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What can be said about the initial emergence of Christianity, 

following the departure of Jesus from the scene? How did this 

religion which was to shape the history and culture of Europe (and 

beyond) for the next two millennia come to be? After Jesus, how did 

it all begin? (Christianity in the Making, Volume 2: Beginning from 

Jerusalem, page 3, James D. G.Dunn) 

 

 

 

We need to understand that good history is like a travelogue. It 

releases us from our present, limited conditions, if only in our 

imagination. It enhances and. expands our vision. It offers us new 

possibilities for thinking and being. (Who Made Early Christianity? 

The Jewish Lives of the Apostle Paul, page 145, John G. Gager) 

 

 

This Study is available for no cost at:  

http://www.jwstudies.com/The_Jesus-followers__First_200_years.pdf  

(Save paper – print double-sided) 
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SIFT; SORT; ASSEMBLE; DEVELOP THE STORY 
The archaeologist digs and then sifts through remnants from the past, assembling the discoveries into 

patterns so that stories of the past may be brought back to life. 

With almost 850 direct quotations from 50 books, this Study sifts remnants from the first 200 years of 

Christianity and sorts them into patterns that may help others to assemble a vessel that can hold ideas, 

or to form a skeleton where muscle and flesh, heart and mind, may be applied. A comprehensive 

Contents listing is provided at the rear of this Study. 

================================ 

This Study is interested in recovering history, not with determining correct theology. Whenever 

doctrine, theology, soteriology, eschatology and such do appear in this Study, they are introduced to 

help create the vessel, the skeleton, to help understand what was happening, not to determine truth. 

1
 

 

Ideas surrounding “orthodoxy” (right teaching) and “heresy” (opinion) lie in the eye of the beholder. 

One person’s orthodoxy is another person’s heresy. Identifying orthodoxy and heresy is more difficult 

today because early Christianity is now viewed through the prism of the Jesus-followers who 

triumphed and thus determined which documents would be considered the Sacred Scriptures. Those 

documents were selected (canonised) because they agreed with what those Jesus-followers were 

teaching. The subject of canonisation extends beyond the time addressed by this Study. 

================================ 

Writing is a strict disciplinarian. It forces the writer to confront one’s reasoning, prejudices, and 

failures. I write because I do not know. I write because I have the burning desire to know. Writing 

brings the excitement of challenge and the delight that comes from discovery. 

When I write, I start with the “big idea”. Of necessity, it must be broken into innumerable constituent 

parts. My reader only sees those individual parts and compares each part against the model that 

already exists in their mind. Some of the parts I present are accepted, while the rest are rejected. The 

newly accepted ideas modify the model in the reader’s mind. The outcome is that each reader 

assembles their own “big picture”, one that is totally different to the picture I started out with. This is 

the way it should be. 

================ 

                                                      
1
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I undertook this archaeological digging into the first 200 years of the Jesus-followers because I did 

not know much about that period. I had some broad ideas, but digging deeper and ever deeper 

exposed how little I knew or had thought about the subject. I am now very aware there is much more I 

still need to do. 

This Study therefore does not indicate that my research and thinking has come to an end. I invite you 

to join digging with me in the knowledge that this Study is a snapshot taken in August 2016, a picture 

taken during a pause but most certainly is not the final conclusion. 

 

 

Question and challenge everything that I present in this Study. Read widely across the broadest range 

of material on the subject of early Christianity. Do not be afraid to investigate. Be prepared to keep 

learning, to grow, to discover new things every day. Read in full the resources listed in the 

Bibliographies at the conclusion of the Study. 

Enjoy the thrill of discovery. Appreciate the tension created by challenge. Above all else, be true to 

yourself. 

================ 

I can correctly be accused of taking selective passages from selected books. It is not possible for 

anyone to accept everything that everyone writes. Every one of us selects from the range of available 

information, creating our own world that we find meaningful. We must respect the right of others to 

live with models that are different to ours. We want our views to be respected; hence each of us needs 

to extend the respect that we expect for ourselves. 

================ 

There is no universally agreed model of Christianity, including the period under review in this Study. 

And everyone’s model is subject to continual revision and change. The following presentation of my 

current understanding is likewise open to change, and I will appreciate any constructive comments 

and criticisms—while I retain the right to decide whether to accept or reject. 

We may disagree, but we must remain agreeable. We shall agree to disagree while remaining on 

friendly terms with one another. 

================ 

I am learning so much from this investigation. 

Welcome to Doug’s digging 

Doug 
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JESUS-FOLLOWERS IN THE FIRST CENTURY 

Understand the cultural and historical context 

The greatest challenge for anyone wishing to penetrate the Bible is to understand in what kind of a 

cultural and historical context these texts came about.
2
 

------ 

To reconstruct the historical development of early Christianity, the student must learn from the outset 

to understand the writings of the earliest period within their proper historical context.
3
 

First-generation Christianity was never the pure ideal church 

The somewhat uncomfortable fact is that first-generation Christianity was never the pure ideal church 

which subsequent generations imagined as ‘the apostolic age’ or for whose return radical reformers 

longed. … It is likely that the conservative Jewish end fed into what came to be designated as the 

Jewish Christian (heretical) sects. And it is equally tempting to match that development by linking the 

other end of the spectrum to the Gnosticism which was to emerge with increasing strength in the 

second century.
4
 

There never was a single, united church 

This book is an attempt to show that the acorn-oak, virgin-in-peril theory is an error. From as far back 

as we can trace it (to the 40s) there never was a single, united church. There were (in fact from the 

30s) two missions: one run from Jerusalem, with Peter and the sons of Zebedee in charge, and later 

James, Jesus’ brother, and other members of his family; the other run by Paul, from various centres. 

The two missions were agreed about the supreme significance of Jesus, but they disagreed about 

almost everything else. …  

The New Testament gives the impression of a united, developing body of belief because it is a 

selection of writings; naturally it was selected by the winning mission, that is the Paulines, and that is 

why it consists of the Epistles of Paul (and his followers), and four Gospels, two of them ultra-Pauline 

and two building bridges to Jerusalem.
5
 

A Contested Identity 

The history of Christianity between 70 and 180 is much more complex, then, than has traditionally 

been thought. Or perhaps the point should be made more sharply: the history of Christianity (the 

actual sequel and succession of events) is much more complex than the history of Christianity (the 

account given by ecclesiastical historians) has usually allowed for. The historical reality was evidently 

much more of a tension and struggle between competing ideas/faiths/practices than the disputed but 

apparently irresistible emergence of the great church with a clearly defined rule of faith and clearly 

defined structures. There were those who promoted and fought for a clear-cut identity, especially in 

episcopal structure, an identity over against Jew, Jewish-Christian and Gnostic; but the everyday 

reality was different groups defining themselves variously by reference to Jesus.
6
 

Many competing factions 

There were many competing factions within the early church, falling along a continuum from 

conservative “Judaizers” to liberal Hellenistic Christians.
7
 

                                                      
2
 Young Jesus, page 4 (NOTE: See the Bibliography for details of the books cited in the Footnotes.) 

3
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 Beginning from Jerusalem, page 1174 

5
 Paul versus Pete, pages ix-x 

6
 Neither Jew nor Greek, page 40 

7
 Brother of Jesus, page 157 



Jesus-followers in the first century 

9 

Groups of Jesus-followers held different views and engaged in a range of 
practices 

For centuries after Jesus’ death, there were people who believed in Jesus’ divinity as the incarnate 

Messiah but who also insisted that in order to be saved they must eat only kosher, keep the Sabbath as 

other Jews do, and circumcise their sons. Here was an environment where many people, it would 

seem, thought that there was no problem in being both a Jew and a Christian. Moreover, many of the 

very items that would form the eventual checklist for being a Jew or being a Christian did not at all 

form a border line at that time. What shall we do with these folks? 

For quite a number of generations after the coming of Christ, different followers and groups of 

followers of Jesus held many different theological views and engaged in a great variety of practices 

with respect to the Jewish law of their ancestors.
8
 

Sharp practical differences between early Christians 

There were also very sharp differences in practice between Christian and Christian: some Christians 

kept much of the Jewish law (or all of it), some kept some rules but dropped others (e.g., the apostolic 

rule of Acts), and still others believed that the entire law needed to be overturned and discarded by 

Christians (even those born Jews). Finally, there were Christians who held that Easter was a form of 

the Jewish Passover, suitably interpreted with Jesus as the Lamb of God and paschal sacrifice, while 

others vigorously denied such connections. These had an analogue in practice as well, with the former 

group celebrating Easter at the same time as the Jews celebrated Passover, while the latter just as 

vigorously insisted that Easter must not be when the Jews hold their Passover. There were many other 

points of conflict as well. Until early in the fourth century, all of these different groups and diverse 

individuals called themselves Christians, and quite a few called themselves both Jews and Christians 

as well.
9
 

Significant degree of factionalism 

Even in the relative calm of the NT accounts, the picture which emerges is of a significant degree of 

factionalism within the earliest Christian movement, a factionalism to which James was integral.
10

 

The first generations had no unifying authority to check independent 
development 

The first generations of Christians formed diverse, local groups with several distinct understandings 

of their experience of Jesus Christ, and divergent interpretations of the meaning of his instruction. The 

letters of Paul provide only momentary snapshots in an ongoing struggle over the legacy of Christ. … 

There was no unifying authority, no worldwide organisation, however informal, to check the 

independent development of the various local churches each on its own lines.
11

 

At least four or five factions were involved at the Jerusalem council 

A possible reading of the Jerusalem council is that no less than four or five parties/factions were 

involved: the ‘false brothers’ at one end (Gal. 2.4-5; Acts 15.5); Paul at the other (Gal. 2.6-9); with 

James, Peter and Barnabas somewhere in between.
12

 

A wide range of Christian groups 

Christians vigorously debated, implicitly and explicitly, the continued relevance of earlier 

authoritative texts. Christians were well represented on the extremes. Some Christians asserted that 

since the coming of Jesus all earlier texts ceased to have any authority. Other Christian groups 

asserted not only that the Jewish scriptures remained relevant (the position shared by all the canonical 
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Gospels) but that its laws remained authoritative. And then, of course, there were many more nuanced 

positions in the middle.
13

 

The Jewish and Gentile Brothers were hostile to one another 

Nero, in effect, destroyed one of Luke’s principal theses, that Christians were a peace-loving people 

who won the respect of Roman authorities. Nero could not have expected to shift blame to the 

Brothers if they were a respected minority. Tacitus says that Nero made torturing the Brothers a 

“popular amusement” because the victims were such “foes of human society.” But he says something 

even more damaging to the story of the church’s growth that Luke wants to tell. He says that the vast 

majority of the victims were identified by informants in their own number. Apparently the factions 

that Paul wrote to reconcile—that is, the Jewish Brothers and the Gentile Brothers—had become even 

more hostile to each other, a development we shall find confirmed in a letter from Clement of Rome
 14

 

Alternative groups of Jesus-followers 

The Word sown on more Hellenistic soil produced a different Christology. These other Christians 

proclaimed that Christ had never been human at all. … As Paul said, Christ only appeared “in the 

form of a servant” and in “the likeness of men” (Phil 2:7-8). In Christ, the divine came as close as it 

ever possibly could to the human; but these two principles remained fundamentally separate. Such 

Christology, called Docetism (from the Greek dokein, “to appear”), was a coherent expression of 

Hellenism’s deep-seated ambivalence toward material reality.
15

 

------ 

Between these two extremes [Ebionites and Docetists], the theological expression of Christianity’s 

double heritage, stood a diverse group of Christians who rejected both. Against the Ebionites, they 

insisted on Christ’s divinity and the dissolution of the Law; against the Docetists, they proclaimed 

Christ’s humanity and the relevance of the Creator God of the scriptures to the Christian dispensation. 

But to these scriptures they began to add a new collection of specifically Christian writings, ones that 

expressed their own views on the origins of the church. Thus, by the end of the second century, in this 

situation of inter-Christian and Christian–Jewish competition and controversy, the collection of 

writings destined to become the New Testament was first brought together. By the middle of the 

fourth century, the work of retrospectively creating the past was complete.
16

 

Alternative Christian messages were seen as threats 

These different churches, very early on and continuing throughout the first several centuries of their 

existence, expended such great effort arguing not against pagans so much as against each other. 

Pagans, as outsiders, posed little threat to a Christian group’s identity. But an alternative interpretation 

of the revelation of Christ or of the meaning of salvation in his name did pose such a threat: simply by 

existing, it relativized the claim of revelation. Hence each community, with anger and anxiety, would 

view others as “heretics,” deviants from the revelation that it alone preserved or correctly interpreted. 

The tone set by Paul’s condemnation of diversity—”if any one preaches to you a gospel contrary to 

that which you received, let him be anathema!” (Gal 1:9)—would only grow harsher as time 

continued and diversity increased. … 

The evangelists responded to [their] contemporary challenge by presenting the various images of 

Jesus … within a “historical” setting actually drawn from their own day. They had Jesus confront not 

early first-century Jews but a caricature of the evangelists’ own opposition, the Pharisees of the late 

first-century synagogue.
17
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Jesus simply wanted reform from within Judaism 

As was the case with Martin Luther vis-à-vis Catholicism, Jesus simply wanted to reform Judaism 

from within. The last thing Luther wanted to do was start a new church; the last thing Jesus wanted to 

do was start a new religion.
18

 

Initially, all of the Jesus-followers were Jews 

At the start, all the members of the Jesus confraternity were Jews, and they continued their traditional 

Jewish way of life, cultic practice included. Only when the question of the acceptance of non-Jews 

into the church first arose was the new movement confronted with an apparently unforeseen issue — 

the attitude they should adopt to pagans who wished to become Christians.
19

 

Jewish Christianity is at the root 

Amid all of the variety of early Christian belief, what was the original “orthodoxy”? What was the 

nature of the originating source? … When one tries to get to the root of the earliest, most primitive 

strand of belief from which the diversity of early Christianity sprang, one is led right back to Jewish 

Christianity.
20

 

The early Christian community was thoroughly Jewish and on good terms 
with them 

We have seen the evidence in Acts that the early Christian community was not only thoroughly 

Jewish, but on good terms with their fellow Jews and distinguished only by their belief that Jesus was 

the Messiah of Israel. And this was not at all unusual or heretical in the eyes of their fellow Jews.
21

 

Five distinct Jewish communities; three common characteristics 

The phenomenon generally referred to as “Jewish Christianity” was not a monolithic entity (in this it 

is like all other Christian and Jewish sects). The groundbreaking work on the nature of Jewish 

Christianity, Patristic Evidence for Jewish Christian Sects by A. F. J. Klijn and G. J. Reinink, 

identifies five distinct Jewish Christian communities that existed in apostolic times: the Ebionites, the 

Elkesaites, the Nazoreans, the Cerinthians, and the Symmachians. Though there is some diversity in 

the beliefs of these groups, James Dunn has identified three common characteristics that warrant 

placing each community under the umbrella label of “Jewish Christian”. 

1. Faithful adherence to the Law of Moses. 

2. The exaltation of James and the denigration of Paul. 

3. A christology of “adoptionism”—they all believed that Jesus was the natural born son of 

Joseph and Mary and was “adopted” by God as his Son upon his baptism by John. …  

Despite the major commonalities between these groups, however, they may have been more diverse 

than has traditionally been supposed.
22

 

Everybody was Jewish 

Everybody then—both those who accepted Jesus and those who didn’t—was Jewish (or Israelite, the 

actual ancient terminology). Actually, there was no Judaism at all, nor was there Christianity. In fact, 

the idea of “a religion,” that is, one of a number of religions to which one might or might not belong, 

had not come on the scene yet and wouldn’t for centuries. By the third century (or even earlier) 

Christianity became a name for what Christians called themselves, but Jews were not to have a name 

for their religion in one of their own languages until some time in the modern period, perhaps the 

eighteenth or nineteenth century. Until then terms meaning Judaism as the religion of the Jews were 

used only by non-Jews. So, then, what are we talking about? We are not talking about a separate 

institution, a separate sphere of “religion,” still less of a “faith” for Jews. We are talking about the 
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complex of rituals and other practices, beliefs and values, history and political loyalties that 

constituted allegiance to the People of Israel, not a religion called Judaism.
23

 

A movement within Judaism 

We commonly call the movement “early Christianity,” though this is a bit anachronistic. … For them, 

it was a movement within Judaism and not yet a new religion distinct from Judaism. That came 

later.
24

 

------ 

To say the obvious, Jesus, Paul, and most or perhaps all of the writers of the New Testament were 

Jewish. The exception may be the author of Luke and Acts, who may have been a Gentile—but if so, 

a Gentile who knew Judaism well.
25

 

The Christians were genuine Jews 

The genuine Jewishness of the confraternity is revealed by its attitude to the Temple, the spiritual 

centre of Judaism prior to AD 70. It was there that the daily and festive sacrificial worship was offered 

by the priests, accompanied by the prescribed prayers and followed at the appropriate time by the 

blessing of the worshippers. The Jewish sanctuary continued to be frequented even by Paul, up to the 

time of his last visit to Jerusalem in AD 58, and no doubt by all the followers of Jesus until its 

destruction twelve years later. The apostles visited the Temple not only because its courtyard was the 

normal place for open-air teaching (Acts 5:12, 20, 25, 42), but also to pray privately and publicly as 

other Jews did. 

Peter and John are reported to have attended prayer in the Temple at three o’clock in the afternoon, 

the moment of the evening sacrifice, and healed a beggar who approached them at the so-called 

‘Beautiful Gate’ (Acts 3:1-10). They performed a cure on another occasion in Solomon’s Portico 

(Acts 5:12-16). The Temple was also the regular venue for prayer for all the members of the 

Jerusalem church, who spent much time in the sanctuary every day (Acts 2:46). The religious activity 

of Paul in the Temple is also depicted in great detail. … [Paul] underwent the prescribed ritual 

cleansing, including the shaving of his head, thus preparing himself for the sacrifice the priests were 

to offer on his behalf (Acts 21:24-6). Finally, in his speech before the Roman governor Felix, Paul 

reasserted that he had come to Judaea to complete the obligatory rites of purification and offer 

sacrifices (Acts 24:17-18).
26

 

------ 

The first Christians were all Jews. Christianity began as a sect, a messianic sect, within Second 

Temple Judaism. It is certainly hard to deny the thoroughgoing Jewish character of the earliest and 

first-generation community of Messiah Jesus in Jerusalem. This is clearly attested in Acts, in the 

continued attachment to the Temple, and in the continuing devoted practice of the law, and it is 

confirmed by the various hints in the letters of Paul that the main opposition to his own mission 

stemmed from Jerusalem.
27

 

------ 

Consistent within the early Christian leadership was a strong affirmation of the movement’s 

Jewishness. Christian hope could still be expressed in terms of ‘the restoration of Israel’ (Acts 1.6). 

The incoming of Gentiles could still be seen either as expanding the definition of ‘Israel’ (Romans 9-

11) or as an integral corollary to the return of the diaspora exiles and the rebuilding of the ruins of 

David’s dwelling (Acts 15.16-18). But the destruction of the Jerusalem temple must have called in 

question any continuing hope expressed in terms of Israel’s restoration. How would the two strands 
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(restoration of Israel, incoming of Gentiles) survive that disaster? How would Jewish and Gentile 

believers now regard each other? 
28

 

They thought and lived as Jews 

The leaders of the Jesus movement thought as Jews, lived as Jews, and shared the aspirations of their 

fellow Jews. They remained subconsciously attached to the Law of Moses and when in Jerusalem, 

they went on participating in Temple ceremonies, and also used the forecourt of the sanctuary for 

preaching. They considered themselves, a small chosen unit within the large body of the Jewish 

people, the biblical ‘remnant’ entrusted with the correct understanding of Judaism, thanks to the 

instruction received from God’s special envoy, Jesus. Baptism, a rite of repentance and purification, 

and the regular participation in a communal meal assured their group identity. They were also 

recognizable, at least during the first phase of the movement in Jerusalem, by a freely undertaken 

practice of religious communism. 

While the members of the church did not feel cut off from the rest of their co-religionists, the leaders 

of the Jewish people treated those who called themselves ‘believers’ as a distinct faction, alluded to as 

a sect, one among many that co-existed in late Second Temple Judaism.
29

 

The Messianic Jews-followers kept the Law 

Everything we know about Jesus’ original disciples indicates that they kept the Law. … The 

Jerusalem community, though proclaiming Jesus as messiah, kept the Law, as apparently did those 

Jews who joined other first century messianic movements. Finally, when Paul preached against full 

Torah observance to his Gentile communities, he nowhere argued that Christ’s coming had 

overthrown the Torah as such, that is, even for Jews.
30

 

Orthodox Christians who also attended a synagogue 

We have a wonderful, lively collection of [St. Jerome’s (347-420)] letters written to his more famous 

colleague St. Augustine of Hippo, a fellow doctor of the Roman Church, on the best strategies for 

defending this new orthodoxy. In one of these letters, he stated: 

In our own day there exists a sect among the Jews throughout all the synagogues of 

the East, which is called the sect of the Minei, and is even now condemned by the 

Pharisees. The adherents to this sect are known commonly as Nazarenes; they believe 

in Christ the Son of God, born of the Virgin Mary; and they say that He who suffered 

under Pontius Pilate and rose again, is the same as the one in whom we believe. But 

while they desire to be both Jews and Christians, they are neither the one nor the 

other. … 

Jerome described a group of people who believed in the orthodox Nicene Creed: Christ is the son of 

God, he was born of a virgin, he was crucified and suffered, he rose. But they thought they were Jews 

too—they prayed in synagogues, kept the Sabbath, and adhered to dietary and other rules.
31

 

The Gospels reveal the complex diversity of “Judaism” 

The Gospels themselves, when read in the context of other Jewish texts of their times, reveal this very 

complex diversity and attachment to other variants of “Judaism” at the time. There are traits that bind 

the Gospel of Matthew to one strain of first-century “Judaism” while other traits bind the Gospel of 

John to other strains. The same goes for Mark, and even for Luke, which is generally considered the 

“least Jewish” of the Gospels.
32

 

Blurring the boundaries between “Jews” and “Christians” 

By blurring the boundaries between “Jews” and “Christians,” we are making clearer the historical 

situation and development of early “Judaism” and Christianity. We can understand much better the 
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significance of our historical documents, including the Gospels, when we imagine a state of affairs 

that more properly reflects the social situation on the ground of that time, a social situation in which 

believers in Jesus of Nazareth and those who didn’t follow him were mixed up with each other in 

various ways rather than separated into two well-defined entities that we know today as Judaism and 

Christianity. … Talking about the borders of Judaism and Christianity is much more complicated (and 

interesting) than we might have thought previously.
33

 

Jerusalem a primary source of Jewish opposition to Paul 

Jerusalem must have been a primary source of the Christian Jewish opposition which Paul’s mission 

repeatedly experienced.
34

 

Peter and Paul were rival leaders 

At least two passages in 1 Corinthians can be read to suggest that Peter and Paul were rival leaders in 

the early Christian movement (1:12; 9:5). Most damagingly, in Galatians Paul publicly condemns 

Peter’s apparent hypocrisy.
35

 

Paul’s vitriol against Jewish Christians 

The arguments Paul makes against his opponents in Galatians, 1 and 2 Corinthians, and Philippians—

opponents who would clearly seem to be strict Jewish Christians who want to “Judaize” Paul’s 

Gentile converts. In Philippians, Paul writes bitterly of them: “Beware of the dogs, beware of the evil 

workers, beware of those who mutilate the flesh! For it is we who are the circumcision, who worship 

in the Spirit of God and boast in Jesus Christ and have no confidence in the flesh” (3:1-2). This is one 

of Paul’s classic pieces of vitriol against those who claim that circumcision is necessary for salvation. 

