gains over the last decade.77 i will admit that i have generally associated 
the continued existence of gender imbalance in our field—such that we lag 
behind sister fields like classics—with the fact that conservative christi-
anities are such prominent feeders to Biblical studies programs. Much of 
the data schroeder cites (e.g., Muehlberger’s review of Biblical Literature 
Parity project, and data concerning journals like JECS) is good evidence 
that there are more—and more complicated—factors at play. i would 
point out, though, that one place where women in our field have reached 
some degree of parity is precisely at those elite research universities (e.g., 
elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, karen king, and Laura nasrallah at Harvard; 
adela Yarbro collins at Yale; elizabeth clark at duke; Margaret Mitchell 
at chicago, etc.). in other words, there is a disturbing disconnect whereby 
digital scholarship has indeed fostered a degree of democratization and the 
breakdown of meaningless markers of academic prestige, but has not had 
similar success in breaking down gendered barriers—and, in fact, may well 
be pushing us in the opposite direction.

in response to part 1 of schroeder’s essay, i want to amplify her com-
ments on the ethical dimensions of transparency as regards the provenance 
and all available information about the ancient materials with which we 
work. and, of course, i feel compelled to confess how easy it is to ignore 

76. charles Haws’s study of the “leaky pipeline,” cited by schroeder, is particularly 
disturbing in its conclusion that the leak has gotten worse, not better, over the past 
fifteen years—a time period that, to my dismay, lines up precisely with my own partici-
pation as graduate student and junior professor in the field.

77. see membership data here: https://www.sbl-site.org/sBLdashboard.aspx/.
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such concerns. When i saw the announcement that the University of Vir-
ginia (my own employer) had acquired its first papyrus, i eagerly hurried off 
to special collections, thinking only of transcribing the text (maybe it was 
actually more interesting than it sounded!) and of its possible use in train-
ing graduate students. i would like to say that i “assumed” the acquisitions 
librarians had done due diligence in establishing the papyrus’s provenance, 
but the truth is that whether or not due diligence had been done never even 
crossed my mind—not until, that is, i saw schroeder and Brice Jones raising 
the question on social media.

i also want to underscore the point that throughout this controversy, 
as schroeder puts it, “the ‘fuzzy’ humanities methods have proven sharper 
than ‘hard science’” (p. 313 above). to the degree that there is a positive 
message to be derived from the gJW episode, i think that is it: we, schol-
ars of early christianity—well trained in ancient languages, immersed in 
the literature and material culture of the time and place we study, working 
transparently and collaboratively, and submitting our work to peer review, 
whether traditional or crowd-sourced online—are simply better at this than 
scientists with carbon dating tests. and i suspect that will continue to be the 
case, probably for a very long time.

conclusion

When asked to serve as respondent in a session on gJW, i did not expect 
sexism and other forms of discrimination to be the thread that connected 
the three essays (or, rather, my response to the three essays: only schroeder’s 
essay deals with these issues explicitly). But as so many, beginning with 
karen king, have pointed out: gJW tells us nothing about the historical Je-
sus. and as has become increasingly clear: gJW tells us nothing about early 
christianity. gJW does, however, tell us something about ourselves—about 
both our moment in religious history and our moment as an academic field. 
i generally try to avoid the overused phrase “a perfect storm,” but given 
the role that best-selling books and mediocre movies have played in the 
controversy surrounding our tiny papyrus fragment, it might just be appro-
priate here: gJW has stirred up a perfect storm in Biblical studies, pulling 
in, whipping up, spinning around, and spitting out all that is good, bad, and 
ugly about us.
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