In Galatians, Paul is furious with the believers in Galatia for being deceived by these “Judaizers”: 

“You foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you? . . . Did you receive the Spirit by doing the works of 

the law or by believing what you heard? Are you so foolish? Having started with the Spirit, are you 

now ending with the flesh?” (3:1-3). In 2 Corinthians, Paul similarly rails against the Corinthian 

Christians for their gullibility.
36

 

Numerous voices and a lot of intense conflict 

It is easy to get the false impression that Paul’s voice is the only voice as he single-handedly runs 

around the empire, founding and instructing churches. But on closer examination, it is clear that there 

are many voices and personalities in these communities. Various voices compete for influence. The 

selection of Paul’s Letters for the canon elevates Paul’s voice and silences others, often rendering 

them invisible. Yet it is clear that there were not only numerous voices but also lots of conflict in 

these communities. 

In 1 Corinthians, for example, the Corinthians do not get along with one another (11:19). There are 

factions committed to different apostles (1:11-12). There seem to be a few wealthier, more elite 

people, perhaps patrons in the church, and many poorer folks (1:26-29). Divisions between the haves 

and the have-nots are very apparent at the church potlucks and celebrations of the Lord’s Supper, 

where some have plenty to eat and drink while others have little (11:17-34). There seem to be some 

who think they are spiritually superior to everyone else and already enjoy the fullness of God’s 

purposes (1:18-2:16; 4:8-10; chaps. 12-14). In chapter 9 some do not seem to get along with Paul. 

Various contentious practices have developed among the Corinthians, and Paul weighs in with 

instructions about sex (chap. 5); lawsuits among believers (chap. 6); spirituality, sex, and marriage 

(chap. 7); food offered to idols (chaps. 8-10); and worship (chaps. 11-14). He is clearly one voice 

among many.  

In 2 Corinthians some other figures have come among the community and have challenged Paul’s 

authority and right to speak. … [Paul] disparagingly labels these others teachers “superapostles” (2 

Cor. 11:5), and then calls them “false apostles, deceitful workers, disguising themselves as apostles of 
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Christ” and claims that they are actually servants of Satan (2 Cor. 11:13-15). This very abusive 

language suggests that the conflict is intense, emotions are high, and much is on the line.
37

 

People who considered themselves Christian were causing divisions 

There is one passage that contains a warning of some unnamed people who “cause divisions,” 

“contrary to the teaching you have learned” (Rom 16:17-18). No details are given. 

[Romans 16:17-19, NIV cited] 

Who are “those who cause divisions”? Paul’s defamation that such “people are not serving our Lord 

Christ” conveys almost beyond doubt that those people considered themselves true Christians.
38

 

In Galatians, Paul is not impressed by Peter, James, and John 

Paul does not give any names of Galatian cities or Galatian Christians anywhere in his letter to the 

Galatians. But he does give the names of the apostles Peter, James, and John. And these names do not 

have a positive connotation. Paul is not terribly impressed by those men “who seemed to be 

important,” “James, Peter, and John, those reputed to be pillars,” “whatever they were makes no 

difference to me” and they “added nothing to my message.”
 39

 

------ 

Although Paul’s letter is addressed to the Galatians, in Paul’s eyes the reason for the conflict 

originated somewhere else—in Jerusalem. Paul bases his defense on the fact that at some time the 

Jerusalem authorities—James, Peter, and John—had officially given him “the right hand of fellowship 

when they recognized the grace given to me” (Gal 2:9). He charges the saints in Jerusalem with 

breaking an old agreement.
40

 

------ 

Paul connects the troublemaker circumcision group with James and Peter 

[Galatians 2:11-13 cited] 

Paul accuses a group he calls the “circumcision group” of being troublemakers. This term clearly 

carries a negative connotation. He establishes a connection between this group, James, and Peter. He 

accuses Peter of “hypocrisy.”
 41

 

Paul and James moved in opposite directions 

If Paul’s concern was for spreading the word to Jews and Gentiles alike throughout the inhabited 

world, James’s concern was for the “many thousands . . . among the Jews of those who have believed; 

. . . all zealous for the law” (Acts 21:20), and clearly he hoped that eventually Gentiles would listen to 

“Moses’ spokesmen” in their cities and accept the Law. Paul had moved away from the Temple and 

Judaism’s historic mission while James was moving back towards orthodox Judaism. … Paul’s ideas 

were different. In his lifetime his churches were moving away from the Jerusalem model.
42

 

James and Peter disagreed with Paul’s understanding of Jesus’ teachings 
regarding the Law 

The Pauline communities faced quite a dilemma in the fact that James and Peter … disagreed with 

Paul’s understanding of Jesus’ teachings regarding the Law. Consequently, we see Paul constantly 

trying to prove that his teachings are valid, especially in his arguments in Galatians, but in most of his 

other letters as well. In fact, it could be said that the purpose of almost all of Paul’s letters was to 

counteract the authority, beliefs, and practices of James and the Jerusalem church. We saw how Paul 

lost this battle at Antioch, when Peter and Barnabas, at the urging of James, parted ways with Paul 
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over the issue of eating with Gentiles. On this issue, the book of Acts tries hard to “Paulinize” Peter 

by omitting the salient fact of Peter’s break with Paul at Antioch.
43

 

Paul dared to disagree with and criticize the original Twelve 

With no credentials for knowing Jesus outside his own private revelations, Paul dared to disagree with 

and criticize the original Twelve; and Peter, their leader; and James the brother of the Lord, who 

presided over the gathering in Jerusalem. He called Peter a hypocrite, one of those “who maintained a 

pretense” and “did not hew to the clearly marked meaning of the revelation” (Gal 2.13-14). He 

defended himself against “a party of Peter” in Corinth (1 Cor 1.12). He thought Peter had been misled 

by James (Gal 2.12) and he refers to the two of them as “apparent pillars” of the gathering in 

Jerusalem (Gal 2.9). 
44

 

The main contention for the first generation was the Mosaic law 

The main bone of contention for the first generation was undoubtedly the Mosaic law: to what extent 

should Gentile believers be expected to observe the Torah. It should be noted at once that there is no 

real evidence that any Christian missionary was antinomian, encouraging a total disregard for the law. 

Paul himself affirmed (most of) the ten commandments; his antipathy to porneia and to idolatry was 

Jewish through and through. …  

Consequently, to abandon such laws, or even to sit loose to them, was a step which relatively few of 

Paul’s fellow Jews could countenance. Consequently, too, the churches which grew up under Paul’s 

tutelage may simply have been too un-Jewish for most Jews to regard as part of the Jewish 

community.
45

 

The evidence of intra-Christian tension comes predominantly from Paul 

There may be a danger here of Pauline spectacles distorting our twenty-first-century view of the first-

century Christian mission. The evidence of intra-Christian tension during that period comes 

predominantly from Paul and focuses on Paul’s own understanding and execution of his apostolic 

commission.
46

 

Jerusalem’s deep antipathy towards Paul 

Given, however, Luke’s total silence regarding any support given to Paul by the Jerusalem leadership 

… and equally total silence about the outcome of the collection, it is hard to shake off the suspicion 

that the collection was not welcomed and possibly not even received by the Jerusalem church — as 

Paul had feared might be the case (Rom. 15.31) — so deep was the antipathy which had grown up in 

Jerusalem and in the Jerusalem church itself towards Paul in the meantime, of which 21.20-21, 27-28 

is probably a fair reflection. In which case, this was another example of internal dissension within the 

new churches over which Luke has chosen to draw a veil. Worse still, it would mean that the strategy 

in which Paul had invested so much of himself, in a supreme effort to hold the churches of the Pauline 

mission together with the churches of Palestine, had failed! 
47

 

Christian communities were small and intimate 

Early Christian communities were small and intimate. According to a recent scholarly estimate, there 

were about two thousand followers of Jesus by the year 60. Perhaps half of these were in the Jewish 

homeland and the other half in other parts of the Roman Empire.
48

 

------ 

The communities of Paul were not churches in this modern sense. … Rather, they were groups 

learning about and practicing a comprehensive way of seeing and living. The Greek word translated 

“church” is ekklesia. It means “assembly” and “those called out”—a community. … Any particular 
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community would have been small. We perhaps should imagine Paul’s communities as small as 

fifteen or twenty people and perhaps as large as a hundred or two (as in Corinth?) 
49

 

------ 

Paul’s communities met in existing spaces. It is common to speak of “house churches,” but more 

likely we should think of “shop churches”—that is, groups of Christians meeting in workshops, which 

were commonly on the ground floor of tenements and other buildings. Shops were small, most not 

larger than ten by twenty feet, some even smaller. Larger assemblies would be possible if one or more 

of the converts had enough wealth to own a villa and host gatherings there, as in Corinth. But for the 

most part, we should think of small gatherings. And it is possible, perhaps even likely, that there were 

several “shop churches” in a given city.
50

 

------ 

In all this, of course, we are talking about only small cell groups — tenement and apartment 

congregations and house churches, many groups possibly only of a dozen or so members. Often, it 

would appear, there would have been only one congregation as such (‘the whole church’) even in a 

city as large as Corinth, whereas in such centres there were probably several synagogues. The 

tenement and apartment groups and congregations would be largely hidden from general view, in 

back streets and in poorer parts of the town or city, in contrast to the temples and cults often in public 

and prominent settings. So the size and number of first-century Christian churches should not be 

exaggerated, nor the wide scatter of the little cell groups be taken too quickly to indicate a large-scale 

movement. Only in Jerusalem (Acts 21.20) and in Rome (Tacitus, Ann. 15.44.2- 5) do we have 

indications of substantial early expansion. A modern calculation based on modern experience of new 

religious movements suggests that the number of Christians by this period may only have been about 

3,000 in total, though that hardly takes account of the ‘many thousands’ of Acts 21.20 or the ‘vast 

numbers’ of Tacitus (Ann. 15.44.2). In contrast, Bo Reicke estimates 40,000 believers and adherents 

by the year 67, including perhaps 25,000 in Palestine, Transjordan and Syria, at least 5,000 in Asia 

Minor, and possibly 2,000 in Greece and Italy. But whatever the facts, now unrecoverable, the seed 

had been sown widely; the salt (or yeast) was beginning to have its effect. 

We have no way of telling just how seriously the calamities of the 60s affected the new movement. …  

But the devastating effects, as they must have been in Jerusalem and Rome, were unlikely to have 

been so serious elsewhere. We do not know how much the Jewish believers in Syrian Antioch, 

Alexandria, Libya and Cyrene were caught up in the serious disturbances which were part of the 

wider reaction to the Jewish revolt (Josephus, War 7.41-62, 409-50). But it is likely that elsewhere, in 

Asia Minor and in the Aegean region at any rate, the effects of the Jewish revolt were not so serious 

for the young Christian groups. If the letters of the seer of Revelation, of Ignatius and of the younger 

Pliny are any guide, the growth of the young churches continued without much, if any, serious 

abatement.
51

 

The Christianity that emerged covered a complex spectrum 

We should not fail to note again that the Christianity which was to emerge from the disasters of the 

60s was a very mixed bag. From early on the Hellenists had marked a spectrum which quite quickly 

began to move well beyond the eschatological messianic sect focused in Jerusalem. The Pauline 

mission to the Gentiles was the catalyst for a further stretching of the spectrum. And the likelihood … 

is that Paul’s attempt to heal the resulting breach between the churches of the Gentile mission and 

Jerusalem failed. 

But the spectrum and the tension involved are not to be reduced in effect to Peter vs. Paul, as Baur 

tended to argue, or to Paul vs. James, as the heirs of Luther have preferred. The spectrum was (or the 

spectra were) a good deal more complex than that.
52
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Evolving forms of service were related to the Hellenistic synagogue 

[Paul’s] churches, however, were evolving their own forms of service, related to those of the 

Hellenistic synagogue, which were to set the pattern of the future Christian liturgy. A new Christian 

significance was being given to traditional feasts. Thus, on the Passover itself, Paul wrote to the 

Corinthians, “For Christ, our paschal lamb, has been sacrificed. Let us, therefore, celebrate the 

festival, not with the old leaven, the leaven of malice and evil, but with the unleavened bread of 

sincerity and truth” (1 Cor. 5:7-8). Other festivals, new moons, and even the Sabbath were being 

dismissed as “a shadow of what is to come” (cf. Col. 2:16-17).
53

 

Overflow of charisma 

The second distinguishing feature of the primitive Jesus movement was an all-embracing 

manifestation, indeed overflow, of charisma. A kind of contagious ecstatic behaviour characterized 

the life of the community, which started with the Pentecost display and continued with the persistent 

manifestation of spiritual healing, exorcism and the ‘descent of the Holy Spirit’ on the members of the 

church both in the Holy Land and in the Diaspora. 

The activity of Jesus already witnessed the abundance of charisma, but the question of a separate 

community did not arise as the number of the regular followers of Jesus was far too small — with 70 

or 72 or 120 as the maximum mentioned (Lk. 10:1, 17) — to appear as a distinct religious party.
54

 

Simon Magus and Helena, early Gnostics 

Simon Magus is the same Simon of Samaria referred to in Acts 8. … He is regarded in patristic texts 

as the originator of the Gnostic heresy, no doubt in part at least influenced by the story in Acts 8. … 

According to Irenaeus, Simon went about with a woman called Helena, and between them they 

represented an early Gnostic formulation.
55

 

What should earliest ‘Christianity’ be known as? 

Always lurking behind the scenes has been the issue of whether earliest Christianity, properly so 

called, was a single movement or in fact diverse movements, whether the historical reality of 

‘Christianity in the making’ in the period 30-70 is best described as ‘Christianity’ (or ‘embryonic 

Christianity’) or as ‘Christianities’, a scattering of movements whose integrated coherence cannot 

simply be assumed.
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Greece, Asia Minor, and Syria during the first century CE
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THE JERUSALEM-LED COMMUNITY 

JAMES 

James decided on a base in Jerusalem 

In those harrowing weeks following the trauma of Jesus’ crucifixion, his group of followers found the 

resolve and the will to continue. … Should they remain in Jerusalem, or return to Galilee where Jesus 

had worked and preached for most of his life? Or should they cast their net wider, into cities and 

communities farther up north, places where Jesus himself had never been? 

James, the brother of Jesus, argued for a base in Jerusalem itself. Clearly, Jesus’ message was 

destined for Jews, James said; it therefore behooved the movement to stay at the center of Judaism 

and continue to promote Jesus’ reforms from within. James spoke with authority, despite the fact that 

he was a recent “convert” to the cause. Many agreed with him and continued to do what they and 

Jesus had done all their lives: observe the Law, worship in the Temple, and preach the good news. 

This was the moment when a man appeared on the scene who, after Jesus, would exert the greatest 

influence on the development of Christianity. His name was Paul.
58

 

The centre of activity moved to Jerusalem 

The centre point of Christian activity was by then no longer the Galilean homeland of Jesus, but 

Jerusalem, the religious centre of Judaism, and the south. Acts places the leading apostles, Peter, John 

and James, the brother of Jesus, in the capital of Judaea during the early days of the church. … Even 

the mother and brothers of Jesus are said to have left Nazareth and joined the community in the 

capital (Acts 1:14).
59

 

Peter and then James were the leaders of the Jerusalem Church 

The original Palestinian branch of the church was first led by Peter, but fairly soon he was replaced by 

James, the brother of Jesus, as the dominant figure in the Jerusalem church.
60

 

James placed above Peter 

The Apocryphon replaces Peter with James in stories that have parallels in the canonical gospels. For 

example, in Matthew 16:22 Peter rebukes Jesus for speaking of his impending suffering and death, but 

in the Apocryphon it is James who says, “Lord, do not speak of your cross and death to us, for they 

are far from you” (AJ 3:12).
 61

 

James and Peter headed a loosely organized group 

After Jesus’s death, his brother James and his disciple Peter were at the head of a loosely organized 

group that claimed that Jesus was “both Lord and Messiah” (Acts 2:36). This group was for all intents 

and purposes ethnically Judean and did not question the necessity of keeping the ancestral customs.
62

 

James’ paramount role 

James’s undisputed leadership of the Jerusalem church for thirty years after Jesus’ death, his 

unquestioned wisdom and vision at the Jerusalem Council, and his exalted status in the memory of the 

later Jewish Christian communities, all attest to the paramount role that James played in the struggles 

of the early church to define its theology vis-à-vis parent Judaism.
63

 

------ 
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James, the brother of Jesus, was the leading figure in the Jerusalem church from the early 40s to the 

early 60s. ‘The twelve’ as such seem to have faded from the scene quite quickly. And Peter, having 

been most prominent in the early years in Jerusalem itself, seems to have become more mission-

oriented, and no longer to have regarded Jerusalem as his main base of operation. 

With the other James (brother of John) eliminated, and John apparently not a front-line figure, the 

way was left for James (brother of Jesus) to become in effect the sole leader in Jerusalem. This is 

certainly the impression given by the sequence of references to James, from Peter’s effective 

departure from Jerusalem (Acts 12.17) onwards.
64

 

------ 

James is the one who speaks with greatest authority and as one whose judgment (or decision) is what 

determines the outcome (Acts 15.19-20).
65

 

------ 

James, the brother of Jesus, was the principal figure in the community of believers-in-Jesus in 

Jerusalem from about 40 till his judicial execution in 62.
66

 

------ 

James was the supreme authority within much of the ancient church, even after his death in 62 C.E.
67

 

James commanded a high degree of respect 

James must have been a considerable figure who commanded a high degree of respect and whose 

word carried a considerable weight of authority during his life. Whether he retained the degree of 

openness to the Gentile mission, as indicated in both accounts of the Jerusalem council, it is no longer 

possible to say.
68

 

James was highly regarded in second century Jewish-Christian traditions 

Not least of importance is the fact that James is regarded highly within the continuing Jewish-

Christian traditions of the second century preserved in the pseudo-Clementine literature. There James 

appears as the head of the Jerusalem church from the first, ‘ordained bishop in it by the Lord’ (Recog. 

1.43). Peter and the other apostles are depicted as subordinate to James and as having to give account 

of their work to him. And the pseudo-Clementines are introduced by letters in which Peter addresses 

James as ‘the lord and bishop of the holy church’, and Clement addresses ‘James, the lord and the 

bishop of bishops, who rules Jerusalem, the holy church of the Hebrews, and the churches everywhere 

excellently founded by the providence of God’. …  

James was regarded as a hero and exponent of these emphases which remained fundamental to many 

Jews who came to faith in Messiah Jesus. The fact also that such Jewish-Christian sects regarded Paul 

as an outright opponent indicates that such conciliatory attitudes which James himself may have 

counselled had long been swept away by a complete schism between the heirs of James and the heirs 

of Paul.
69

 

James, Jerusalem, and Paul 

The Jerusalem church led by James, however, was deeply concerned by Paul’s campaign among 

Gentiles who neither practiced circumcision nor observed the laws of purity. Paul was summoned to 

Jerusalem to explain himself. Depending on which source we read—Luke’s Acts of the Apostles or 

Paul’s Letter to the Galatians—this momentous conference took place sometime after 51 C.E., some 

twenty years after the crucifixion. 
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Paul knew that in contrast to his own missionary work in Asia Minor and beyond, the Palestinian 

church of James was floundering. Jewish Christians were on the defensive throughout Judea. So to 

disqualify Paul’s theology and policies among the Gentiles was to condemn the movement to a slow 

death; to endorse Paul’s campaign was to drive an indelible wedge between Jewish and non-Jewish 

followers of Jesus. A vexing dilemma. 

Paul brought it down to one simple question: could a Gentile who was not familiar with Jewish 

scripture, who was not circumcised and did not observe the Law or the Sabbath, be allowed to join the 

congregation if his faith in Jesus the Christ was honest and true? Paul’s answer was yes. 

He insisted that the cleansing spirit of the Holy Spirit was, in essence, the Gentile equivalent of 

circumcision. And so the Jerusalem Conference ended in a stalemate. The two factions, in effect, 

agreed to disagree. Paul could go and minister to the Gentiles and Jews of Asia Minor, if he so chose; 

but James and Peter would continue to work among circumcised Jews only. 

Acts, like most of the New Testament, was written after the Pauline faction had triumphed and Paul’s 

theology had become the principal doctrine of most (though not all) early Christian communities. By 

that time, the sentiments of James, leader of the Jerusalem church, had become irrelevant, for James 

himself was dead and his Palestinian church was in disarray. But James left a footnote of his 

opposition to the Pauline kerygma (or teachings), which, surprisingly, is contained in Paul’s own letter 

to the Galatians. There, Paul confirms that “[James and Peter] asked only one thing, that we remember 

the poor, which was actually what I was eager to do.” James could not stop the momentum of Paul’s 

theological mission among the Gentiles, but he would not permit anyone to lose sight of what, as we 

have seen, was the quintessential element of Jesus’ teaching: his devotion to social justice.
70

 

------ 

In [Paul’s] lifetime his churches were moving away from the Jerusalem model. In Jerusalem, James 

seems to have presided over elders who formed a sort of Christian Sanhedrin. His power was 

authoritative if not absolute. In 57-58 the Temple seems still to have been a dominating factor in the 

life of the community. Taxes were paid to it (cf. Matt. 17:24).
71

 

In The Gospel of Thomas, Jesus’ defers to his brother James 

The disciples said to Jesus, “We know that you are going to leave us. Who will be our 

leader?” Jesus said to them, “No matter where you are, you are to go to James the Just, 

for whose sake heaven and earth came into being.”
 
(The Gospel of Thomas, Logion 12) 

Here we clearly have a rival tradition to that found in the canonical gospels, a tradition that portrays 

James as the leader of the apostles rather than Peter. What is especially significant is that the Gospel 

of Thomas is not a Jewish Christian writing, but a Gnostic one.
72

 

The thoroughly Jewish portrayal of James’ apostolic leadership 

The Jewish Christian writings are indeed basically accurate in their portrayal of James’s apostolic 

leadership and in their portrayal of James and the apostles as thoroughly Jewish in their beliefs and 

opposed to Paul’s interpretation of Jesus’ teachings. Obviously, this is a revolutionary theory on the 

origins of Christianity, yet once one accepts this understanding as the inevitable outcome of an 

unbiased re-evaluation of the evidence, the seemingly mismatched puzzle pieces in the New 

Testament suddenly fall into place and a bigger picture comes clearly into focus.
73

 

James and the apostles retained their Jewish practice and belief 

James and the apostles retained their Jewish practice and belief, while adding to it their unique belief 

that Jesus was the promised Messiah of Israel.
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James, the undisputed leader at Jerusalem, was succeeded by Jesus’ 
brother, Symeon 

We may presume that the Jerusalem church continued more or less as before James’s death. The 

tradition that Symeon, another brother of Jesus, succeeded James is basically plausible, the line of 

succession passing horizontally (to brothers) rather than vertically (to a son), as in the caliphate 

tradition, though we can hardly assume that there was a formal transition of authority in such a 

confused setting.
75

 

------ 

It is clear that James was the undisputed leader of the Jerusalem church and arguably the most 

influential Christian leader of his day. He remained in this position until shortly after Paul’s arrest. … 

Although another member of the holy family, Symeon, was later chosen to succeed him, no leader 

equaled James in stature.
76

 

James is largely lost 

If Peter had no one to speak for him in regard to the final twenty years of his life and mission, the case 

is even worse for the other principal figure of first generation Christianity — James, the brother of 

Jesus. The only passage in Acts in which he takes centre stage is Luke’s account of the Jerusalem 

council (Acts 15.13-21). Otherwise, James is a figure largely lost in the mist of Christianity’s 

beginnings, only emerging two or three times into the full light. Otherwise he comes across as an 

almost sinister figure in the wings, the few references to him, both by Paul and by Luke, heavy with 

troublesome overtones.
77

 

James has suffered from the comparison with Paul 

Unfortunately James has suffered from the unavoidable comparison with Paul. This is principally 

because Paul is the only uncontested voice within the NT from the first generation and in effect 

dominates the canonical space beyond the Gospels. The result is that James suffers by way of 

comparison, particularly because for generations of Protestant commentators (who gave the lead in 

the development of a properly critical study of the NT), Paul has been the one who most clearly 

defined what Christianity is and what the gospel is.
78

 

Despite his position, James is greatly under-represented in the gospels 
and by Paul 

[James] is underrepresented in the gospel and Pauline texts, and what one finds there is easily 

construed in unflattering ways. Indeed, Peter may have misunderstood Jesus and even denied him, but 

he was still the first and most prominent among the twelve disciples, the “rock” on whom Christ 

established the church (see Matt 10:2; 16:18). By contrast, the gospels seem to suggest that James was 

not a true disciple of the earthly Jesus at all (Mark 3:21, 31-35; John 7:5). Though Peter is condemned 

for vacillating in Galatians 2, the “Judaizers” who demand Gentile circumcision are explicitly said to 

have come “from James” (2:12). Even the “harmonizing” tendency of the Acts of the Apostles does 

little to lift James’ status: He is mentioned almost as an afterthought in 12:17, and his main 

appearances in chapters fifteen and twenty-one show him to be primarily concerned about the right 

performance of the Jewish law by Paul and the targets of his Gentile mission. If it is concluded that 

Peter’s image in the gospel and Pauline texts required balance and correction, those same texts leave 

us with the impression that James’ image required thorough rehabilitation.
79
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PETER 

The voiceless Peter 

In comparison with the mission of Paul, what we know of Peter’s mission is lamentably little. … 

Whereas we have at least several letters which we can attribute to Paul’s composition or dictation 

with full confidence, with Peter we can have no such confidence; even the letter known as 1 Peter is 

usually regarded as a later composition or compilation
 
 … 

The account of Peter’s leadership in the earliest days of the new sect in Jerusalem and the story of his 

early mission were as full (or as bare) as most of Luke’s account of Paul’s mission. That sequence 

ended with Peter going off-stage, somewhat mysteriously, ‘to another place’ (Acts 12.17). Thereafter, 

however, he remains off-stage in Luke’s drama, appearing only briefly, though decisively, in Luke’s 

account of the Jerusalem council (15.7-11). Beyond that, nothing. The allusions and hints elsewhere 

do little to compensate.
80

 

The lasting significance of Peter 

Peter does not feature much (if at all) as author of writings which make up the New Testament. It is 

such writings, the only ones assuredly from the first generation of Christianity, which have ensured 

that the influence of Paul remains vital for any form of Christianity which puts the New Testament at 

its heart. Nor is there much evidence of Peter actually evangelizing and founding churches in the way 

that Paul did, or of his sustaining a mission which decisively shaped the emerging churches of the 

Aegean region in particular. Peter’s significance, however, matches and at several points surpasses 

that of Paul, and it is for these points that his memory is so revered throughout Christianity. 

• He was one of Jesus’ earliest disciples and was evidently regarded as the leader of the disciple 

group, one of Jesus’ inner circle, along with the brothers James and John. 

• The creedal statement of 1 Cor. 15.3-7 confirms that he was known in all the churches 

founded on the faith assertions of that statement, as the most highly privileged and most 

authoritative first witness to the resurrected Jesus. 

• The Acts traditions of the earliest period of the mother church of Jerusalem are clear that 

Peter was the leading figure among the core ‘twelve’ (Acts 1-5). 

• His significance as much the pre-eminent foundation member of ‘the church of God’ is 

indicated by his early nickname ‘Cephas’ and role as a ‘pillar’ apostle. 

• Paul evidently saw him as the key figure linking back to the mission of Jesus: his first post-

conversion visit to Jerusalem was with the specific purpose of ‘getting to know’ Peter (Gal. 

1.18), which can only mean that Paul regarded Peter as the principal conduit through which 

he would gain access to the Jesus tradition. 

• His role as the most respected and authoritative transmitter and performer of the Jesus 

tradition throughout the earliest years is probably confirmed by the subsequent tradition that 

Mark’s Gospel is in effect a record of such preaching and teaching (Papias).
81

 

The legacy of Peter 

The legacy of Peter down through the history of Christianity is nowhere more starkly expressed than 

in the words of Jesus to Peter in Matthew’s Gospel, … (‘You are Peter and on this rock I will build 

my church’ — Matt. 16.18). But that is a legacy which began to be asserted only subsequently, and 

with more and more vigour in later centuries. Viewed from the first century, and by the immediate 

heirs of Peter, following his execution in Rome in 64, the best claimant to embody and express the 

legacy of Peter is the first letter attributed to him.
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THE END OF THE JERUSALEM-LED CHURCH 

The Jewish-Christian church in Jerusalem itself soon came to an end, for it fled to Pella in fear of the 

advancing Roman armies in A.D. 66 and was never afterward able to continue its mission to the 

Jews.
83

 

The Jewish mission collapsed with the fall of Jerusalem 

James is not used otherwise until Origen cites it about A.D. 256, for a Jewish-Christian work that was 

not useful in doctrinal controversy was surely half-forgotten with the Jerusalem church first in exile 

and then struggling for its distinctive existence as the Jewish mission collapsed with the fall of 

Jerusalem in A.D. 70.
84

 

The main body of Christians in Jerusalem fled to Pella 

The only tradition relating to the outbreak of the war is what is known as ‘the flight to Pella’ tradition, 

to the effect that early in the war the main body of Christians in Jerusalem fled from Jerusalem across 

the Jordan to the Perean city of Pella, one of the cities of the Decapolis. …. 

The fact that Pella is remembered by Epiphanius as the seat of the Jewish- Christian sects is also 

relevant. … Some of their distinctive characteristics are precisely those which come to expression in 

Acts 21.20-21 as features of the Jerusalem church: high regard for James, devotion to the law, and 

suspicion/denigration of Paul. The Pella tradition, therefore, might well provide the link between the 

Jerusalem church and the Jewish-Christian sects of subsequent centuries: Ebionaioi is a transliteration 

of the Hebrew/Aramaic for ‘poor’, perhaps reflecting the fact that some of the Jerusalem believers 

may have embraced their poverty out of conviction, thinking of themselves as ‘the Poor’, and the 

‘Nazoreans’ obviously reflects, retains and maintains the tradition of the first Christians being known 

as the ‘Nazarenes’. That is to say, there may well be a direct line of continuity between the more 

conservative traditionalists under James and the subsequent teachings of Ebionites and Nazoreans.
85

 

The church of Jerusalem ceased to exist as such for some years 

The church of Jerusalem ceased to exist as such for at least some years during and after the Jewish 

war against Rome. Some, more fiercely nationalistic than the others, probably fought in the war and 

probably perished during the horrific siege of Jerusalem. The bulk fled before flight was impossible, 

either early in the conflict, or before Titus closed the lines of escape which initially existed during the 

siege.
86

 

A devastating decade for Christianity 

The 60s were a period of unmitigated disaster for earliest Christianity. Within the space of a mere two 

years (62-64), it would appear that the three most prominent figures among the leadership of the Jesus 

sect, Paul, James and Peter, were cut down and killed. In 64 the fury of Nero decimated the rapidly 

growing Roman assemblies. And in the madness of the Jewish revolt (66-70), the mother church in 

Jerusalem was either caught up in the maelstrom or had to abandon what the Jewish believers there 

also regarded as the centre of the world and the hinge on which the future would turn. Other than the 

execution of Jesus himself, the body of his disciples had never received such a sequence of blows 

within such a short space of time. And never since has Christianity experienced such a devastating 

decade, to be bereft of all its principal leaders and to lose its place in the centres both of salvation 

history and of the history of Western empire in such a short span of years. 

The story was not finished, of course, although … our knowledge of Christianity’s history goes into a 

dark tunnel for much of the following decades, illuminated only by a few individual and somewhat 

scattered figures, documents and epigrapha. The combination of the ending of Acts and the absence of 

a coherent sequence of letters like those of Paul is like a turning off of the few floodlights which 

picked out various highpoints and deepened various shadows in the earliest decades.
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PAUL AND HIS ENVIRONMENT 

Without the historical context, Paul is subject to great misunderstanding 

Knowing what we can about Paul and his historical context greatly illuminates the seven letters that 

were definitely written by him. Indeed, it is not just illuminating, but essential. Without historical 

contextualization, Paul’s letters remain opaque and subject to great misunderstanding.
88

 

Few have caused more dissension and hatred than Paul has 

Few figures in Western history have been the subject of greater controversy than Saint Paul. Few have 

caused more dissension and hatred. None has suffered more misunderstanding at the hands of both 

friends and enemies. None has produced more animosity between Jews and Christians. 

We know more about Paul—by far—than about any other figure in the first 150 years of the early 

Jesus-movement. And yet there remains a host of unanswered questions.. One of these questions is 

how this hugely controversial figure wound up at the very center of the New Testament.
89

 

THE IMPORTANCE OF PAUL 

Not one person created Christianity 

No one person created Christianity and there never was a single entity called Christianity. … 

Diversity and dispute were the rule from the beginning and remain so today. … In a remarkable 

number of epochs, this is how [Paul] came to be seen—as the founder of Christianity. For some, this 

was a good thing; for others, not at all.
90

 

More than any other person, Paul is responsible for the emergence of 
Christianity 

Paul more than any other figure in the New Testament was responsible for the emergence of 

Christianity as a new religion that, though it included Jews, became increasingly separated from 

Judaism. Paul’s importance extends beyond the New Testament into the history of Christianity. Many 

of its most important theologians and reformers were decisively shaped by Paul’s letters.
91

 

Next to Jesus, Paul is the most important person in the New Testament 

Next to Jesus, Paul is the most important person in the New Testament. … Paul’s letters were the 

biblical foundation of the Reformation in the sixteenth century. He has been especially important for 

Protestants ever since. Many of their “big” words come from Paul: “justification,” “grace,” “faith,” 

“sanctification,” “Christ crucified,” “dying and rising with Christ,” “the body of Christ,” and so forth. 

Some scholars call him the “founder of Christianity” or the “second founder of Christianity.”
 92

 

------ 

Paul is second only to Jesus as the most important person in the origins of Christianity. Yet he is not 

universally well regarded, even among Christians. Some find him appealing, and others find him 

appalling; some aren’t sure what to think of him, and others know little about him.
93

 

------ 

Paul was the single most important figure in spreading the movement that began with Jesus and came 

to be known as Christianity (a term Paul himself did not use) to the wider Roman world. His deepest 

influence was largely literary (and postmortem); no fewer than thirteen documents in the New 

Testament were written by him or are attributed to him. In the Book of Acts Paul also features as a 
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central figure, although there are crucial differences between what he says or implies in his letters and 

what is said about him in Acts. Yet Acts does preserve valuable information about Paul’s career.
94

 

------ 

Of the three principal figures in the formation of first-generation Christianity, it is Paul who made and 

has made the most lasting impact. James … has been largely ignored by the great church. … Peter …. 

seems to have made little explicit impact on the writings (the NT). … It was Paul, however, who 

made and leaves the strongest impression from the first generation of Christian leadership. ‘The 

second founder of Christianity’ is an accolade of which Paul is not unworthy.
95

 

------ 

It is hardly possible to ignore the influence of Paul in shaping the writings which became the NT. Of 

the twenty-seven writings which make up the NT, no fewer than thirteen are attributed to his 

authorship. Of these no one really disputes seven to be genuinely Pauline.
96

 

Paul’s prominence is disproportionately large in the NT canon 

However large Paul’s influence may have been in earliest Christianity, his prominence in the NT 

canon is disproportionately larger. The peculiarity of this fact should not be overlooked. Paul was not 

a historical disciple of Jesus, and even after he became a Christian apostle he stood in an oblique 

relationship with the leading figures of the primitive church. Moreover, Paul’s letters were practical 

expedients of his missionary work.
97

 

PAUL’S DISCLOSES HIMSELF 

Letters from the 50s portray Paul differently to the later letters 

The seven letters universally accepted as coming from Paul in the 50s portray a Paul quite different 

from the Paul of the other six letters.
98

 

------ 

The seven in their probable order of composition are: 

 First Letter to the Thessalonians 

 Letter to the Galatians 

 Letter to the Philippians 

 Letter to Philemon 

 First Letter to the Corinthians 

 Second Letter to the Corinthians 

 Letter to the Romans.
99

 

Paul was vigorous, direct, and confident, sometimes arrogant and self-
centered 

His letters tell us a great deal about the man. He was vigorous, direct, and confident, sometimes 

arrogant and self-centered. He wrote for the occasion as he felt, not in the carefully studied literary 

style of the Letter of Aristeas or the Letter to Diognetus, and he could be biting and sarcastic as well 

as humble and pleading; but he was always genuine and utterly devoted to the task in hand.
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Paul, genius with drive and energy 

Paul (Saul’s Roman name) is one of the few individuals in history who merit the title “religious 

genius. “. … Paul provided the church with that additional drive and inspiration needed to take it 

beyond any horizons imaginable by its Galilean leaders..
101

 

Paul was the first intellectual in the Jesus movement 

In recent years, it has become fashionable to blame Paul for adapting the life and teachings of Jesus, 

the Jew, into the exalted theology of Jesus, the Christ. Paul, [was] perhaps the first intellectual to 

come in touch with the Jesus movement. … Paul was genuinely attracted to Jesus’ inclusive approach 

to Jewish monotheism. Jesus’ call to universal social compassion had struck a chord. … He also 

recognized that the more onerous precepts of Judaism—circumcision, the dietary laws, the strict 

limitations of the Sabbath—were a deterrent for many of these “God-fearing” people.102 

Paul had a strong authoritarian streak 

Paul also had a strong authoritarian streak in his character. His was the only message. “If any one is 

preaching to you a gospel contrary to that which you received,” he tells the Galatians (Gal. 1:9), “let 

him be accursed.” 
103

 

Paul’s letters were strong but his physical presence was weak 

Paul’s strength lay in an ability to dictate immensely powerful letters which could not fail to impress 

their recipients. He was less happy as a preacher. While he could be effective, as the Thessalonians 

bore witness (1 Thess. 2:1ff.), he tended to bore or “rave” when uncertain of his audience. There was 

truth, however, in his Corinthian opponents’ gibe that “his letters are weighty and strong, but his 

bodily presence is weak, and his speech is of no account” (2 Cor. 10:10).
104

 

Paul provides chronological clues in Galatians 

The Letter to the Galatians seems to have been written in haste; its sometimes reckless style also 

reveals the emotional pressure Paul felt. … Paul gives the most important chronological clues that we 

have concerning the span of time that his public activity lasted: three years after his conversion until 

his first visit with the Jerusalem apostles; and fourteen years until his formal consultation with them 

and other leaders of the emerging church (Galatians 1:18-24). Paul’s purpose in mentioning these 

details is to strengthen his claim that his conversion, his apostolic activity among the Gentiles, and the 

gifts of the Spirit that are evident through him were entirely and directly from God, rather than 

mediated through the Jerusalem-based apostles or their aides.
105

 

Unlike Jesus, Paul was a city person 

Paul was a city person. Unlike Jesus, who grew up in a small village and whose activity was among 

the peasant class in small towns and rural areas of the Jewish homeland, Paul was urban. He grew up 

in a city and carried out his vocation in major cities of Asia Minor and Greece, most of them capitals 

of Roman provinces. There is no report of his bringing his message to a small town or village.
106

 

------ 

Paul was inhibited by his urban and Hellenistic background from placing himself in the context of 

rural Palestine where Jesus had worked. … If Jesus taught the multitudes in the countryside and 

instructed his disciples to pray to God as a loving Father, Paul preached in towns to those who, like 

himself, spoke and read Greek and knew their Septuagint; and he sought to interpret the mystery of 

God’s purposes, for the relative few who could comprehend such concepts. …  
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[Paul] moved easily among the upper reaches of provincial society, to the governor’s palace at Paphos 

or the Areopagus at Athens. He was not the man to feel compassion for crowds. In some ways, even 

his sense of the elite prepared the way for a Gnostic system of salvation.
107

 

Paul’s sufferings for Christ 

Are they ministers of Christ? I am talking like a madman—I am a better one: with far greater labors, 

far more imprisonments, with countless floggings, and often near death. Five times I have received 

from the Jews the forty lashes minus one. Three times I was beaten with rods. Once I received a 

stoning.  

Three times I was shipwrecked; for a night and a day I was adrift at sea; on frequent journeys, in 

danger from rivers, danger from bandits, danger from my own people, danger from Gentiles, danger 

in the city, danger in the wilderness, danger at sea, danger from false brothers and sisters; in toil and 

hardship, through many a sleepless night, hungry and thirsty, often without food, cold and naked.  

And, besides other things, I am under daily pressure because of my anxiety for all the churches.
108

 

Paul was a Mystic 

Paul did not obtain his information and understanding from the church leadership at Jerusalem. His 

ideas came through ecstatic visions. 

Paul’s foundational message is “Christ in you and you in Christ”. It smacks of mysticism, which is not 

surprising since Paul says he received his messages through ecstatic experiences. 

------ 

Paul repeatedly refers to his connection to his readers “in the viscera of Jesus Christ” (see Philippians 

1:8, for example). The “body of Christ” was not merely an abstract image, but an emotional 

connection.
109

 

------ 

Paul had stated openly during his lifetime that he could project his spirit from one place to another (1 

Corinthians 5:3-5).
 110

 

Paul was a Jewish Christ mystic 

Paul was not simply a mystic. More precisely, he was a Jewish Christ mystic. He was a Jewish Christ 

mystic because, as already mentioned, Paul was a Jew and in his own mind never ceased being one. 

He was a Jewish Christ mystic because the content of his mystical experiences was Jesus as risen 

Christ and Lord. Afterward, Paul’s identity became an identity “in Christ.” And as a Christ mystic, he 

saw his Judaism anew in the light of Jesus. … Paul’s phrase “in Christ” (which occurs over a hundred 

times in the genuine letters) is meant vividly and mystically, as is the corresponding “Christ in me”.
111

 

Paul’s ecstatic visions and revelations of the Lord 

In 2 Corinthians (which may combine several letters), Paul says he “will go on to visions and 

revelations of the Lord.” Note the plural: we should not imagine that the Damascus experience was 

his only experience of the risen Christ. Then he speaks of “a person in Christ who . . . was caught up 

to the third heaven.” Though Paul uses third-person language here, he almost certainly refers to 

himself. “Such a person,” he continues, “whether in the body or out of the body I do not know; God 

knows—was caught up into Paradise and heard things that are not to be told, that no mortal is 

permitted to repeat” (12:1-4). 

The passage speaks of entering another level of reality (“the third heaven,” “Paradise”), in an ecstatic 

state (“whether in the body or out of the body, I do not know”), where he heard “things that are not to 
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be told.” We do not think that the last phrase means secret information that could in principle be 

disclosed. Rather, it is best understood as something beyond words—”things unutterable,” as an 

earlier translation put it.
112

 

Paul’s message came through special revelation 

Paul was Jesus’ contemporary. He personally knew the first followers of Jesus and his immediate 

disciples, Peter and John, as well as “the Lord’s brother,” James (Gal: 18-19; 2:9). And Paul had come 

into contact with the movement very early, within a few years of Jesus’ execution. Yet, as Paul boasts, 

he was very independent of this original circle. The source of his Gospel (by which he means 

“message”), as distinct from theirs, was neither the earthly Jesus nor a human tradition passed from 

man to man, but the Risen Christ, who had been revealed to him through a special act of God (Gal 

1:11-17; but cf. 1 Cor 11:23; 15:3a). Paul thus places himself at some distance from those traditions, 

presumably emanating from the earthly ministry of Jesus, that the later evangelists eventually wrote 

down.
113

 

Paul had actually seen the resurrected Christ 

While Acts gives a circumstantial account of Paul’s conversion experience, in his letters Paul tells us 

only that God was pleased “to reveal his Son in me” (Galatians i:16). Elsewhere he notes simply that, 

like the other apostles, he has “seen Jesus our Lord,” risen from the dead (1 Corinthians 9:1, 

i5:8).What was important for Paul were not the circumstances or details of his vision of the risen 

Christ but the fact that his vision occurred, that it corresponded to the experience of those who had 

followed Jesus during his lifetime, and that it resulted in his special divine commissioning as the 

primary apostle to the Gentiles. Paul’s conversion was a vision, as the three different, evidently 

romanticized accounts in Acts (in chapters 9, 22, and 26) demonstrate by their disparities. Following 

this vision, Paul withdrew to “Arabia,” by which he meant the territory controlled by Aretas IV of 

Nabatea in his time, and then returned to Damascus (Galatians 1:17). Only after three years did he 

confer with Peter (“Cephas,” as it is transliterated in English from the Aramaic) and James (Jesus’ 

brother) in Jerusalem.
114

 

Paul saw his vision of the risen Christ as an apokalypsis (a “revelation”) 

It is highly significant that he uses the language of apokalypsis (“revelation,” “disclosure,” a 

breakthrough that is literally apocalyptic), to describe his original vision of the risen Christ (Galatians 

1.16), his having been commissioned with the gospel for the nations (Galatians 1:12), and his decision 

to check in with the apostolic leaders in Jerusalem (Galatians 2:2). He sought to collaborate with 

them, but they were not the source of his conversion, his commissioning, or his ministry to the 

Gentiles; only God could have been the source of those revelations.
115

 

Paul experienced a paradigm shift that transformed him 

The Paul who emerges is an extraordinarily zealous Pharisaic Jew who experienced a paradigm shift 

so profound that it transformed the way he saw the world and all in it. This man is a thinker and 

rhetorician, a visionary and prophet, whose experience of God was so profound that he reimagined the 

conditions of existence. … This is a utopian thinker who joins in the cultural debate of his time over 

what constitutes the value and meaning of humanity. This is a man who has glimpsed what it means to 

live beyond tribal or ethnic boundaries. This is a man who can imagine those considered outsiders as 

equals, a man who has found freedom and meaning in the rag-tag communities of “nobodies.”
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Paul’s message was driven by his eschatology 

The Christianity taught by Paul, like the religion preached by Jesus, was driven by an overpowering 

eschatological ardour. ... Throwing all caution to the winds, [Paul] boldly asserted — as a certainty 

based on Christ’s promise — that he and his flock would participate in the great encounter.
117

 

For Paul, the “final days” had already arrived 

Christ’s resurrection itself proves the nearness of the End of all things: it is a sign, for Paul, that the 

final days are not merely “at hand,” but have already arrived. It is upon us, he informs his Corinthian 

community, that the end of the ages has come (ta telē tōn aiōnōn katēntēken; 1 Cor 10:11); “The form 

of this cosmos is passing away” (7:31). 

Nor shall this final period extend indefinitely: Paul expects to live to see the Last Days. He speaks of 

his hope for the transformation of his present body before death (2 Cor 5:1-5), and in light of his 

conviction, he even feels it reasonable to urge his congregants to forswear sexual activity, “[for] the 

appointed time has grown very short” (1 Cor 7:26, 29). So near is the End that both Paul and his 

communities are troubled by the death of believers before Christ’s Second Coming: they did not 

expect this and do not know what to make of it (1 Thes 4:13). … 

Paul’s deep and fervent conviction that the End is upon him spurs him on his missions to the Gentiles.  

… Commonplace moralisms are charged with new meaning and urgency, for the fast approaching 

Day of the Lord will be a day of judgment and wrath (1 Thes 1:9; 4:6; Rom 1:18; 2:16, etc.). The 

Lord is at hand (Phil 4:5): Marana tha! Lord, come! (1 Cor 6:22). This expectation marks all Paul’s 

letters. …  

Paul’s Christ is the eschatological Deliverer (Rom 11:26). With his resurrection, he signaled the 

beginning of the End; with his return, he will shortly sum up the ages. The rescue mission for which 

God had commissioned his Son (Phil 2:5-11), is now all but complete, Paul urges.
118

 

------ 

The first Letter to the Thessalonian church, which Paul wrote with Silvanus (also referred to as Silas, 

a key figure connected with the church in Jerusalem) and Timothy, represents the earliest example of 

Paul’s preserved correspondence. … [1 Thessalonians] focuses on Jesus as divine Son, who alone can 

deliver humanity from the rapidly approaching end of the ages (1:10). This eschatological tenor is 

typical of primitive Christianity and characterizes Paul’s letters as a whole. Time is truly short, 

because the day of the Lord comes as a thief in the night (5:2), at a time that cannot be reckoned.
119

 

Paul’s approach was conversational 

Because of modern images of preaching, we tend to think of Paul standing in front of a crowd, large 

or small, and proclaiming the gospel. … But it is unlikely that Paul preached in synagogues or to 

crowds of strangers who were completely unfamiliar with Judaism. … We need to imagine Paul’s 

approach as much more conversational.
120

 

On land, Paul walked everywhere 

He walked thousands of miles, including through mountain passes and across high arid plateaus. 

Despite paintings that depict his being knocked off his horse during his Damascus experience, he 

didn’t travel by horse. Only the military and the wealthy did.
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PAUL THE JEW 

Paul had been a zealous Jew 

[Paul] claims that he “advanced in Judaism beyond many among my people of the same age, for I was 

far more zealous for the traditions of my ancestors” (Galatians 1:14).
122

 

Paul was a committed Pharisaic Jew 

[Paul] was a passionate Jew. He became a Pharisee, a member of a Jewish movement that sought 

through sharp social boundaries to preserve Jewish identity and community in a historical context in 

which accommodation to Hellenistic and Roman culture was a very real threat. … he was a brilliant, 

passionate, committed Pharisaic Jew.
123

 

Paul was a first-century Jew 

Paul was not a Christian or the maker of Christian anti-Judaism; he is a first-century Jew who makes 

sense only in that setting; the gospel of Matthew is a thoroughly Jewish text. … Most Jewish readers 

of Paul today insist that Paul was not a convert from Judaism to Christianity and that he remained a 

Jew to the end. Only as a Jew does he make sense.
124

 

Paul converted from one form of Judaism to another form 

[Paul] didn’t think of himself as having converted from one religion (Judaism) to another 

(Christianity). He regarded himself as Jewish all of his life, not as a member of a new and different 

religion. His conversion was not from Judaism to Christianity, but from Pharisaic Judaism to 

Christian Judaism. They were different ways of being Jewish. The division into two religions came 

later.
125

 

------ 

Paul never thinks of himself as a convert to some new religion. He preaches the Jewish God, Yahweh, 

and the Jewish Messiah. He preaches in synagogues. When he brings others to believe in Jesus, he 

teaches them from the Jewish holy writings, which were the only “Bible” of the day—his letters 

would not be joined together with later documents to create a separate “New Testament” till long after 

his death.
126

 

Paul always spoke of himself as a Jew 

When it is said that Paul became a Christian, or was converted to Christianity, this offers a polar 

expression that implies that he converted from Judaism to Christianity. Paul did not think of himself 

as being converted from Judaism, and there was no such thing as Christianity, or a Christian church, 

for him to join. He converted others to the Jewish God, Yahweh, but he did not need to be converted 

to Yahweh himself. He taught non-Jews from the Jewish scripture (the only “Bible” that existed in his 

time), saying they must become part of the “seed of Abraham,” inheritors of the Jewish covenant that 

had been extended to them without having been canceled for the Jews. He always spoke of himself as 

a Jew, spoke of “my people,” of the people of Abraham. If Paul was not converted, neither did he 

convert others.
127

 

For Paul, the promises continued to belong to the Israelites 

Even after the coming of Christ, Paul writes, “the adoption, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the 

law, the worship, and the promises” continued to belong to the Israelites (Romans 9:4)
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Paul, Jewish persecutor of the Jewish followers of Jesus 

That Paul was a persecutor of followers of Jesus almost from the beginning is certain. He says so 

himself as he briefly refers to his life: he was “circumcised on the eighth day, a member of the people 

of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew born of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a 

persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the law, blameless” (Phil. 3.5-6). Paul was a young 

man when he was a persecutor.
129

 

------ 

Some time before his call to be an apostle (c. 33?), Paul had “persecuted the ekklesia of God” that had 

formed within his community in Damascus (Gal 1:13; cf. v. 23; 1 Cor 15:9; Phil 3:6). But we must 

first ascertain what Paul did before we can ask why he did it.
130

 

Paul was not a Christian or the maker of Christian anti-Judaism 

Paul was not a Christian or the maker of Christian anti Judaism; he is a first-century Jew who makes 

sense only in that setting; the gospel of Matthew is a thoroughly Jewish text; and so on.
131

 

Paul’s actions when he “persecuted” 

What then did Paul, as one of these hostile Diaspora Jews, actually do when he “persecuted”? 

Probably [the same as] what he later received as an apostle and named persecution: lashing (2 Cor 

11:24). Jewish law specifies two sorts: makkot arbaim, the thirty-nine lashes, traditionally a 

punishment administered for specific violations of negative commandments; and makkot mardut, a 

disciplinary lashing administered at the discretion of the local court. The number of lashes given in 

this latter instance would also be up to the court’s discretion; but if the defendant were to be punished 

kath’ hyperbolēn (to the utmost), he could receive up to the customary legal maximum, thirty-nine. 

Paul’s situation both as persecutor and persecuted suggests that he gave and received makkot mardut, 

discretionary lashing.
132

 

Luke’s descriptions of the persecutions are unreliable 

Religious contention invariably leads, in Luke’s account, to violent persecution—imprisonments, 

executions, mob fury, and attempted assassinations. Luke makes this case especially in his 

presentation of Paul. Paul himself, in his own letters, says only that he persecuted the ekklesia “kath’ 

hyperbolēn,” (to the utmost; Gal 1:13). But Luke supplies a description of this activity: Paul witnesses 

and approves the murder/execution of Stephen in Jerusalem (8:1); he has Christians imprisoned (8:3, 

cf. 9:2; 22:4; 26:10); he votes the death penalty whenever the Sanhedrin tries them; in “raging fury” 

he plans to extend his activities to Damascus (26:12.; also 9:2; 22:5). And once the shoe is on the 

other foot, the Jews of the Diaspora plot continuously to murder Paul (9:19-24, 26-30; contrast with 

the relatively benign Roman involvement, 13:12, 50; 14:2, 19; 17:5; 18:1-13, etc.). 

How reliable is Acts’ picture of these Jewish persecutions? Where we have independent evidence—

Paul for the Diaspora, Josephus for Jerusalem—Luke does not fare well. Paul himself, for example, 

nowhere seems to understand “persecution” as “execution.” When he complains of Jews 

“persecuting” him in the Diaspora, he specifies receiving “thirty-nine lashes,” the maximum number 

allowed by synagogue courts (2 Cor 11:24). Further, and again against Luke, Paul asserts that his 

activity began in Damascus, not Judea (cf. Gal 1:22-23). And in any case, local synagogue courts in 

the Diaspora during this period do not seem to have had authority to execute capital cases (cf. Acts 

26: 10). … Also, if the Sanhedrin had authority in such capital cases, Pilate’s role in Jesus’ death 

would have been superfluous.
133

 

                                                      
129

 Evolution of the Word, pages 21-22 
130

 Jesus to Christ, page 142 
131

 Who Made Christianity?, page 141 
132

 Jesus to Christ, page 145 
133

 Jesus to Christ, pages 143-144 



Paul and his environment 

34 

PAULINE CHRISTIANITY 

Paul’s fertile mind created an impressive doctrinal synthesis 

The invisible features that underlie Pauline Christianity consist in an elaborate doctrinal construct 

developed by Paul’s fertile mind on the subject of the death and resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Compared to his vision, the theology of the Synoptic Gospels and of the Acts of the Apostles appears 

primitive, but Paul finds his match in John’s superb mystical portrait of the superhuman Christ. 

Deep familiarity with Judaism and at least a superficial acquaintance with classical culture, linked to a 

powerful spiritual imagination, enabled Paul to re-use the Jewish religious concepts … and create out 

of these elements an impressive doctrinal synthesis in which Christ was depicted as the final 

Saviour.
134

 

------ 

Paul did not simply spread the news and message of Jesus to the Gentiles. He created the message.
135

 

Pauline Christianity was a significant new departure 

Compared with the charismatic-eschatological religion of Jesus and the charismatic-eschatological 

messianic doctrine of the early Jewish-Christian church, Pauline Christianity appears as a significant 

new departure. It is not surprising therefore that Paul is often presented as the true founder of the 

religion centred on Jesus, not only by iconoclastic New Testament scholars like Gerd Lüdemann 

(Paul, The Founder of Christianity, 2002), but even by as authoritative a textbook as The Oxford 

Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd rev. edn, 1997, which states that ‘Paul came widely to be 

regarded as the creator of the whole doctrinal and ecclesiastical system presupposed in his Epistles’ 

(p. 1048).
136

 

Hellenistic thinking influenced Paul 

Although Paul’s primary concern is Jesus’ redefining of the covenant people, the Hellenistic influence 

on him is apparent in both the literary structure of his writing and in several characteristic aspects of 

his thought. … Far from finding any conflict between his convictions as a devout Jew and the insights 

he has gained from pagan culture, Paul draws on both to make his arguments.
137

 

------ 

Christians are to regard themselves as members of God’s perfect society, politeuma — a term that 

Paul borrows from the Stoic tradition of a humanity obedient to natural law, but which he perceives to 

be the new community in the process of transformation.
138

 

------ 

Paul’s letters reflect how much he had in common with other Jews of the Diaspora during the first 

part of the first century C.E., and how much his thought remains faithful to the biblical heritage. Yet 

in many details his writings also show substantial influence from the Hellenistic culture that 

permeated the eastern Mediterranean world.
139

 

Paul’s message 

The urgent question that had vexed Jesus’ followers was why, if Jesus had truly been infused with the 

Spirit of YHWH, God had allowed him to be killed in so shameful and gruesome a manner. And 

using his superior skill in logic, Paul had grasped the answer: Jesus died on the cross because this was 

precisely what God had intended all along. Why? Because his crucifixion served, in a way, as the 
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ultimate Passover sacrifice—a sacrifice that wiped clean the sinful slate of mankind and allowed 

everyone who believed in him to find salvation. 

Now everything fell into place. By offering himself up as the true paschal lamb, Jesus had made 

Temple sacrifice redundant and its corrupt priesthood irrelevant. And to prove it, God had raised Jesus 

from the dead. The Resurrection was the divine imprimatur on the sacrifice of Jesus. It also marked an 

all-new covenant between God and Man—one that superseded the old covenant of Moses.
140

 

For Paul, baptism is a myth-drama close in meaning to the mystery cults 

In Judaism, immersion into water was intended to wash away the ritual impurity caused by certain 

bodily functions (sex, menstruation, childbearing) and by dermatological and genital diseases or by 

contact with a dead body. In a more spiritual sense, the baptism of repentance, administered by John 

the Baptist, symbolized the removal of the pollution caused by sinful conduct. … Baptism for Paul is 

a myth-drama. … Paul’s understanding of baptism is closer to the ideas of the Greek, Egyptian, 

Syrian and Persian mystery cults that flourished in the Roman Empire in the age of Jesus than to the 

traditional Jewish and Judaeo-Christian purification ritual.
141

 

New, mystical meanings applied to baptism 

Paul’s view of [baptism] … included … new, mystical meanings which appear to reflect pagan rather 

than Jewish influences. “Do you not know,” he writes (Rom. 6:3), “that all of us who have been 

baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?”.
142

 

Paul supplied a new meaning to the community meal 

Paul supplied a new meaning to the community meal and turned it into an imitation and repetition of 

the ‘Lord’s Supper’ — Jesus’ last Passover dinner with his apostles on the evening before his 

crucifixion. Paul implies that the mythical significance of this meal was revealed to him directly by 

Christ: ‘I received from the Lord what I also handed on to you’ (1 Cor. 11:23). He does not say that it 

came to him through apostolic tradition as the story of the death, burial and resurrection of the 

Saviour: ‘I handed over to you what I in turn had received’ (1 Cor. 15:3). If my understanding is 

correct, the mystical significance of the Last Supper must not be attributed to the Synoptic evangelists 

composing their accounts between AD 70 and 100, but to Paul writing in the early 50s. It seems that 

the idea entered the tradition of the Gospels of Mark and Matthew through Luke, Paul’s disciple, 

whose Last Supper account mirrors that of his teacher. Only Paul and Luke mention Jesus’ command 

relating to the repetition of the ritual.
143

 

Paul is the closest eyewitness to Jesus 

The closest thing we have to a surviving author who was an eyewitness to the life of Jesus is the 

Apostle Paul, who, before engaging in his missionary work, met two of the apostles.
144

 

PAUL’S DIFFICULT RELATIONSHIPS 

Few have caused more dissension and hatred than Paul 

Few figures in Western history have been the subject of greater controversy than Saint Paul. Few have 

caused more dissension and hatred. None has suffered more misunderstanding at the hands or both 

friends and enemies. None has produced more animosity between Jews and Christians.
145

 

Paul’s energy and success caused relationships to be strained 

Paul’s fantastic energy and his success in the Dispersion put severe strains on the unity of the church. 

Personal rivalries and schisms he foresaw, as he told the presbyters at Miletus (Acts 20:30). That rival 

groups formed quickly among the Christians there is shown in 1 Corinthians. In 2 Corinthians we find 
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the church in actual rebellion against him (2 Cor. 2:5-7:12). In addition, Acts and Paul’s letters show 

that there were quarrels between Paul and his colleagues. He parted from Barnabas. He does not seem 

to have liked Cephas. His relations with James were equivocal and pose serious problems of 

interpretation.
146

 

Paul’s difficult relationships with fellow missionaries 

More difficult still were Paul’s relationships with fellow Christian missionaries in the field, whom in 

his letters he variously describes as “dogs,” “mutilators of the flesh,” “servants of Satan,” and “false 

apostles” (Phil 3:2; 2 Cor 11:12-14; cf. the “false brethren” of Gal 2:4). Such men were guilty, in 

Paul’s eyes, of preaching a “different gospel” and a “different Jesus”—different, that is, from Paul’s 

own.
147

 

The tension between Paul and James 

A tension between Paul and James is present behind Galatians 1–2 that indicates some measure of 

separation between them. First, whether the association is direct or indirect, Paul names James in the 

same breath with those “of the circumcision” who led Jewish believers into hypocrisy with Gentile 

Christians. Further, after Paul introduces himself as one who was “an apostle not from men nor 

through man, but through Jesus Christ and God the Father” (1:1), he refers on four occasions to those 

who were “of repute” among the Jerusalem Christians (2:2, 6a, 6c, 9), then calls the authority of these 

leaders (identified as James, Cephas, and John in 2:9) into question when he contrasts human 

reputation with God’s impartiality (Gal 2:6).
148

 

Paul for the Gentiles, James and Peter for the Jews 

Paul claims to have been explicitly and uniquely called to—indeed, created for—the mission to the 

Gentiles. The Jewish mission he left to James and Peter, to whom he refers with some sarcasm as “so-

called pillars,” later disparaging Peter as a hypocrite whom he opposed “to his face” (Gal 1:15; 2:9, 

11).
149

 

Paul proclaimed Christ to the Gentiles 

Paul understood himself as having been called to “proclaim [Christ] to the Gentiles” (Galatians 

1:16).
150

 

------ 

Paul, in turn, claimed to be in charge of the mission to the Gentiles as Peter was the apostle of the 

circumcised (Gal. 2:7). His field of activity was the Diaspora because the Palestinian church itself 

belonged to James. The latter’s rise to prominence is demonstrated by his presidential role at the 

council of the apostles and by Paul’s reverential attitude towards him on two separate visits to 

Jerusalem.
151

 

Paul was not known in Judea 

Paul describes his activities following his initial visit with James in Jerusalem as having taken place in 

the “regions of Syria and Cilicia,” and he specifies that he is unknown to the churches in Judea, the 

district where Jerusalem was located.
152

 

Paul’s Gentile converts did not need to adhere to the Jewish law 

Paul’s converts did not need to adhere to the Jewish law and in fact were not to do so (Rom. 3:19-26; 

Gal. 2:15-21). Whether Paul thought that was the case for those who were born Jewish is very 

difficult to say (he never indicates one way or the other); but it was certainly the case for gentiles.
153
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MARCION’S DESCRIPTIONS OF PAUL 

Marcion considered Paul to be the only authentic apostle of Jesus 

Marcion took his inspiration from the letters of Paul, most notably Galatians. He regarded Paul as the 

only authentic apostle of Jesus. He was deeply impressed with Paul’s contrast of law and grace.
154

 

------ 

Marcion evidently concluded that Paul was the only true apostle of Jesus and that Peter and the others 

were false apostles. … Marcionite Christianity is, therefore, an impressive example of the attempt to 

gain support from the Pauline legacy.
155

 

The major elements in Marcion’s understanding of Paul 

The major elements in Marcion’s understanding of Paul are clear: the affirmation that Paul was the 

only apostle; that his gospel was the only true gospel; that this gospel entailed a total renunciation of 

Torah and of the Scriptures associated with it; that false apostles, including James and Peter, 

attempted to undermine Paul’s ministry and to re-Judaize Christian teachings; that these false teachers 

interpolated non-Pauline sections into Paul’s letters; that when the interpolations are removed the 

letters of Paul consistently teach that the rule of law has been superseded through Jesus Christ, by 

whom human beings are justified by grace. Thus the purged letters of Paul, along with the gospel, 

constitute sacred and authoritative literature for Marcionite Christians.
156

 

ACTS’ DESCRIPTIONS OF PAUL 

Luke did not know the real Paul 

[Richard] Pervo treats some 86/ 87 places in Acts that exhibit traces of Pauline letters, including 

Romans, 1 Corinthians, 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and 1 

Thessalonians. The presence of Ephesians and Colossians in this list is significant in showing that 

what was available to Luke was a collection of letters assumed to be by Paul. It means that Luke 

wrote after the publication of the deutero-Pauline letters and that, unlike modern scholars, he was 

unable to distinguish between authentic and inauthentic Pauline letters. This observation virtually 

excludes contentions that Luke may have known the real Paul. The Paul known to Luke was the Paul 

who had been filtered through the deutero-Pauline school.
157

 

In Acts, Paul is a faithful Pharisaic Jew 

In Acts Paul is a faithful Pharisaic Jew, believing everything in the Scriptures and devoutly adhering 

to the customs and requirements of his faith. … All of these practices underscore Paul’s observance of 

Torah and his connection with Judaism and the Jewish people. And, to cap it off, Paul never in Acts 

hints at nany critical attitude toward Torah. … 

Both before and after his conversion, the Paul of Acts is a faithful Jew who observes Torah and the 

customs of his people, believes the Hebrew Scriptures, and intends to convince one and all that Jesus 

is the fulfillment of Jewish expectations. The Paul of Acts is a Pharisee, who, like other Pharisees, 

believes in resurrection.
158

 

In Acts, Paul is not an Apostle 

The question of the apostleship of Paul in Acts is a particularly thorny one that has elicited a great 

deal of debate. A discussion of it should begin with the observation that the requirements set forth by 

Peter in his first speech in Acts 1:21-22 define apostleship in such a way that Paul could not have 

been accorded the title: “So one of the men who have accompanied us during all the time that the 

Lord Jesus went in and out among us, beginning from the baptism of John until the day when he was 

taken up from us—one of these must become a witness with us to his resurrection.” 
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Further, the narrative in Acts 1 makes it clear that the apostles must be twelve in number, since the 

twelfth apostle, Judas Iscariot, must be replaced. Given these stipulations there is no way for Paul to 

be called an apostle in Acts. He was not appointed by Jesus; he was not with the other 

disciples/apostles from the time of Jesus’ baptism by John to the time of the ascension; and his 

inclusion as apostle would expand a group whose number must remain constant.
159

 

Assertions attributed to Paul in Acts ring false 

For Vielhauer and many other scholars the assertion [in Acts] that Paul continued to think of himself 

as a Pharisee even toward the evident end of his life rings false to the assertions Paul makes about 

himself in the letters. I agree, but I also think that the claims of Paul in Acts sound very much like 

anti-Marcionite assertions.
160

 

The characterization of Paul in Acts is fundamentally a literary answer to 
Marcion 

For Vielhauer and other scholars, the assertion that Paul continued to think of himself as a Pharisee 

even toward the evident end of his life rings false to the assertions Paul makes about himself in the 

letters. I [Joseph Tyson] agree, but I also think that the characterization of Paul in Acts is 

fundamentally a literary answer to Marcion. In addition, the content of Paul’s preaching in Acts seems 

intended to counter the claims of Marcionite Christianity.
161

 

The Characterization of Paul in Acts is at odds with what may be drawn 
from his letters 

An intriguing aspect of the characterization of Paul in Acts is the parallelism with Peter. Both 

characters deliver speeches, perform healings and resurrections, defeat workers of magic, correct 

inadequate teaching, are miraculously released from prison, and witness the giving of the Spirit and 

the phenomenon of glossolalia among converts. This parallelization has long been noted.
162

 

------ 

Acts gives us a characterization of Paul that is at odds with what may be drawn from his letters.
163

 

------ 

The Paul who emerges from the pages of Acts is a much more eirenic
164

 figure, particularly in his 

relations with the mother church of Jerusalem, than would ever appear to have been the case when we 

rely solely on the testimony of Paul’s own letters.
165

 

The theology attributed to Paul in Acts is generally unrelated to that 
found in Paul’s letters 

Vielhauer maintained that the theology attributed to Paul in Acts was generally unrelated to that found 

in the letters but that the most dramatic contrasts are to be found on the issue of Torah observance and 

connection with Judaism. In Acts Paul is a faithful Pharisaic Jew, believing everything in the 

Scriptures and devoutly adhering to the customs and requirements of this faith. 

Vielhauer catalogued the practices in Acts that demonstrate Paul’s adherence to Jewish customs, 

including his submission to the Jerusalem apostles, his circumcision of Timothy (Acts 16:3.), his 

spreading of the apostolic decree (Acts 16:4), and his repeated assertions that he is a Pharisee. All of 

these activities stress Paul’s observance of Torah and his connection with Judaism and the Jewish 

people. And. to cap it off, Paul never in Acts hints at any critical attitude toward Torah. Only two 
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verses in Acts may be cited as suggestions of Paul’s views, and one of them was expressed by Peter 

rather than Paul (Acts 13:38-39; 15:11).
166

 

------ 

The second-generation depiction of Paul is different from the Paul of the 
earlier letters 

In Haenchen’s view, Luke’s portrait of Paul differs from the Paul of the letters in significant ways: in 

Acts Paul is a miracle worker and a great orator, but not an apostle. Further, Acts misses the real point 

of Paul’s theology: “From beginning to end, according to Acts, the Jewish hostility to the Christians 

was kindled by the latter’s preaching of the Resurrection (Acts 4:2, 28:23).” But, in fact, says 

Haenchen, the real bone of contention was Torah.
167

 

------ 

If Luke (in Acts) was simply following the Jerusalem version of events, that is itself sufficient to 

make the point that his presentation of Paul was tempered by the strong impulse to depict him as 

compliant with the leadership of James, his mission closely paralleling that of Peter, and his 

relationship with Jerusalem unbroken. The point is, then, that it was Luke’s portrayal of Paul which, 

together with the Pastoral Epistles, probably exemplified or dominated the view of the churches which 

received and circulated these writings. The second-generation Paul was quite a different character 

from the Paul of the earlier letters.
168

 

Despite Paul’s letters, in Acts he is portrayed as a faithful, Torah-
observing Jew 

However he might appear in the letters, the Paul of Acts is a faithful Jew who observes Torah and the 

customs of his people, believes the Hebrew Scriptures. and intends to convince one and all that Jesus 

is the fulfillment of Jewish expectations. He is a Pharisee, who, like other Pharisees, believes in 

resurrection. He works hand-in-hand with the Jerusalem apostles and is even subservient to them on 

occasion. How can one reconcile the views expressed in the Pauline letters with a Paul who in Acts 16 

would circumcise Timothy? How might one reconcile Paul’s rejection of his past in Phil 3:1-11 with 

his maintenance of it in Acts 23:6? How can one reconcile Paul’s vehement definition of himself as an 

apostle in Gal 1:1 and his repeated claims to the designation in Rom 1:1; 11:13; 1 Cor 1:1; 9:1, 2; 

15:9; 2 Cor 1:1; 12:12 with the almost total denial of the title to him in Acts? 
169

 

------ 

In my judgment, the author of Acts is not dealing directly with the real Paul, whom he did not know, 

but with the Paul of Marcion. … In the effort to rescue Paul from the Marcionites, the author of Acts 

portrayed him as a faithful Pharisaic Jew who worked in tandem with the other apostles. If Acts was 

written, at least in part, as a reaction against the Marcionite interpretation of the Pauline letters, it is 

not difficult to understand the characterization of Paul that meets us in this book.
170

 

PAUL AND JESUS 

Paul says little about what Jesus said or did 

The apostle Paul, our earliest author, says very little about what Jesus said and did between the time 

he was born and the time he died.
171

 

------ 
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Unfortunately, Paul provides hardly any biographical information about Jesus. One reason may be 

that Paul never met Jesus, so [he] knew only what the disciples knew. Most importantly, however, 

Paul believed that the cardinal significance of Jesus was not so much his life and his teachings, but his 

death on the cross. This, as Paul taught, was preordained by God to expiate the sins of mankind.
172

 

------ 

Paul, who … wrote the earliest extant texts of Christianity, does not refer to [Mary’s premarital 

pregnancy] at all. Granted, Paul generally does not show much interest in the details of Jesus’ 

biography, but the idea of the virginal conception by the Holy Spirit would certainly have bolstered 

his argument that Jesus was the Son of God.
173

 

------ 

One of the most striking features of Paul’s surviving letters is just how little he actually tells us about 

Jesus’s life prior to his death.
174

 

------ 

Even though Paul is our one direct link to an eyewitness report, he doesn’t give us much information 

about Jesus.
175

 

------ 

There are, of course, twenty-three other books of the New Testament outside the four Gospels, and so 

one might hope that there would be stories in them about Jesus’ life. But unfortunately, to the surprise 

of many readers, there is very little there indeed. Even the apostle Paul, our earliest author, says very 

little about what Jesus said and did between the time he was born and the time he died.
176

 

------ 

Students are sometimes surprised to learn how little information about the historical Jesus can be 

gleaned from the New Testament writings that fall outside the four Gospels. The apostle Paul, who 

was not personally acquainted with Jesus but who probably knew some of his disciples, provides us 

with the most detail. Regrettably, it is not much. Paul informs us that Jesus: 

• Was born of a woman (Galatians 4:4) 

• Was born as a Jew (Galatians 4:4) 

• Had brothers (1 Corinthians 9:5), one of whom was named James (Galatians 1:19) 

• Ministered among Jews (Romans 15:7) 

• Had twelve disciples (1 Corinthians 15:5) 

• Instituted the Lord’s Supper (1 Corinthians 11:23-25) 

• Was betrayed (it’s not clear that Paul knows or says this, actually; what he says is that 

Jesus gave his Last Supper on the “night in which he was handed over,” and he may mean 

“handed over by God to his death” instead of “betrayed 11:23”) 

• Was crucified (1 Corinthians 2:2) 

In terms of Jesus’ teachings, in addition to the words at the Last Supper, quoted by Paul at length (1 

Corinthians 11:23-25), Paul refers to two other sayings of Jesus to the effect that believers should not 

get divorced (1 Corinthians 7:10-11) and that they should pay their preachers (1 Corinthians 9:14). 

This is obviously not much to go on. It is enough to show that Paul certainly knew some of the most 

important information about Jesus (for Paul, the two most important things about Jesus were that he 
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was crucified and that God raised him from the dead); but it is not enough to help us significantly in 

determining what Jesus’ message was or what he did and experienced throughout his life.
177

 

The teaching of the historical Jesus plays practically no role in Paul 

The great scripture scholar Rudolf Bultmann wrote that “the teaching of the historical Jesus plays no 

role, or practically none, in Paul . . . in fact, his letters barely show any traces of the influence of the 

Palestinian tradition concerning the history and preaching of Jesus.”
178

 

The Jesus of the Gospels and of Paul are different 

The difference between the Jesus of the Gospels and the Jesus of Paul is that the former is understood 

to be a teacher divinely appointed to deliver a message, whereas Paul’s Christ is the very object of this 

message. Paul was not concerned with the concrete details of the life and activities of the historical 

personality called Jesus.
179

 

For Paul, Jesus occupies an inferior position 

Paul never envisaged Jesus as fully sharing the nature of the Deity. When compared to God the 

Father, ‘the Son’ always occupies an inferior position in Pauline thought, although he stands far above 

ordinary humans. The co-equality of the divine persons is a concept that is still centuries away.
180

 

Paul’s accounts of Jesus’ words may be closer than the variants in the 
Gospels 

Paul’s versions are probably closer to what Jesus said than are later records of it in the Gospels. On 

the Lord’s Meal, for instance, his report is not only the first—written decades before any of the 

Gospel versions—but probably the closest to what Jesus actually said. We should not fall into the 

fallacy of thinking that a saying of Jesus in one of the Gospels is “the original,” which Paul only 

approximates in what seems to be a paraphrase of it. The truth could be the other way around. Out of 

the rich store of oral accounts that would be reflected in the Gospels, that which Paul received may be 

closer to Jesus’ own words than are the variants in the Gospels.
181

 

PAUL’S ROMAN CONTEXT 

The Divine Son of God, God Incarnate, Lord, Redeemer, Saviour 

Before Jesus was born or even if he had never existed—another human being was already proclaimed 

Son of God and, indeed, God Incarnate within the same first common-era century and within the same 

Mediterranean world. In fact, almost all the sacred terms and solemn titles that we might think of as 

Christian creations or even Pauline inventions were already associated with Caesar Augustus, the first 

undisputed ruler of the Roman Empire, from 31 BCE to 14 CE. 

Augustus was Divine, Son of God, God, and God from God. He was Lord, Liberator, Redeemer, and 

Savior of the World—not just of Italy or the Mediterranean, mind you, but of the entire inhabited 

earth. Words like “justice” and “peace,” “epiphany” and “gospel,” “grace” and “salvation” were 

already associated with him. Even “sin” and “atonement” were connected to him as well. …  

All those assertions, terms, and titles were at home within Roman imperial theology and incarnated in 

Caesar the Augustus before they ever appeared in Pauline Christian theology and were incarnated in 

Jesus the Christ.
182

 

Jesus is Lord – Caesar is not 

In the first-century setting of Paul and his hearers, “Christ crucified” had an anti-imperial meaning. 

Paul’s shorthand summary was not “Jesus died,” not “Jesus was killed,” but “Christ crucified.” Jesus 
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didn’t just die, wasn’t simply murdered—he was crucified. This meant that Jesus had been executed 

by imperial authority: crucifixion was a Roman form of execution. In Paul’s world, a cross was 

always a Roman cross. 

Rome reserved crucifixion for two categories of people: those who challenged imperial rule (violently 

or nonviolently) and chronically defiant slaves (not simply occasionally disobedient or difficult 

slaves). If you were a murderer or a robber, you would not be crucified, though you might be executed 

another way. The two groups who were crucified had something in common: both rejected Roman 

imperial domination. Crucifixion was a very public, prolonged, and painful form of execution that 

carried the message, “Don’t you dare defy imperial authority, or this will happen to you.” It was state 

torture and terrorism. 

To proclaim “Christ crucified” was to signal at once that Jesus was an anti-imperial figure, and that 

Paul’s gospel was an anti-imperial gospel. The empire killed Jesus. The cross was the imperial “no” to 

Jesus. But God had raised him. … 

Executed by Rome exposed the nature of the rulers of that world. … Vindicated by God—raised by 

God—meant Jesus is Lord, and thus the powers that executed him were not. In language that 

confronted and countered Roman imperial theology: Jesus is Lord—Caesar is not.
183
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THE JOHANNINE COMMUNITY 

JEWS 

The Johannine community started out as a group of Jews 

This tension between condemning Jews on one hand, and affirming Jesus’ own Jewishness on the 

other, characterizes the fourth Gospel. … The Johannine community started out as a group of Jews 

who believed in Jesus as the messiah. Over time, their views of Jesus changed. And with them, 

changed their views of those Jews who did not believe in Jesus. They came to be thought of as the 

enemy, rather than as the chosen people.
184

 

------ 

J. L. Martyn detects in 1:35-51 that the Johannine community began among Jews who came to Jesus 

and with relatively little difficulty found him to be the Messiah they expected. I think he is perfectly 

right.
185

 

The life of the Johannine Community and of the Fourth Gospel is a 
chapter of Jewish history 

The history of the Johannine community from its origin through the period of its life in which the 

Fourth Gospel was composed forms to no small extent a chapter in the history of Jewish 

Christianity.
186

 

John’s Gospel is distinctly Jewish 

Given the diversity in both first century Judaism and in early Christianity, it would be reasonable to 

presume that there was also a certain amount of diversity in Jewish Christianity. … what is striking is 

the fact that it is possible to read and understand John quite naturally as containing precisely those 

features which have been singled out by many scholars as distinctively Jewish Christian: adoptionist 

Christology, Torah observance, and a continuing Jewish or Israelite self-identity.
187

 

The Johannine form of Christianity emerged from a Jewish matrix 

The Johannine form of Christianity emerges from a Jewish matrix whose existence can be confirmed 

from several sides. And elements within this Jewish matrix may prove very suggestive in accounting 

for the language and conceptuality of the Johannine discourses. That the Qumran scrolls attest a form 

of Judaism whose conceptuality and terminology tally in some respects quite closely with the 

Johannine is a commonly acknowledged fact. …  

Another link between John and Judaism has been seen in John the Baptist, perhaps a close relative of 

the Essenes, in whom the Fourth Gospel manifests a peculiar interest, which is probably to be 

understood as a reaction to claims of a Baptist sect concerning their martyred leader (cf 1:6-8, 15, 

19ff.; 3:2cff.; 4:1; 5:33ff.; 10:40-42) 
188

 

Johannine Christianity fulfils modern definitions of a sect 

Thomas Johnson has in fact used twelve features commonly identified by sociologists of religion as 

characteristic of sectarian groups to demonstrate that Johannine Christianity does indeed adequately 

fulfill contemporary sociological definitions of a sect. Of these twelve, we may mention in particular 

the rejection of the world; a claim to a unique or special truth; voluntary membership based on special 

religious experience or knowledge; intimate fellowship; and a dualistic view of reality.
189

 

------ 
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Johannine Christianity bears many of the marks of a sect, of a movement that finds light and truth 

within its own community and falsehood and darkness outside.
190

 

------ 

Has the association of Johannine Christians become a sect? This is a burning issue with implications 

both for Fourth Gospel studies and for our understanding of Christian origins. … 

R. Scroggs argues that the whole early Christian movement was sectarian, for it met the following 

basic characteristics of a sect: (1) It emerged out of an agrarian protest movement; (2) It rejected 

many of the realities claimed by the establishment (claims of family, of religious institution, of 

wealth, of theological intellectuals); (3) It was egalitarian; (4) It offered special love and acceptance 

within; (5) It was a voluntary organization; (6) It demanded a total commitment of its members; (7) It 

was apocalyptic. Obviously, in such an understanding of “sect,” the Christian community known to us 

through the Fourth Gospel and the Johannine Epistles was a sect, as part of the larger Christian 

sectarian movement.” 

Even if one takes “sect” in a purely religious framework, the whole early Christian movement may 

have been considered a sect, or at least the Jewish Christian branch of it.
191

 

------ 

There is much that is sectarian in John’s sense of alienation and superiority. … The Johannine Jesus is 

a stranger who is not understood by his own people and is not even of this world. The Beloved 

Disciple, the hero of the community, is singled out as the peculiar object of Jesus’ love and is the only 

male disciple never to have abandoned Jesus. Implicitly then, the Johannine Christians are those who 

understand Jesus best, for like him they are rejected, persecuted, and not of this world. Their 

christology is more profound, and they can be sure that they have the truth because they are guided by 

the Paraclete. To some extent even the literary style of the Fourth Gospel reflects Johannine 

peculiarity, with its abstract symbolism (life, light, truth) and its technique of misunderstanding. 

Nevertheless, despite all these tendencies toward sectarianism, I would contend that the Johannine 

attitude toward the Apostolic Christians proves that the Johannine community, as reflected in the 

Fourth Gospel, had not really become a sect. They had not followed their exclusivistic tendencies to 

the point of breaking communion with these Christians whose characteristics are found in many NT 

works of the late first century.
192

 

The Fourth Gospel’s author was imbued with Greek ideas and mysticism 

A person of Greek culture, whether a Jew brought up in a Hellenized setting or a native Greek convert 

to Judaism, is more likely to be the author of the Fourth Gospel — imbued with Greek ideas and 

mysticism — than the Galilean fisherman John.
193

 

THEIR HIGH CHRISTOLOGY CAUSED THE COMMUNITY’S EXPULSION 

The christological claims of the Johannine Christians resulted in their becoming alienated, and finally 

expelled, from the synagogue; that alienation in turn is “explained” by a further development of the 

christological motifs (i.e., the fate of the community projected onto the story of Jesus); these 

developed christological motifs in turn drive the group into further isolation.
194

 

------ 

The Johannine Christians were expelled from the synagogues and told that they could no longer 

worship with other Jews; and so they no longer considered themselves Jews despite the fact that many 

were of Jewish ancestry.
195
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The battle between the synagogue and the Johannine community was, after all, a battle over 

christology.
196

 

------ 

A very high christology was the central issue in the historical struggles of the Johannine community 

with the Jews and with other Christians.
197

 

The Fourth Gospel’s uniquely high Christology 

It is a uniquely high christology that appears in the pages of the Fourth Gospel, reflecting the type of 

belief in Jesus that came to be accepted in Johannine Christianity. The Word that existed in God’s 

presence before creation has become flesh in Jesus (1:1,14); coming into the world like a light (1:9-

10; 8:12; 9:5), he can reveal God because he is the only one who has come down from heaven and has 

seen God’s face and heard His voice (3:13; 5:37); he is one with the Father (10:30), so that to see him 

is to see the Father (14:9); indeed, he can speak as the divine I AM. Johannine christology is very 

familiar to traditional Christians because it became the dominant christology of the church, and so it is 

startling to realize that such a portrayal of Jesus is quite foreign to the Synoptic Gospels. With justice, 

Johannine christology can be called the highest in the NT. …  

The Johannine Jesus during his ministry says, “Before Abraham was, I AM” (8:58); it is the earthly 

Jesus who talks about the glory that he had with God before the world began (17:5). Indeed, only in 

John is the term “God” applied to all phases of the career of the Word: the pre-existent Word (1:1), 

the incarnate Word (1:18), and the risen Jesus (20:28). Such a comparison may explain why the 

struggle with “the Jews” over the issue of blasphemy was so acute in Johannine history.
198

 

------ 

The dominant dispute echoed in the Gospel has been over the divinity of Jesus. … Disputes between 

the Johannine Christians and the synagogue leaders, disputes which led to the expulsion from the 

synagogues.
199

 

Significant polemical situation within the synagogue and with the 
Johannine community 

One may begin, in agreement with Louis Martyn and others, with a recognition that a polemical 

situation within the synagogue and later between the Johannine community and the synagogue is 

almost certainly a significant, if not the central, milieu of the Johannine material, particularly the 

Fourth Gospe1. Although some of the distinctive points of Marryn’s thesis, including the proposed 

deliberate two-level hypothesis with its implications regarding the topography of the city in which 

John was written, may be problematical, he has forcefully and persuasively called attention to a wide 

range of evidence for such a setting.
200

 

------ 

 [J. Louis Martyn] concluded that John was written late in the first century in a community of Jewish 

Christians who were in the process of being marked off and expelled from the Jewish community by 

means of the Benediction against Heretics that had recently been introduced into the synagogue 

liturgy in their city. 

It was a traumatic time of decision for Christians who had maintained their allegiance both to the 

Jewish religion and synagogue fellowship and to the messiahship of Jesus and the new Christian 

group. John’s gospel was written for those who were faced with this decision and explores the 

communal and theological dimensions of it by means of a “two-level drama” wherein the stories 

about Jesus reflect also the experience and convictions of the author and his church. … 
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Subsequent studies have fully confirmed the rightness of this basic insight.
201

 

------ 

The determinative factor in the milieu of the Johannine Christian community was its conflict with the 

synagogue. We must think at first of a group of Christians still entirely within the fold of the Jewish 

community. It is possible that the affiliations of some members of this group were with Essene-like or 

other “mystical” or dualistic tendencies in ancient Judaism rather than with a more ordinary piety. 

The group also possessed traditions about Jesus and used them to nourish its faith and life. Its 

confession of Jesus as Messiah, however, brought it into growing tension with the authorities of the 

Jewish community. Evidently the Pharisees had come to power in the group’s environment after the 

First Revolt in 70 C.E., and they now undertook an effort to suppress dissident elements within the 

community. In this process, Jewish Christians were especially subject to pressure, and for the 

Johannine group the result was expulsion from the synagogue community altogether. Particular 

factors in the makeup of Johannine Christianity at this point—the nature of its christological 

confession above all, but perhaps also the presence in it of “heterodox” Jewish elements, or its 

relation to Samaritans and Gentiles—may have helped bring about the rupture.
202

 

------ 

Thus the Johannine group was faced with a crisis, as those who openly acknowledged their faith were 

expelled, while others strove through secrecy to maintain their standing within the Jewish 

community.
203

 

A growing isolation and even alienation from outsiders apparently came to characterize the group. It 

could now think of “the Jews” as such as a foreign and hostile body, representative of “the world” at 

large.”
204

 

Reasons for the expulsion from the synagogue 

It appears that the Johannine community experienced an expulsion from their religious home in the 

synagogue for at least two reasons. 

First, their increasingly successful missionary efforts among their colleagues in the synagogue began 

to pose a threat to the leadership of the synagogue. … 

The second reason for the expulsion was the destruction of the Jerusalem temple by the Romans in 

A.D. 70 and the resulting crisis of faith. The destruction of the temple brought a kind of identity crisis 

for the Jews … and may have resulted in purging sympathizers of Jesus of Nazareth from some 

synagogues. (In three places in the Gospel the expulsion of the Christians from the synagogue is 

echoed－Jn 9:22; 12:42; 16:2). …  

 This informal and localized expulsion of the Christians was possibly (later) formalized and made a 

common practice by the Council of Jamnia (ca. 90 A. D.). 

This expulsion had a mighty effect on the Christian community, producing a trauma of faith of major 

proportions. It was amid this crisis that the fourth evangelist gathered the traditions of the community 

and interpreted them so as to address the needs of the newly isolated community. It was then that the 

major themes of the Gospel took shape, providing the Johannine Christians with assurance and 

confidence in the midst of the uncertainty of their recent experience of deprivation. Furthermore, it 

was in the subsequent, and perhaps violent, debate with the members of the synagogue that the Gospel 

found its setting (e.g., Jn 16:2). 

The third stage of the history of the community was close to, if not identical with, the setting for the 

publication of 1 John. While the crisis of the expulsion from the synagogue had been resolved and the 

community was an independent Christian body, there appeared some internal conflicts over the 
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interpretation of the original Gospel of John in general, and proper belief and practice in particular. 

Moreover, relationships with other Christian communities had become important (cf. Jn. 21). Certain 

additions to the Gospel appear to address this situation.
 
(Footnote: Robert Kysar, John. Augsburg 

Commentaries, Minneapolis : Augsburg Publishing House, 1986, 14-15.)
205

 

John’s Gospel was written in the wake of expulsion of the Johannine 
Christians 

What must be noted first of all in connection with this subject is that the Gospel in its present form 

was written in the wake of the expulsion of the Johannine Christians from the synagogue. This was 

clearly a traumatic event for the group, since they did not leave by choice, but were expelled.
206

 

------ 

It was within a situation of conflict, crisis and alienation that the Fourth Gospel was written, and 

against this background it must be understood. The community’s traditions about Jesus were 

powerfully recast in this milieu, reflecting the influence both of forces outside mainstream Jewish 

piety and of the conflict with the synagogue.
207

 

The expulsion of the Johannine community drove them to a more radical 
confession of Jesus 

If it was their confession of Jesus that had caused them to be expelled from the synagogue, their 

expulsion drove them to an ever more radical confession of him. Jesus became the center of their new 

cosmos, the locus of all sacred things. Not only the messianic fulfillment of scripture but also 

judgment and eternal life, the religious observances now closed to them, and Deity itself were all 

centered on him. His rejection by the world symbolized their own alienation, and the correct 

confession of Jesus became for them the touchstone of truth.
208

 

John reacted against Gnostics and Docetists 

The only specific feature of the Johannine faith … is the insistence on the reality of the incarnation, 

namely that Jesus Christ came ‘in the flesh’ (1 Jn 4:2; 2 Jn 7) in reaction against the Docetists, 

Cerinthus and other early Gnostic teachers alive in Asia Minor during the decades that followed. 

Their idea that the birth, life and, in particular, the suffering and death of Jesus were not true but 

merely imaginary will be a standard theme of the great debate with Gnosticism in the second 

century.
209

 

THE TWO-LEVEL GOSPEL 

Actual conflicts between religious communities of the past were often fictionalized and recorded as 

dramas rather than related in terms of verbatim dialogue. This means that stories of conflict in the 

gospels can be viewed as dramas created to represent and record actual dialogue between later 

religious communities. The record of an intercommunity dialogue may therefore appear in the form of 

a hidden rather than an open controversy, in which case the author will not explicitly mention his 

ideological rival (Hirshman 1996, 126). Given this situation, we must examine religious texts 

thoughtfully, recognizing that some portions may contain valuable information for understanding the 

development of the author’s theology in relation to other contemporary religious texts. In other words, 

the characters and situations in the texts may reflect events from the author’s own experience of 

ideological conflict rather than actual “historical” events involving those characters.
210

 

------ 

Central to [J. Louis] Martyn’s contribution is the thesis that the Gospel of John should be read on two 

levels: the level of what happened (history) and the level of its meaning (theology) for the Evangelist 
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and his audience. … His central thesis is that the dialogue between the local synagogue and Johannine 

Christians was the primary issue being addressed by John’s story of Jesus, presenting him vigorously 

as the Jewish Messiah (20:31). 

Under Martyn’s paradigm, as Johannine Christians’ belief in Jesus evolved into a higher set of 

christological beliefs, this became a threat to Jewish monotheism. Jesus adherents were thus likely 

labeled “ditheists” and were conceivably expelled from local synagogues, the plausibility of which is 

corroborated by the twelfth of eighteen Benedictions drafted at the Jamnia councils between 80 and 

90 C.E. …  

Therefore, three seemingly anachronistic statements in John 9:22, 12:42 and 16:2 should be 

understood as implying: “even back then (as now), those who claimed adherence to Jesus openly as 

the Messiah/Christ were cast out of the synagogue.” Martyn sees the term for being “cast out of the 

synagogue” as a technical term for Jewish excommunication, or at least marginalization from 

fellowship by the local Jewish community of faith. Therefore, John’s presentation of “history” is 

primarily apologetic in character—crafted to convince later audiences that Jesus was indeed the 

Messiah/Christ. That accounts for many of John’s distinctive elements and particular emphases. 

Martyn’s contributions, accompanied by Raymond Brown’s sketching a history of the Johannine 

situation in which tensions with the Synagogue were also acute, shifted the primary historical interest 

in Johannine studies from the history of the tradition and its subject (Jesus) to the history of the 

Johannine situation (its community). 

In the meantime, appreciation for John’s thorough Jewishness (aided by the discovery of the Dead Sea 

Scrolls in 1947) bolstered the conviction of most Johannine scholars over the last four decades that 

Jewish-Christian dialogues were central to John’s presentation of Jesus. … 

The Martyn-Brown hypothesis accounts for an impressive connection between three texts that are 

difficult to explain otherwise (9:22; 12:42; 16:2) and the Twelfth Benediction against followers of 

“the Nazarene”; fraternal proximity to Judaism does not demolish this theory, it qualifies it.
211

 

------ 

J. Louis Martyn argues compellingly in his History and Theology in the Fourth Gospel that the Fourth 

Gospel must be read against the situation history of Johannine Christianity.
212

 

------ 

While the history of the Johannine situation must be taken into account when reading the Johannine 

literature, its second level of history should not displace the first.
213

 

------ 

I (Raymond Brown) would like to study the history of the Johannine community (which ultimately 

involves questions of church and sect) by using a fruitful approach that has been opened up in 

Johannine scholarship of the last ten years. This is based on the suggestion that the Gospel must be 

read on several levels, so that it tells us the story both of Jesus and of the community that believed in 

him. … 

Wellhausen and Bultmann were pioneers in insisting that the Gospels tell us primarily about the 

church situation in which they were written, and only secondarily about the situation of Jesus which 

prima facie they describe. 

I would prefer to rephrase that insight as follows. Primarily, the Gospels tell us how an evangelist 

conceived of and presented Jesus to a Christian community in the last third of the first century, a 

presentation that indirectly gives us an insight into that community’s life at the time when the Gospel 

was written. Secondarily, through source analysis, the Gospels reveal something about the pre-Gospel 

history of the evangelist’s christological views; indirectly, they also reveal something about the 

community’s history earlier in the century, especially if the sources the evangelist used had already 
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been part of the community’s heritage. Thirdly, the Gospels offer limited means for reconstructing the 

ministry and message of the historical Jesus.
214

 

Gospel and epistles reveal the struggles of the John community 

The gospel and epistles of John reveal the struggles of one particular Christian community whose 

beliefs and practices were in tension with other early Christian communities.
215

 

The social and historical settings of John’s Gospel open new possibilities 
for interpreting John 

By revealing as never before the social and historical setting in which [John’s] gospel was written, 

and the conflicts in which the Johannine community was involved, they have opened up new 

possibilities in the interpretation of John, some of which have scarcely been available in the entire 

nineteen hundred years since the book first appeared.
216

 

 

The Thomasine community also separated from the Temple cult and ran 
into the same problems as the Johannine community 

For the later Thomasine community, the Temple cult also was obsolete. …  

One of the responses of the Thomasine Christians was to accommodate the Gentile converts in their 

community by reinterpreting the sayings of Jesus. … They modified their records of Jesus’ words, 

bringing them in line with their shifting communal memories and providing the contemporary 

community with formal addresses of Jesus on these difficult subjects. 

It is essential, however, to recognize that early Christianity developed not only out of Judaism, but 

also in tension and conflict with Judaism. This spiral of tension tended to become more intense as 

the second half of the first century progressed and a largely Gentile population converted to 

Christianity. 

Thus, at first, the Thomasine Christians tried to maintain their connection with their Jewish heritage, 

as can be seen especially by their decision to continue to honor the holiness of the Sabbath. But the 

continued pressure from the domination of the Gentiles and the eventual expulsion from the Jewish 

community altogether became too intense, resulting in a gradual separation of the Thomasine 

community from Judaism. This separation affected their self-definition as a community so much 

that by the last decade of the first century, they saw the ‘Jews’ as ‘the Other’ in much the same way 

as the Johannine community. …  

It appears that the Thomasine community ran into christological problems when this separation 

from Christian Judaism became permanent because its old prophet christology was undermined. 

How could Jesus be a Jewish Prophet in a community that perceived the Jews to be Other-Than-

Themselves? This, of course, was a problem across Christian communities in general and was 

responsible for continued speculation about and development of christological traditions in early 

Christian writings.
217
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THE JOHANNINE COMMUNITY’S SELF-PERCEPTION 

The Johannine community saw itself as unique, alien from the world, 
under attack, misunderstood, but living in unity with Christ and God 

There can be no question, as Louis Martyn has shown, that the actual trauma of the Johannine 

community’s separation from the synagogue and its continuing hostile relationships with the 

synagogue come clearly to expression here. But something more is to be seen: coming to faith in Jesus 

is for the Johannine group a change in social location. Mere belief without joining the Johannine 

community, without making the decisive break with “the world,” particularly the world of Judaism, is 

a diabolic “lie.” 

Thus, despite the absence of “ecclesiology” from the Fourth Gospel, this book could be called an 

etiology
218

 of the Johannine group. In telling the story of the Son of Man who came down from 

heaven and then re-ascended after choosing a few of his own out of the world, the book defines and 

vindicates the existence of the community that evidently sees itself as unique, alien from its world, 

under attack, misunderstood, but living in unity with Christ and through him with God. It could hardly 

be regarded as a missionary tract, for we may imagine that only a very rare outsider would get past the 

barrier of its closed metaphorical system. It is a book for insiders. …  

One of the primary functions of the book, therefore, must have been to provide a reinforcement for the 

community’s social identity, which appears to have been largely negative.
219

 

The Johannine Community represented itself as “the sheep” 

In Chapter 10 [the word “sheep”] occurs no less than fifteen times, and it is obviously used in ways 

which are quite revealing as regards the history of the Johannine community. … Leaving aside verse 

16 for the moment … in all fourteen instances the primary reference is quite clear. The sheep stand in 

the first instance for the Johannine community. 

a. It is they who hear the voice of the Good Shepherd. … 

b. It is they who flee from alternative shepherds. …  

c. It is they whose lives are threatened by the wolf. … 

d. It is they who receive the absolute assurance from the Good Shepherd.
220

 

Experiences of the Johannine Community symbolised through 
Nicodemus and the Blind Man 

Nicodemus and the blind man are “historical” figures in the gospel of John, not in the sense of their 

being figures from the past in whom the gospel writer is interested, but as representatives of historical 

realities in the experience of the Johannine community.
221

 

------ 

[Nicodemus] seems in fact to symbolize an important element in the Johannine milieu.
222

 

------ 

[Nicodemus] is clearly meant to portray one of these untrustworthy believers. Furthermore, he speaks 

to Jesus in the plural, and Jesus likewise addresses him in the plural. … Since the interview is 

represented as taking place alone at night, these plurals are both surprising and significant. Nicodemus 

evidently does not stand for himself alone but for some specific group, which is rather negatively 

portrayed. In the same manner Jesus undoubtedly speaks for the Johannine Christians and stands for 

them here over against the group represented by Nicodemus.
223

 

------ 
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Nicodemus is pictured as a Pharisee, one in a position of authority, who acknowledges the miracles of 

Jesus but cannot reach real faith in him while he retains his own claim to be Israel’s teacher. It would 

seem plausible that the group he symbolizes might also be characterized in this way. This impression 

is confirmed at Nicodemus’ next appearance, in John 7:45-52.
224

 

------ 

Throughout the gospel, then, Nicodemus appears as a man of inadequate faith and inadequate 

courage, and as such he represents a group that the author wishes to characterize in this way. 

Evidently members of this group may hold positions of authority, may even be Pharisees themselves, 

but their status makes them fearful rather than bold in confessing their faith in Jesus. … 

This group, symbolized by Nicodemus, was one that was present in the environment of the Johannine 

community.
225

 

------ 

The blind man of John 9, who is healed by Jesus and then brought before the Pharisees … is a 

powerfully symbolic figure, whose story can help us understand much about how the Johannine 

community interpreted its experience.
226

 

------ 

The blind man whose story is told in John 9 “is acting out the history of the Johannine community,” 

refusing to take the way of concealment.
227

 

------ 

This story [of the Blind Man in John 9] sums up in a remarkably lucid and compact way what the 

Fourth Evangelist had to say about his community’s relationship to Jesus, to the synagogue 

authorities, and to the secret believers. It is a symbolic story in the best sense, … a representation in 

memorably vivid narrative form of the events and convictions that molded the Johannine community 

and the Fourth Gospel itself.
228

 

------ 

The blind man, it seems clear, symbolizes the Johannine Christians. They have received their sight, as 

he does, from the one who is the Light of the World, and they have suffered, as he does, for their 

confession of it.
229

 

------ 

He tells the story of the blind man in chap. 9 as an example of someone who refuses to take the easy 

way of hiding his faith in Jesus and is willing to pay the price of expulsion for confessing that Jesus is 

from God (9:22-23, 33-38). This blind man is acting out the history of the Johannine community;
230

 

Beginning in Jn 5 a dominant theme of the Johannine account of Jesus’ ministry is the hatred that “the 

Jews” have for Jesus because he is making himself God. The divinity of Jesus as one who had come 

down from God (an aspect of divinity not apparent in the other gospels) is publicly spoken of and 

attacked. There are long debates between Jesus and “the Jews” that grow increasingly hostile. 

What lies beneath the surface becomes apparent in the story of the man born blind (Jn 9).
231

  The Jews 

in anger say, “We are the disciples of Moses; we know that God has spoken to Moses. As for that 

fellow (Jesus), we do not even know where he comes from” (Jn 9:28-29). The man born blind, who is 

described by them as one of the disciples of “that fellow”, also speaks as a “we”: “We know that God 
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pays no attention to sinners .... if this man (Jesus) were not from God, he could have done nothing” 

(Jn 9:31,33). 

The synagogue and the Johannine community are thus alienated from each other as disciples of Moses 

and disciples of Jesus; and through the medium of struggles in Jesus’ own life, the struggles between 

these two groups are being told. (In other words, the Fourth Gospel narrates on two levels: the level of 

Jesus’ life and the level of the community’s life). Just as the man born blind is put on trial before the 

Pharisees or “the Jews”, so have members of the Johannine community been put on trial by 

synagogue leaders. Just as the man born blind is ejected from the synagogue for confessing that Jesus 

has come from God, so have the Johannine Christians been ejected from the synagogue for their 

confession of Jesus (see also Jn 16:2). 

To have suffered expulsion from the synagogue because of a belief that Jesus had come from God 

inevitably sharpened and tightened the adherence of Johannine Christians to their high Christology.
232

 

Jesus is so much one with the Father (Jn 10:30) that he is not only Lord but also God (Jn 20:28). Over 

such issues the Johannine Christians were willing to criticize even other Christians. There is contempt 

in the Fourth Gospel for Jews who believed in Jesus but who were unwilling to confess it openly lest 

they be put out of the synagogue (Jn 12:42).
233

 There is hostility towards Jewish disciples who have 

followed Jesus openly but who object when it is said that he has come down from heaven and can 

give his flesh to eat (Jn 6:60-66) or because he is described as existing before Abraham (Jn 8:58). 

Such criticism of others suggests that the Johannine Christians must have been extremely 

controversial because of their Christology.
 234

 

The courtroom atmosphere of John’s Gospel reflects the community’s 
experiences 

The courtroom atmosphere of the Fourth Gospel with its constant stress on testimony / witness, 

accusation, and judgment (Jn 1:19-21; 5:31-47; 7:50-51; 8:14-18; etc.) and with its debates over the 

implications of Scripture texts (Jn 6:31-33; 7:40-43, 52; 10:34-36) reflects the controversies and how 

they were conducted.
235

 

JOHANNINE COMMUNITY’S PERCEPTIONS OF THE “OTHERS” 

Relationship with followers of John the Baptist 

[The Gospel of] John portrays the first followers of Jesus as disciples of JBap [=John the Baptist], and 

the Johannine movement itself may have had its roots among such disciples. Therefore, it is surprising 

to find in the Fourth Gospel such a large number of negative statements pertinent to JBap. … 

All of this becomes intelligible when we hear in 3:22-26 that some of the disciples of JBap did not 

follow Jesus (contrast 1:35-37) and jealously objected to the number of people who were following 

him. If once more we read the Gospel partly as an autobiography of the Johannine community, we are 

led to suspect that Johannine Christians had to deal with such disciples and that the negations are 

meant as an apologetic against them.
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The Crypto-Christians (Christian Jews within the Synagogues) 

John 12:42-43 supplies the clearest reference to a group of Jews who were attracted to Jesus so that 

they could be said to believe in him, but were afraid to confess their faith publicly less they be 

expelled from the synagogue. John has contempt for them.
237

 

Apostolic Christians 

What is the Johannine attitude toward the Christianity of the Apostolic Christians? The scene 

mentioned in diagnosing their presence (6:60-69) suggests a fundamentally favorable attitude. The 

Apostolic Christians are clearly distinct from the Jewish Christians who no longer follow Jesus. The 

presence of the Twelve at the Last Supper (13:6; 14:5,8,22) means that the Apostolic Christians are 

included in Jesus’ “own” whom he loves to the very end (13:1).
238

 

------ 

The Johannine Christians, represented by the Beloved Disciple, clearly regard themselves as closer to 

Jesus and more perceptive than the Christians of the Apostolic Churches. The one-upmanship of the 

Johannine Christians is centered on christology; for while the named disciples, representing the 

Apostolic Christians, have a reasonably high christology, they do not reach the heights of the 

Johannine understanding of Jesus.
239

 

“Other sheep” 

Their hopes for the future may be expressed by 10:16, if that verse is a reference to the Apostolic 

Christians, as J. L. Martyn has argued: “I have other sheep, too, that do not belong to this fold. These 

also must I lead, and they will listen to my voice. Then there will be one sheep herd, one shepherd.”… 

Ah, one may object, the Johannine prayer for unity with the Apostolic Christians carried a price tag—

those other Christians would have to accept the exalted Johannine christology of pre-existence if there 

was to be one sheep herd, one flock. 

If this did not happen, one may argue, the Johannine Christians would reject the Apostolic Christians 

from koinonia 
240

 even as they had previously rejected the Jewish Christians. Yet we are spared 

discussing that theoretical possibility, for in fact the larger church did adopt Johannine pre-existence 

christology
241

 

------ 

We come now to verse 16 [of John 10]. If we accept the wording of papyrus 66, the text reads: 

And I have other sheep, that are not of this fold. 

I must gather them also, 

and they will heed my voice, 

and there will be one flock, one shepherd. … 

Why, we may ask, should there be such an emphasis on unification, and why for the sake of the 

unification must the other sheep be gathered? The obvious answer is that they have been scattered. 

… In the experience of the Johannine community the scattering of the sheep occurred when the 

Birkath ha-Minim was imposed in their city. … It follows, I think, that the portrait of the “other 

sheep” is drawn in such a way as to refer primarily to other Jewish Christians who, like those of the 

Johannine community, have been scattered from their parent synagogues by experiencing 

excommunication. It is, then, a vision of the Johannine community that the day will come when all of 

the conventicles of scattered Jewish Christians will be gathered into one flock under the one Good 

Shepherd.
242
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MODEL OF THE JOHANNINE PHASES (MARTYN) 

The most elaborate reconstruction of Johannine church origins is that of J. L. Martyn
 

who proclaims 

as a principle: “The literary history behind the Fourth Gospel reflects to a large degree the history of a 

single community which maintained over a period of some duration its particular and somewhat 

peculiar identity.”
243

 

Martyn: Literary strata behind the text of John’s Gospel reflects the 
history of the Johannine community 

The intention is to present a sketch of the history of the Johannine community from its origin through 

the period of its life during which the Gospel of John was composed. Here several convictions are 

pursued, the chief ones being: (1) there are numerous literary strata behind the text of the Gospel as 

we have it; (2) to some extent it is possible to differentiate these strata from one another, thus 

discovering significant traces of the literary history behind the Gospel; (3) this literary history reflects 

to a large degree the history of a single community which maintained over a period of some duration 

its particular and rather peculiar identity.
244

 

Martyn: Draw the community’s social and theological history from the 
Gospel’s literary history 

The literary history behind the Fourth Gospel reflects to a large degree the history of a single 

community which maintained over a period of some duration its particular and rather peculiar 

identity. It obviously follows that we may hope to draw from the Gospel’s literary history certain 

conclusions about the community’s social and theological history.
245

 

Martyn: The Johannine Community’s major periods 

It follows that we may hope to draw from the Gospel’s literary history certain conclusions about the 

community’s social and theological history. Broadly put, three major periods emerge: 

1. The Early Period presumably began before the Jewish revolt and lasted until some point in the 

eighties. Our study of some of the lines of development which lie behind the evangelist’s own 

majestic christology helps us find our bearings as regards this early period. We see here a group of 

Christian Jews living in a stream of relatively untroubled theological and social continuity within the 

synagogue. 

2. The Middle Period was ushered in when the remarkable growth of this group aroused the 

suspicions of the Jewish authorities and led them to take severely repressive steps designed to 

terminate what they saw as a serious threat. Such persecution caused some members of the group, and 

some who had been attracted to it, to turn back from an open confession in order to remain safely in 

the synagogue. Those who made an open confession were excommunicated and thus became a 

separated community of Jewish Christians who were then subjected to further persecution. The 

painful events of the Middle Period had lasting effects on the community’s understanding both of 

Christ and of itself. 

3. The Late Period saw further developments in the community’s christology and ecclesiology, and it 

is now clear that these developments were worked out to a large extent vis-à-vis not only the parent 

synagogue, but also other Christian groups known to the Johannine community. Thus, when the 

Gospel found its final form, the horizon displayed at least four discrete social and theological groups: 

1. The synagogue of “the Jews”; 

2. Christian Jews within the synagogue who attempted secretly to maintain a dual loyalty, and toward 

whom the Johannine community felt enormous antipathy; 

3. The Johannine community itself; 
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4. Other communities of Jewish Christians who had also experienced expulsion from the synagogue, 

and with whom the Johannine community hoped eventually to be unified. 

I say that the horizon displayed at least these four groups because I am sure that the situation was yet 

more complex; and indeed recent studies have begun further to expand and qualify this picture.
246

 

Martyn: The early period of the Johannine community 

If the group was “at home” within the synagogue, what was its stance toward Torah? The question is 

difficult to answer with both precision and certainty, but there are several factors which converge to 

suggest quite strongly that the group was Torah-observant.
247

 

------ 

It is clear that they desired to remain within the synagogue; their exit was in fact a traumatic expulsion 

carried out against their will (contrast, e.g., Acts 18:6f.). One does not have the impression of a group 

which even dreamed of being free from Torah observance. And on what grounds did the authorities 

expel them? Not on the grounds that the group was lax with regard to Torah observance per se, but 

rather only on the grounds of their messianic confession of Jesus (9:22, etc.). One is reminded that the 

Birkath ha-Minim seems to have been directed against the confession of Jesus as Messiah, not against 

discrete breach of Torah.
248

 

------ 

I see, in fact, no indication that in the early period the Johannine group even had any knowledge of the 

mission to the Gentiles.
249

 

Martyn: The middle period of the Johannine community 

The middle period is marked off, indeed, by the fact that the authorities now began to be quite 

suspicious of the rapidly growing messianic group, and both they and some rank-and-file synagogue 

members demanded that the group prove the validity of its messianic proclamation on the basis of 

exegesis. There ensued a number of midrashic debates, and in the course of the debates there emerged 

a widening spectrum of opinion about the group’s message, ranging from absolute commitment (6:68) 

to partial faith (2:23ff., etc.) to outright unbelief (7:12, 47, etc.).
250

 

------ 

[The authorities] introduced the reworded Birkath ha-Minim into the synagogue service in order to be 

able to identify and excommunicate those who confessed Jesus as Messiah (9:22. 34).
251 

------ 

The number of points in the history of the Johannine community about which we may be virtually 

certain is relatively small, and we need to be clear about that. One of these relatively secure points is 

surely the highly probable correspondence to the Birkath ha-Minim (Benediction Against Heretics) of 

the expressions “to be put out of the synagogue” and “to put someone out of the synagogue” which 

emerge in John 9:22, 12:42 and 16:2.
252

 

------ 

Some of the members of the messianic group … turned away from the confession in order to remain 

safely within the community of the synagogue. … Many members of the messianic group, however, 

paid the price of their convictions and suffered excommunication. From this point forward we may 

refer to these people, I think, as the Johannine community, for it is obvious that the outworking of the 

Birkath ha-Minim in the city in question changed the Johannine circle—against their will—from a 
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messianic group within the synagogue into a separate community outside that social and theological 

setting.
253

 

------ 

The authorities therefore concluded that further restrictive measures were necessary, and in light of 

the Johannine community’s increasing tendency to view Jesus as a numinous and somewhat other-

worldly figure, the authorities were apparently able to argue that confession of such a figure 

constituted not only unacceptable messianism, but also a violation of monotheism (5:18).
254

 

------ 

In the middle period the community began to take onto itself with increasing intensity the 

characteristics of the stranger from above. … They, like their Christ, become people who are not “of 

the world” and who are for that reason hated by the world.
255

 

Martyn: The late period of the Johannine community 

The history of the traditions and of the literary activity proper to the late period brings us not only to 

further homilies, but also to the climactic writing of the fully Johannine Gospel in its first and second 

editions. The period also finds the Johannine community forming its own theology and its own 

identity not only vis-à-vis the parent synagogue, but also in relation to other Christian groups in its 

setting.
256

 

MODEL OF THE PHASES (BROWN) 

In reconstructing Johannine community life I posit four phases. Phase One, the pre-Gospel era, 

involved the origins of the community, and its relation to mid-first-century Judaism. By the time the 

Gospel was written the Johannine Christians had been expelled from the synagogues (9:22; 16:2) 

because of what they were claiming about Jesus. Such an expulsion reflects the situation in the last 

third of the first century when the teaching center of Judaism was in Jamnia (Jabneh)—a Judaism that 

was dominantly Pharisee and thus no longer so pluralistic as before 70. … We may be wise to date 

Phase One, the pre-Gospel period of conscious Johannine history, to a span of several decades 

stretching from the mid 50s to the late 80s. … 

Phase Two involved the life-situation of the Johannine community at the time the Gospel was written. 

... The period ca. A.D. 90 would date the main writing of the Gospel. The expulsion from the 

synagogues is now past but persecution (16:2-3) continues, and there are deep scars in the Johannine 

psyche regarding “the Jews.” The insistence on a high Christology … affects the community’s 

relations with the other Christian groups. … 

Phase Three involved the life-situation in the now-divided Johannine communities at the time the 

Epistles were written, presumably ca. A.D. 100. … 

Phase Four saw the dissolution of the two Johannine groups after the Epistles were written. The 

secessionists, no longer in communion with the more conservative side of the Johannine community, 

probably moved rapidly in the second century toward docetism, gnosticism, Cerinthianism, and 

Montanism. This explains why the Fourth Gospel, which they brought with them, is cited earlier and 

more frequently by heterodox writers than by orthodox writers.
257
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USE OF THE JOHANNINE WRITINGS IN THE SECOND CENTURY 

Fourth Gospel not cited during the first part of the second century 

Because the secessionists and their heterodox descendants misused the Fourth Gospel, it was not cited 

as Scripture by orthodox writers in the first part of the second century.
258

 

------ 

All our evidence points to the fact that a wide acceptance of the Fourth Gospel came earlier among 

heterodox rather than among orthodox Christians. Our oldest known commentary on the Gospel is 

that of the gnostic Heracleon (A.D. 160-180). The Gospel was greatly appreciated by the Valentinian 

gnostics.
259

 

------ 

There is abundant evidence of familiarity with Johannine ideas in the recently published gnostic 

library from Nag Hammadi.
260

 

------ 

On the other hand, it is difficult to prove clear use of the Fourth Gospel in the early church writings 

deemed to be orthodox. There is no specific citation of John in Ignatius of Antioch. More curious is 

the absence of a citation in the letter of Polycarp of Smyrna to the Philippians (ca. A.D. 115-135); for 

Polycarp is said by Eusebius to have heard John, and Polycarp shows knowledge of some eighteen NT 

works.
261

 

------ 

The earliest indisputable orthodox use of the Fourth Gospel is by Theophilus of Antioch in his 

Apology to Autolycus (ca. A.D. 180).
262

 

------ 

This curious history of the Fourth Gospel would become quite intelligible if we posit that the larger 

part of the Johannine community, the secessionists, took the Gospel with them in their intellectual 

itinerary toward docetism, gnosticism, and Montanism, while the author’s adherents carried the 

Gospel with them as they were amalgamated into the Great Church. This would explain why 

Johannine ideas but not quotations appear in the earlier church writings: because a majority of those 

who claimed the Gospel as their own had become heterodox, there would have been a reluctance 

among the orthodox to cite the Gospel as Scripture.
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SECOND CENTURY FOLLOWERS OF JESUS 

Hostile polemics and rhetorical entrenchments during second century 
inner-Christian discourse 

Vociferous debate is much too tame a label for the hostile polemics and rhetorical entrenchments that 

characterized inner-Christian discourse during the second century.
264

 

Christianity was not one way of belief 

These Gnostic Gospels—such as the Gospel of Philip, or the Gospel of Truth, or the Secret Teaching 

of John, or the Revelation of James—are intriguing and fascinating reading. They present and embody 

a very different form of Christianity from that presented in the New Testament, and show 

convincingly that early Christianity was not simply one thing, with one way of belief. It was lots of 

different things.
265

 

------ 

John the baptizer becomes the gnostic hero of the Mandaeans, Jesus [was the hero] of the Christian 

gnostics. Simon Magus may lurk in the background of several gnostic texts, and Dositheos is said to 

be the compiler of the Three Steles of Seth.
266

 

------ 

Within a Jewish context the gnostic revealer is Seth, the child of Adam and Eve, or Derdekeas, 

probably Aramaic for “male child”. … Within a Christian context the revealer is Jesus the anointed, 

within a Manichaean context, Jesus of light.
267

 

The early part of the second century was a time of great diversity 

Walter Bauer has convincingly shown that the early part of the second century was a time of great 

diversity in terms of Christian thought and practice. He observed that heterodoxy probably preceded 

orthodoxy in many locations and that, particularly in the East, Marcionism, or something closely 

resembling it, was the original form of Christianity. Imposing late-second-century mores
268

 on an 

early-second-century figure leads to great misunderstanding.
269

 

What is “orthodoxy” and what is “heresy”? 

If the first followers of Jesus—including the apostles and Jesus’ own family—were thoroughly Jewish 

in their belief and practice and opposed to Paul’s interpretation of the gospel, then just what is 

“orthodoxy” and what is “heresy”? Is Christianity, as it has come to be practiced for close to two 

millennia, in fact based on a heresy? And is the “heresy” of Jewish Christianity in fact the original 

orthodoxy? These are disturbing questions indeed.
270

 

The acceptable heresy (“opinion”) became the orthodoxy 

It is difficult to maintain that there ever was any pristine unified doctrine in the early church, only 

many competing heresies. … These observations on the nature of orthodoxy and heresy become 

clearer when one understands that the word “heresy” comes from the Greek haeresis, which carries 

the root meaning of an “opinion” or a “party line.” Therefore, in the strict sense of the word, all of the 

early Christian communities had their own heresy—their own opinion about who Jesus was. It was 

only many years later—at the Council of Nicaea in 325—that by majority vote it was permanently 

decided what would forever be the acceptable heresy, which then, by definition, became orthodoxy.
271
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The winning party becomes the church, its opinions become orthodoxy 

When in church life there is an irreconcilable difference over important doctrine, there are winners 

and losers. The winning party becomes the church, and its opinion is orthodoxy; the losing party is 

driven out of the church and becomes a sect, or heresy. In the early Christian church the Petrines won 

at Antioch (Gal. 2.11-14); but Paul played his cards carefully, and did not split away. In the second 

century the Paulines won and the Aramaic [Jewish Christian] churches split away and became 

heretical sects called the Ebionites and the Nazarenes.
272

 

The loss of the temple at Jerusalem weaned Christianity of its Jewishness 

With the loss of the Temple and the central authority of Jerusalem, infant Christianity was soon 

weaned of its Jewish sustenance and nurtured almost exclusively on Pauline teachings and Gentile 

understandings. Then, in its later adolescence, Gentile Catholic Christianity severed any lingering ties 

with mother Judaism and based its theology completely on Paul’s teaching of faith in Christ as the 

replacement for the Law. At the same time, Jesus’ crucifixion came to be interpreted as the atoning 

sacrifice.
273

 

Catholic Christianity emerged as a synthesis of the Jewish and Gentile 
Christianities  

In the case of the early church, it was in the struggle between Jerusalem-based Jewish Christianity and 

Pauline-based Gentile Christianity that the synthesis of Catholic Christianity emerged. … The Jewish 

Christian “thesis” is represented in the books of Hebrews, James, Jude, and Revelation; the Pauline 

corpus represents the “antithesis”; and the conciliatory Acts represents the earliest synthesis of the 

two poles.
274

 

SECOND-CENTURY “PROTO ORTHODOX” 

From 130 to 200 CE, the Christian Apologists tried to vindicate their claims 

Between 130 and 200 the Christian Apologists tried to vindicate [their] claims against a combination 

of assailants Confronted by the growth of the Gnostic schools and Marcion’s challenge, and by 

continual Jewish hostility and intermittent pagan persecutions, they sought to defend the orthodox 

position and convince their opponents. Often using the form of “open letters” addressed to the 

emperors or to pagan magistrates, their real target was literate provincial opinion.
275

 

The Apologists represent a wide, sometimes conflicting spectrum of 
orthodox opinion 

The writings of five of the Greek Christian Apologists have survived, as well as the anonymous Letter 

to Diognetus; they are Aristides (c. 145), Justin Martyr (d. 165), Tatian (d. 180?), Athenagoras (c. 

170-180), and Theophilus of Antioch (c. 180-85). In addition, a number of fragments have been 

preserved, mainly by Eusebius, including works of Quadratus, Melito of Sardis, and Apollinaris of 

Hierapolis (c. 170-80). They represent a wide and sometimes conflicting spectrum of orthodox 

Christian opinion.
276

 

THE PROTO-ORTHODOX HERESY HUNTERS 

The heresiologists- were heresy hunters who, as the guardians of truth and watchmen on the walls of 

Zion, were trying to expose people judged to be dangerous to the masses, especially the Christian 

masses. The more famous of the heresiologists include Irenaeus of Lyon, … Hippolytus of Rome, … 

Pseudo-Tertullian, … and Epiphanius of Salamis.
277
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St Polycarp (c. 69/70-155/6 CE) 

Polycarp, bishop of Smyrna, is said to have been a disciple of John the Elder and the teacher of 

another Smyrnean, the great theologian St Irenaeus. … 

Polycarp used the Gospels, but unlike most other writers of this period only seldom either the Jewish 

Bible or the Apocrypha. He condemned the heretics who refused to confess that Jesus Christ had 

come ‘in the flesh’, that is to say the Docetist Gnostics, whose leader (possibly Marcion) bore the title 

‘the firstborn of Satan’. Nothing very original appears in the domain of Christology.
278

 

Justin, Melito and Irenaeus were three powerful supports of orthodoxy 

Justin, Melito and Irenaeus are three powerful supports of the progressively rising edifice of 

Christology. Their works combine philosophical insight with scriptural argument and theological 

speculation.
279

 

------ 

With Justin, Christian theology was born, a theology linked to Greek philosophy and totally different 

from Jesus’ non-speculative mode of thinking.
280

 

While originally and up to the Didache people of Jewish origin formed a majority in the church, Justin 

expressly states that in his days the proportions were reversed. In fact, he uses this change as a proof 

of divine favour for Christianity, replacing the heavenly privilege previously granted to the Jews. 

His main contribution to the future development of Christian thought relates to the philosophical 

grounding of the Logos doctrine and the crystallization of the system of fulfilment interpretation of 

biblical prophecy in the person and history of Jesus of Nazareth.
281

 

------ 

Melito marshalled a powerfully moving poetic synthesis for demonstrating, in a world imbued with 

Gnosticism, the reality of the incarnate and redeeming Son of God through the typological exegesis of 

the Old Testament. With this he managed to pinpoint the major themes of the later Christological 

debates in the church: the simultaneous divinity and humanity of Christ, the problem of his two 

natures, divine and human, and his eternity and temporality.
282

 

Justin Martyr (100-165 CE) 

With Justin the reflective, philosophical-theological presentation of the Christian religion, and in 

particular that of the person and mission of Jesus, entered a new phase. His three surviving major 

works, two Apologies and his famous Dialogue with the Jew Trypho, present a much more rationally 

oriented picture of Christianity than either the New Testament or the authors of the post-apostolic 

age.
283

 

------ 

For Justin, the ultimate move of Trypho and his co-religionists should be conversion to Christianity 

without delay as the Second Advent of Christ may not be far away.
284

 

------ 

Justin only occasionally discusses questions of worship (baptism, Eucharist), and displays no 

particular interest in the ecclesiastical aspect of Christianity. Rhetorical debate is his home ground, 

and his field of expertise is the Greek Bible. 

Some of Justin’s ideas sounded out of true, indeed plainly unorthodox, a century or two later. While 

he would have been outraged if someone had accused him of polytheism, he undoubtedly gave the 
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impression that the Father, the Logos and the Spirit were in some undetermined way different entities. 

Also, his trinitarian concept cannot escape the charge of implying inequality between God the Father 

and God the Son.
285

 

Irenaeus of Lyons (c. 130-200 CE) 

Irenaeus was born in Asia Minor, probably in Smyrna, where in his early youth he was taught by the 

martyr Bishop Polycarp.
286

 

------ 

In addition to being the first major biblical theologian of the church, Irenaeus was also a powerful 

champion of orthodoxy. While in earlier times Christianity needed to vindicate itself primarily against 

the persecuting arm of the Roman Empire (Ignatius, Polycarp, Justin), and secondarily against 

Judaism (Pseudo-Barnabas, Justin and Melito) as well as against Docetism (1 John, Ignatius, Justin), 

by the time of Irenaeus the chief threat to orthodox Christian belief arose from a more sophisticated 

Gnosticism propagated by the Egyptian Valentinus and the Asiatic Marcion, both active in Rome 

from the middle of the second century.
287

 

------ 

Irenaeus excelled in both the fight against Gnosticism and in the overall evaluation of Christology as 

affecting all the various aspects of the theological thinking of the church.
288

 

------ 

Apart from championing the traditional belief in a single God-Father, who through his Son and Spirit 

was the maker of the whole created world, and laying stress on the genuine incarnation of Jesus, both 

God and man, Irenaeus merely reaffirmed the Christology of the second-century church.
289

 

GNOSTIC CHRISTIANITY 

The term “Gnosticism” refers to a group of religions that we know about principally from around the 

second Christian century and later. Scholars debate whether Gnosticism started out as a kind of 

Christianity, or if had an independent existence and then later came to be influenced by Christianity. 

For many of the Gnostic religions (there were lots of them, and they were all different from one 

another in key ways), Jesus was an important figure—in fact the key figure for salvation. But it was 

not because his death brought an atoning sacrifice for sins. It was because he brought the 

“knowledge” from above that can provide liberation to souls trapped in this material world in human 

bodies. The Greek word for knowledge is “gnosis”—and that is why these people are called 

Gnostics.
290

 

------ 

Gnosis is a word widely attested in the ancient world, but the word gnosticism itself is a term not 

attested at all in antiquity or late antiquity. Rather, it first was used in the eighteenth century to 

designate the heretical religious groups discussed by the heresiologists.
291

 

Gnosticism dominated Christian intellectual life between 130 and 180 CE 

The middle years of the second century belong to the Gnostics. Between 130 and 180 a succession of 

teachers, working mainly in Alexandria, dominated Christian intellectual life and spread their 

influence to Italy and Rome, to Asia Minor and even among the Christians in the Rhone Valley.
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Gnostics considered themselves Christians 

Those who wrote and circulated these texts did not regard themselves as “heretics.” Most of the 

writings use Christian terminology, unmistakably related to a Jewish heritage. Many claim to offer 

traditions about Jesus that are secret, hidden from “the many” who constitute what, in the second 

century, came to be called the “catholic church.” These Christians are now called gnostics, from the 

Greek word gnosis, usually translated as “knowledge.” For as those who claim to know nothing about 

ultimate reality are called agnostic (literally, “not-knowing”), the person who does claim to know 

such things is called gnostic (“knowing”). But gnosis is not primarily rational knowledge. …  

As the gnostics use the term, we could translate it as “insight,” for gnosis involves an intuitive process 

of knowing oneself. …  To know oneself, at the deepest level, is simultaneously to know God; this is 

the secret of gnosis.
293

 

------ 

In Alexandria, lines were still fluid by the end of the century and Gnostic and orthodox would be 

known to pray together.
294

 

------ 

[Gnostics] proclaimed fervently that they were Christians, and many of the Nag Hammadi writings 

are Christ-centered. Their understanding of Christ, of the Scriptures, and of man differed 

fundamentally, however, from that of members of the great church. The synoptic Gospels were only a 

partial revelation of Christ. “Jesus is a hidden name; Christ is a revealed name”.
295

 

------ 

We are well informed about two major religious movements competing with what came to be catholic 

Christianity: Gnosticism and the church of Marcion. Both movements were very strong. Many 

Gnostics and all the members of the Marcionite Church considered themselves true Christians.
296

 

------ 

Much of the literature discovered at Nag Hammadi is distinctively Christian; some texts, however, 

show little or no Christian influence; a few derive primarily from pagan sources (and may not be 

“gnostic” at all); others make extensive use of Jewish traditions.
297

 

Gnostics stood in the mainstream of second-century religious 
speculation 

The Gnostic teachers therefore stood in the mainstream of second-century religious speculation. They 

molded current ideas into their own systems, and associated them with Christ, the heavenly 

Messenger, who had appeared on earth in historical times. Gnosticism, however, could never have 

become a threat to the existence of orthodox Christianity if it had been rooted primarily in pagan 

religious mysticism. It was formidable because it was steeped also in Jewish thought, both Hellenistic 

and Palestinian.
298

 

------ 

The Gnostics caught the tide of religious feeling, particularly in Alexandria.
299

 

------ 

The Messiah who rose from the dead moved easily into the role of the Savior who could conquer the 

archons. The name of Christ was becoming the focus of many currents of religious thought of which 
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orthodoxy was only one. Gnostic and baptist schisms that had hardly been held in check under 

Judaism erupted under the influence of the new compelling movement of Christianity.
300

 

------ 

There are several other sources that shed light on Jesus’ early life. Several of these were written by 

early Christians who did not embrace Paul’s definition of Jesus as Savior by virtue of the cross. They, 

by contrast, believed that the point of Jesus’ existence was not his death, but his life. 

Unlike Paul, they diligently studied Jesus’ sayings, particularly those pertaining to Jesus’ vision of the 

“Kingdom of God,” and concluded that Jesus had been talking about a life of inner transformation by 

virtue of which one could eventually glean the secret knowledge of divine wisdom within oneself. 

Biblical scholarship has coined the rather unfortunate term of “Gnostics” for these Christians, based 

on the Greek word for (secret) knowledge, gnosis.
301

 

Gnosticism was the most potent cultural force at intellectual reform of 
religion 

Traditional religions often spoke of transcendence, but restricted the delivery of their truths to their 

different constituencies, which were limited and often mutually exclusive, defined by race, history, 

family, or status. Gnosticism claimed to smash through those barriers, making it the most potent 

cultural force in this period of the Roman Empire and the most successful effort at the intellectual 

reform of religion there has ever been. … 

Scholars still debate whether Gnosticism predates Christianity, but it is plain that both Paul and the 

Gospel according to John see true knowledge of God as liberating people from their corrupt passions. 

They probably did not originate Gnosticism, but they existed near its time of origin, when diversity in 

the Roman Empire seemed bewildering. By the second century, however, some Gnostic groups, 

named after teachers such as Carpocrates, Marcion, and Valentinus, claimed that they alone had the 

true knowledge that Jesus conveyed.
302

 

Gnostics may have been the first Christian theologians 

For Pagels, the gnostics formulated teachings on the spiritual resurrection of Christ that subverted the 

emerging orthodox church’s hierarchy of priests and bishops, whose authority was—and still is—

linked to the messengers or apostles who were witnesses of the bodily resurrection of Christ. The 

gnostic teaching on spiritual resurrection and spiritual authority, Pagels observes, “claimed to offer to 

every initiate direct access to God of which the priests and bishops themselves might be ignorant.” 

Again, Pagels notes that  the gnostics formulated teachings on the multiple manifestations of god, the 

mother and the father, that subverted the emerging orthodox church’s commitment—which still can 

be found—to the authority of one bishop, and a male bishop at that. In these and other ways, as Adolf 

von Harnack once said and Pagels also recalls, the gnostics may have been the “first Christian 

theologians,” whose ideas and actions stimulated theological thinking in the Christian church.
303

 

------ 

Alexandrian Gnostics laid the foundation of much that became the Alexandrian school of theology in 

the next two centuries. Christian Platonism was indebted to a half century of Gnostic preparation.
304

 

------ 

Despite their kaleidoscopic and often far-fetched beliefs that laid them open to destructive criticism 

by orthodox leaders, the Gnostics introduced novel and penetrating insights into the Christian faith. 
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Christianity for the first time became a philosophical religion grappling with deep moral and 

intellectual problems.
305

 

------ 

Jesus’ teaching had been practical, nearly always related to daily life in Palestine. … Paul had 

provided an interpretation of the contrast between flesh and spirit, law and grace. … The writer of 

Hebrews had spoken of Christians being “enlightened,” having “tasted the heavenly gift”. … At the 

end of the first century, the writer of I Clement broached the subject of ultimate knowledge. … The 

Gnostics took these questions further. What were enlightenment and perfection, and how were they 

achieved?
 306

 

------ 

[Gnosticism] was one more successful manifestation of that extraordinarily vigorous Jewish culture 

that flourished at the time of Jesus, and of which Christianity was very largely the heir.
307

 

Jewish groups were influenced by Gnosticism 

There is also a growing consensus among scholars that most of these Jewish Christian groups were 

influenced to a greater or lesser extent by Gnosticism.
308

 

THE GNOSTIC LEGACY 

The debate regarding Gnosticism 

The debate at the beginning of the twenty-first century, then, is not so much whether these views 

should be labeled as ‘Gnostic’. It is rather whether there was a single recognizable phenomenon 

which may be entitled ‘Gnosticism’. Or are we actually talking about a series of religious ideas which 

may not have cohered into a single recognizable system, but some or all of which influenced a diverse 

range of individuals and groups/schools of thought? And the debate for us in particular would be 

whether some or any of these ideas were much more integral to early forms of Christianity than has 

traditionally been recognized. Did the later Gnostic systems or groups actually draw more closely on 

Jesus and Paul than the great church cared to recognize or admit? Should any of the Gnostic systems 

be regarded as sub-sets of a very diverse phenomenon (Christianity), or should we return to the 

patristic view of ‘Gnosticism’ as a Christian heresy?
 309

 

Gnosticism left a positive legacy for Christians 

Critics have tended to follow Irenaeus, Hippolytus, and Tertullian and to discuss Gnosticism as an 

aberration and its leaders as purveyors of ridiculous and impossible doctrines based on an ill-digested 

syncretism between Christianity and Greek philosophy. …  

In general, the Gnostic interpretation of the immortality of the soul contradicted orthodox teaching 

concerning the resurrection of the body. Salvation through Gnosis was incompatible with salvation 

through grace and works. The Gnostics had no doctrine of the Spirit and did not baptize in the name 

of the Trinity. … Gnosticism, however, left a positive legacy for future generations of Christians.
310

 

Gnosticism may claim its place in the history of Christian civilization 

lrenaeus’s indignation was directed almost as strongly against Gnostic rejection of ecclesiastical 

discipline as against their perversion of Scripture and rejection of the earthly ministry of Jesus. 

Redemption was available to all through the church governed by its appointed leaders. Gnostic 

salvation was only for the few. Nonetheless, Gnosticism may claim its place in the history of 

Christian civilization.
311
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Gnostics progressed religious knowledge and understanding 

The Gnostics also brought a sense of progression in religion, from ignorance and irrationality to 

knowledge and understanding, and in this they anticipated Clement of Alexandria and, above all, 

Origen. … Despite its ultimate fatalism and sense of predestination, Gnosticism appeared as a religion 

of release, of liberation and joy wherewith anguish, error, and fear of the grave were conquered.
312

 

------ 

The Gnostics attempted too much. The challenge to the Christian faith presented by lively if 

discordant pagan philosophic schools could not be met by attempting to integrate all knowledge into 

an almost-as-discordant Christianity.
313

 

GNOSTIC BELIEFS 

The main points of Gnosis 

W. Foerster summarizes ‘the main points of Gnosis’ thus: 

1. Between this world and the God incomprehensible to our thought, the ‘primal cause’, there is an 

irreconcilable antagonism. 

2. The ‘self’, the ‘I’ of the Gnostic, his ‘spirit’ or soul, is unalterably divine. 

3. This ‘I’, however, has fallen into this world, has been imprisoned and anaesthetized by it, and 

cannot free itself from it. 

4. Only the divine ‘call’ from the world of light looses the bonds of captivity. 

5. But only at the end of the world does the divine element in man return again to its home.
314

 

Gnosticism’s chief elements 

We can readily sketch in what seem to have been [Gnosticism’s] chief elements, as indicated not just 

from the Christian heresiologists but from various of the Nag Hammadi documents.  

• A sense that the real person, the ‘I’, is distinct from the physical body in which the ‘I’ lives or 

which embodies the ‘I’, and a dissatisfaction with the body’s limitations, some degree of 

discomfort, disjointedness, even alienation from the material context and constraints of this 

life. This I suspect was the common root of the various more elaborate systems which evolved 

ultimately to explain and resolve this existential Angst. 

• This readily chimed in with a basically Platonic dualism between mind spirit and matter. An 

obvious outworking of any feeling of alienation would have been to regard the physical and 

material as inferior, negative or evil in character, the human being as imprisoned within this 

physical body and material world; but the true person (the ‘I’, or the soul) as spiritual and 

belonging to a different realm (the spiritual world, heaven). 

• A similarly natural elaboration is to regard creation (of the material world) as not the work of 

God, or of the ultimate God, but of a lesser divine being, the Demiurge of Plato’s Timaeus, 

‘the god of this world’. In the developed systems the analysis of the falling away from the 

supreme being until the being emerges who created the material world is marked by a lengthy 

sequence of decline in quality and character of aeons or emanations. 

• The true spiritual person (the soul) is usually blind to its true nature and its imprisoned 

condition (the parallel of drunkenness is often drawn). Salvation for the imprisoned soul, then, 

is achieved by knowledge (gnosis) being brought to it/him, knowledge of its/his true nature. 

In the developed systems this knowledge is provided by a divine redeemer figure who imparts 

the gnosis to the imprisoned spiritual beings, so that when the material corrupts into death the 
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soul can escape, by means of passwords given by the divine redeemer, through the ranks of 

lesser divine beings back to its celestial home. 

• Given such antagonism to the material body, the true Gnostic would normally regard it as his 

responsibility to live an ascetic life. Some may have concluded that it was equally appropriate 

to live a self-indulgent and licentious life, since, after all, the body does not count in the 

process of salvation, but that may be the result of the same sort of black propaganda which 

accused the Christian love-feasts of serving as excuses and covers for debauchery.
315

 

------ 

The real question for us, then, is whether these ideas influenced the early Christians, or were taken up 

by them, or even sprang from Paul, or John, or Jesus.
316

 

The role of the saviour is to awaken people, to disclose knowledge 

The role of the gnostic savior or revealer is to awaken people who are under the spell of the 

demiurge—not, as in the case of the Christ of the emerging, orthodox church, to die for the salvation 

of people, to be a sacrifice for sins, or to rise from the dead on Easter. The gnostic revealer discloses 

knowledge that frees and awakens people.
317

 

“Gnosis” emphasised mental activity 

Gnosticism placed extraordinary emphasis on mental activity that ranged from the apprehension of 

mystical truths (e.g. Gospel of Thomas, Gospel of the Egyptians) to the cognitive awareness of 

cosmological secrets (e.g. Gospel of Truth, Apocryphon of John); at stake was a reward of no less 

than salvation from an evil world. Thus the idea of ‘gnosis’ became vastly nuanced; and by the 

second-century systems of Valentinus and Marcus the concept of ‘gnosis’ pertained to particular sets 

of cosmological truths.
318

 

The “self” belonged to the divine world 

They believed that between God—incomprehensible to our thought but the ultimate cause of all 

things—and the visible world was insuperable division and antagonism. The “self” or “I” of the 

Gnostic, however, belonged to the divine world. It was a “spark of God.” At some stage in its 

existence it had fallen into the visible world and had become imprisoned and drugged into slumber by 

it. It could be freed only by accepting the call of a “Divine Messenger” (Christ) and, thus enlightened 

and emancipated, would return to its true heavenly home at the end of time.
319

 

Self-designation by Gnostics included: “elect”, “saints”, and “seed” 

To designate their transcendent status Gnostics borrowed terms of self-definition from Jewish 

sectarian tradition: ‘elect’, ‘saints’, ‘sons of light’, alongside more arcane labels like ‘perfect’ or 

‘seed’.” 

The powers that ruled the universe, including Yahweh, constituted the 
hostile world 

The powers that ruled the universe—Yahweh, Lord of creation, and the goddess Fate (Tyche), and the 

astral powers (the Planets, the Sun and Moon, and the Twelve Signs of the Zodiac)—exercised a 

baleful influence on humanity. They constituted the hostile world into which each individual was 

born, but they could not withstand the power of grace brought by the Divine Messenger to those able 

to receive it. Illumined through knowledge of the true world of light, the Gnostic became a new being 

equipped to answer the basic questions that troubled humanity then as now: “Whence is man and what 

is his destiny?”
 320
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To “know God” meant to acknowledge that Yahweh was God 

Gnosis had traditionally held a worthy if limited place in the Jewish and earliest Christian scale of 

values. To “know God” meant to acknowledge that Yahweh was God and to recognize the acts of 

God. In the Septuagint, God was indeed a “God of knowledge” (1 Sam. 2:3) and the word gnosis is 

used to denote this. … 

Paul told the Colossians that “you have put off the old nature with its practices and have put on the 

new nature, which is being renewed in knowledge” (Col. 3:10). In his hymn to love (agape) in 1 

Corinthians 13, knowledge was a virtue on a par with prophecy (1 Cor. 13:2). … 

The Teacher of Righteousness in the Qumran sectaries was “the expositor of all the words of his 

servants the prophets.” God revealed to him the secrets. … 

This was the secret knowledge that the Gnostics claimed to possess. It was acquired, however, not by 

perseverance in moral rectitude but by sudden illumination that enabled them to understand the ways 

of God, the universe, and themselves.
321

 

Adam was greater than the creator God; Yahweh was not the illuminator 
of knowledge 

The Apocalypse of Adam which purports to be Adam’s final words to his son Seth, Adam claims that 

originally “we were higher than God who had created us,” and “we resembled the great eternal 

angels.” Yahweh was not the “illuminator of knowledge,” but a God of the aeons. Elsewhere, Yahweh 

is reckoned a malevolent force who produced the world through a blunder. Such views foreshadowed 

those of both the Alexandrian Christian Gnostics and Marcion.
322

 

Characteristics of Gnostic beliefs 

Five characteristics of [gnostic beliefs]: (1) Since matter was evil, creation was enacted by a demiurge 

(subordinate god) who was an emanation from the Pleroma (fullness). (2) Gnostics rejected the Old 

Testament. (3) They made a distinction between the human Jesus of Nazareth and the heavenly 

Savior. From this springs the gnostic system called Docetism (from the Greek “to seem,” dokeo), 

which claimed that the Savior only seemed to be human. (4) Full salvation was only for themselves, 

the spiritually elite, but a lesser degree of salvation could be attained by those who did not have gnosis 

but still had faith. (5) Gnostics claimed that they had received “secret” gospels from the apostles 

themselves.
323

 

Church Fathers were remarkably accurate in their description of Gnostic 
beliefs 

In 1945 a mine of gnostic literature was discovered in Nag Hammadi, Egypt. This stands as one of the 

most significant finds of the twentieth century. Up until that time the only real information we had 

about the Gnostics came from its most vehement opponents, including Irenaeus of Lyons, Tertullian 

of Carthage, Hippolytus of Rome, and other church fathers. Because of this, a cloud of suspicion often 

overshadowed their descriptions of gnostic systems. But with the discovery of these primary sources, 

usually referred to as the Nag Hammadi Texts, we now see that these fathers were remarkably 

accurate in their descriptions of these gnostic beliefs.
324
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GNOSTIC LEADERS 

Gnostic leaders were held in high regard by the orthodox Clement 

Even their opponents held the Gnostic leaders in high regard. Clement of Alexandria (flor. 180-200) 

linked Basilides and Valentinus with Marcion as outstanding personalities of the previous 

generation.
325

 

Notable Gnostic teachers 

Menander … is remembered as a disciple and successor of Simon. …  

Cerinthus, probably late first century, likewise taught that the world was not created by the first God, 

but by a power remote and separated from the supreme power, which did not know the God who is 

over all. … 

Carpocrates … claimed that the world had been made by angels, much inferior to the unbegotten 

Father. … 

Basilides was active in Alexandria before 150, and was thought by some to be the first of the 

Gnostics. …  

Valentinus was the most prominent and probably most influential of the Gnostic teachers. He came 

from Egypt to Rome about 136 and was active as a teacher.
326

 

------ 

A distinctive feature [of Valentinus] was the introduction of an intermediate class of people, the 

psychics, between the spiritual people (pneumatics) and the earthly people (choics). According to 

Irenaeus on the system of Ptolemaeus, the Gnostics regarded those ‘of the Church’ as psychics who 

could be saved by good conduct, whereas they saw themselves as pneumatics, who would be saved 

‘not by means of conduct, but because they are spiritual by nature’; but it was impossible for the 

choics to be saved.
327

 

MARCION 

One of the pillars of Gnosticism, Marcion, … turned his back on the Judaism of the Old Testament 

and its angry God, and opted for the wholly different loving deity revealed by Jesus. He redefined the 

New Testament, accepting only the Gospel of Luke (after cutting off the first two chapters dealing 

with the birth story of Jesus) and ten out of the fourteen letters of Paul, excising the Pastorals (1 and 2 

Timothy and Titus), and the Epistle to the Hebrews. His doctrine was conveyed in a now lost book 

entitled ‘Antitheses’.
328

 

------ 

Arguably the most influential person in the process of the formation of a New Testament was a 

second-century Christian teacher, a dyed-in-the-wool dualist named Marcion of Sinope. Marcion is 

sometimes included in discussions of the gnostics because of his radical dualism, but his Christian 

religion was a religion of faith rather than gnosis. In this volume we consider Marcion to be an 

unrepentant Paulinist, with a literalistic way of reading the Bible, rather than a gnostic. As one 

prominent scholar quipped, the only person in the second century who understood Paul was Marcion, 

and he misunderstood him. …  

Marcion preached that the good and loving god, revealed in Christ, must be distinguished from the 

just and righteous god, who was the god of the Jewish people. Marcion’s theological dualism, with all 

its anti-Semitic implications, necessitated for him the creation of a new Bible. 

Marcion also formulated a Christian canon—as far as we can tell, he was the first Christian to come 

up with the idea of a separate Christian Bible. He knew of a series of letters of Paul, and he knew of 
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the Gospel of Luke, which he considered Paul’s gospel, and he combined these into his New 

Testament. …  

Marcion proved to be popular and influential as a leader of his church, but only for a time. Eventually 

he was rejected by many Christians, including the heresiologists, and declared a heretic. The 

Christians opposed to Marcion disliked his insistence on two gods and his rejection of Judaism and 

the god of the Hebrew Bible. 

Yet the Christian canonical idea of Marcion carried the day, as did Marcion’s basic outline of the 

Christian canon, with a gospel section and an epistolary (Pauline) section. From the perspective of the 

Christian Bible, Marcion lost the battle but won the war.
329

 

------ 

Marcion, who is sometimes regarded as a Gnostic, and whose theology certainly can be described as 

having a Gnostic tint, but who was an independent thinker.
330

 

The Marcionites might have outnumbered the “orthodox” Christians 

Marcionite Christianity was so vigorous in the late second century that the number of adherents 

probably approximated or even outnumbered the “orthodox” in some places. There is evidence of its 

survival as late as the fifth century CE.
 331

 

Marcion’s religious environment 

Christian texts dating to the lifetime of Marcion vary in their conception of Christian identity in 

relationship to its Jewish roots. Marcion’s own position, severing any connection to Jewish scripture 

and the kind of God it extols, put him toward one end of the spectrum of Christian identity. At the 

other end of that spectrum stood the Roman Christian community, or at least a large segment of it, 

where evidently there was considerably more discomfort with the figure of Paul than with the Jewish 

heritage of the faith. From the evidence of the letter of Clement to Corinth and the writings of Justin 

Martyr, Christianity in Rome was deeply committed to its Jewish roots, and, when it did not outright 

reject Paul, it relegated him to a very minor place in Christian thought.
332

 

------ 

Many anti-Marcionite writings, such as those mentioned by Eusebius, are now lost. There were works 

by Justin Martyr, Rhodo, Dionysius of Corinth, Theophilus of Antioch, Hippolytus of Rome, Philip of 

Gortyna, and Modestus. Irenaeus intended to write one. … All of this anti-Marcionite labor suggests 

the extent of Marcion’s success.
333

 

Marcion posed questions that involved the definition of Christianity 

It is no exaggeration to say that in his day Marcion posed the questions that involved the very 

definition of what Christianity was all about.
334

 

------ 

Marcion presented a formidable challenge to those who opposed his theology and practices. Indeed 

his opponents spent extraordinary energy in combating his influence, attacking his theology, and 

constructing alternatives to his practices. It was a massive effort, not only because many people found 

Marcionite Christianity attractive, but also because his was a complex challenge that, if met at all, had 

to be engaged on several fronts at once. Marcion’s opponents rightly saw that the very definition of 

the Christian movement was at stake in the outcome.
335
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------ 

Christian leaders, including Irenaeus and Tertullian, were quite explicit in their attempts to meet the 

challenge of Marcionite Christianity, and in their efforts they found the Acts of the Apostles to be of 

significant help. One of the purposes of the author of Acts and the editor of canonical Luke was 

precisely to provide ammunition for meeting the Marcionite challenge. These writings constitute early 

chapters in the response to Marcion, and they played a major role.
336

 

Marcion totally separated the religion of Jesus and Paul from the religion 
of the Hebrew Scriptures 

Marcion made a total separation between the religion that Jesus and Paul espoused and that of the 

Hebrew Scriptures. The God of Jesus was totally unknown before Jesus appeared.
337

 

GNOSTICS AND PAUL 

Paul was revered by Gnostics 

Instead of repudiating Paul as their most obstinate opponent, the Naassenes and Valentinians revere 

him as the one of the apostles who — above all others — was himself a gnostic initiate. The 

Valentinians, in particular, allege that their secret tradition offers direct access to Paul’s own teaching 

of wisdom and gnosis.
338

 

Gnostics claimed Paul as their great leader 

If the apostle [Paul] were so unequivocally antignostic, how could the gnostics claim him as their 

great pneumatic teacher? How could they claim his writings as the source for their anthropology, their 

Christology, and their sacramental theology? How could they say they are following his example 

when they offer secret teaching of wisdom and gnosis “to the initiates”? How could they claim his 

resurrection theology as the source for their own, citing his words as decisive evidence against the 

ecclesiastical doctrine of bodily resurrection? 
339

 

------ 

New evidence lends support to the Valentinian claim that Paul exerted a great influence on the 

development of their theology.
340

 

Marcion’s deep theological debt to Paul 

Marcion is also the first Christian thinker of the second century with a deep theological indebtedness 

to Paul.
341

 

Marcion was inspired by Paul 

Marcion took his inspiration from the letters of Paul, most notably Galatians. He regarded Paul as the 

only authentic apostle of Jesus. He was deeply impressed with Paul’s contrast of law and grace and 

concluded that these must be the domains of two Gods. One God was revealed in the Hebrew Bible as 

the creator, lawgiver, and judge of humankind. This God, thus, is identified with the created order, 

with Torah, and with the Jews, his chosen people. Marcion did not question the inspiration and 

authority of the Hebrew Bible; he interpreted it literally as the word of the creator-God but not as 

prophetic of the appearance of Jesus. The second God is the Father of Jesus Christ, completely 

unknown in this world before the appearance of Jesus in the fifteenth year of Tiberius Caesar (29–

30 CE). This is the God of grace, love, and mercy. The work of Jesus was to release humankind from 

the creator-God into the domain of the God of grace.
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Marcion placed greater importance on Paul than did any other Christian 
leader of his time 

Marcion placed greater importance on the authority of Paul than did any other Christian leader of his 

time. According to one of his early opponents, Irenaeus, Marcion taught that “only Paul, to whom the 

mystery has been given by revelation, knew the truth”. … The evidence is poor for widespread and 

sustained attention to Paul across the spectrum of early Christianity from [Paul’s] lifetime to the end 

of the second century. … 

Many writers of the period between Paul and Marcion (and well beyond) show no knowledge of Paul 

or his letters. The exceptions acknowledge his stature in some way, while dealing with him as a 

problem: difficult to understand (2 Peter), in need of subordination and harmonization to other 

Christian authority figures (Acts), or in need of correction (James).
343

 

Marcionite Christianity attempted to gain support from the Pauline legacy 

Marcion found irresolvable contrasts between the Hebrew Scriptures and the letters of Paul. … He 

was also struck with the contrast between what he understood to be the teachings of Jesus and those of 

the Hebrew Scriptures. … These convictions evidently led Marcion to conclude that the God who was 

revealed by Jesus was totally unknown before his time. … Marcion also evidently concluded that Paul 

was the only true apostle of Jesus and that Peter and the others were false apostles. … Marcionite 

Christianity is, therefore, an impressive example of the attempt to gain support from the Pauline 

legacy.
344

 

Paul’s letters must have been significant for Marcion 

Paul’s epistles unquestionably had a powerful influence on the development of Marcionite theology. 

Marcion’s core ideas … reveal that the man from Pontus must have spent long periods of time poring 

over these letters. The inclusion of ten Pauline letters, headed by Galatians, in the Marcionite canon, 

simply underscores the significance the letters must have held for this early Christian leader.
345

 

Marcion – and others – edited the texts of Paul’s letters 

But to observe that the letters of Paul served as basic inspiration for Marcion does not tell the whole 

story, since the texts of the letters in the Marcionite collection sometimes varied from those used by 

proto-orthodox Christians. In some cases the Marcionite texts may be more original than those used 

by his opponents; but in other cases it is evident that Marcion edited the texts he received. In this 

respect, of course, Marcion is not unlike his opponents, since standard texts were unknown in the 

second century. As Knox observed, “it is unquestionably true that Marcion edited his text (who didn’t, 

as a matter of fact?).” In many cases his alterations are relatively insignificant, but some of the larger 

omissions appear to have been made in order to bring the Pauline letters into line with Marcion’s 

theology.
346

 

Galatians headed Marcion’s collection of Paul’s writings 

It is no accident that the letter to the Galatians stands at the head of Marcion’s collection of Pauline 

letters, and it is here that we find keys to his interpretation of Paul. At the very beginning of this letter 

we have a vigorous defense of Paul’s apostleship: “Paul an apostle—sent neither by human 

commission nor from human authorities, but through Jesus Christ and God the Father, who raised him 

from the dead” (Gal 1:1). Here Paul strongly denies any association with other leaders and affirms his 

own independence. He repudiates the suggestion that his apostleship was based on a commission from 

other authorities.
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Material excised in Marcion’s gospel 

The most nearly certain observation to be made about the Gospel of Marcion is that it lacks an 

account of Jesus’ birth and infancy. … There are no predictions of the birth of Jesus or John, nothing 

of the parents, nothing of the circumstances of the births, no circumcision or presentation in the 

temple, no infancy narratives, and nothing of the twelve-year-old Jesus in the temple. Lacking is any 

account of the preaching or the imprisonment of John the Baptist; the narrative of Jesus’ baptism by 

John, the temptation of Jesus, and the genealogies are all missing. … 

The omission of narratives that appear in the early chapters of canonical Luke serves to distance Jesus 

from any kind of Jewish heritage. There is no mention of any relationship to John the Baptist or his 

father, Zechariah, a priest of the temple; Jesus’ mother does not undergo a postnatal cleansing, and 

Jesus is not circumcised. No genealogy connects him with Jewish ancestors or with parents of any 

kind. There is no anticipation of his appearance; he is not subject to being baptized, and he undergoes 

no temptations. These omissions, if it is right to regard them as such, are consonant with what we 

know of Marcion’s theology, which would separate Jesus as much as possible from the Creator-God 

and his chosen people and would demonstrate the newness of his revelation. … We are told that 

Marcion rejected any belief that would associate Jesus with the Christ expected by the Jewish 

people.
348

 

Paul was criticised by apocryphal writers but Marcion claimed Paul was 
inspired 

All through Christian history, Paul has been a sign of division, a stone on which many stumble. 

Apocryphal writings by Peter and James would charge Paul, in the second century, with being a tool 

of Satan. On the other side, Marcionites from that period claimed that only Paul and the Pauline 

“Luke” were authentically inspired authors.
349

 

Gnostic Christians considered Paul authoritative, yet not exclusively so 

Apparently, gnostic Christians considered the apostle [Paul] authoritative, yet not exclusively so, 

since they employed other writings to a similar effect. The appeals made to Paul’s letters by Marcion 

and the gnostic groups of the second century furnish a decided contrast to the neglect of Paul by other 

Christian writers during the same period.
350

 

Nag Hammadi library reveals a Gnostic Pauline tradition 

Valentinus himself often alludes to Paul: his disciples Ptolemy, Heracleon, and Theodotus revere Paul 

and quote him simply as “the apostle”. Texts now becoming available from Nag Hammadi offer 

extraordinary new evidence for gnostic Pauline tradition. … J. Menard states that analysis of the 

scriptural allusions in the Gospel of Truth demonstrate “how profound is the Pauline influence” on 

this writing. He notes that the theological theme of the writing — the reciprocal relationship of God 

and the elect — “is a typically Pauline doctrine”; he finds its presentation here unparalleled in 

contemporary Hellenistic literature.
351

 

Anti-gnostic Paul and Gnostic Paul 

We can trace how two antithetical traditions of Pauline exegesis have emerged from the late first 

century through the second. Each claims to be authentic, Christian, and Pauline: but one reads Paul 

antignostically, the other gnostically. Correspondingly, we discover two conflicting images of Paul: 

on the one hand, the antignostic Paul familiar from church tradition, and, on the other, the gnostic 

Paul, teacher of wisdom to gnostic initiates! 

The Pastoral Letters take up the former [anti-gnostic] tradition, interpreting Paul as the antagonist of 

“false teachers” who “set forth myths and endless genealogies” seducing the gullible with the lure of 

“falsely so-called gnosis.” Irenaeus and Tertullian continue this tradition. Assuming the authenticity 
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of the Pastorals (both in terms of authorship and of interpretation of Paul’s antignostic polemicist), 

they claim Paul as their ally against the gnostics. Valentinian exegetes, adhering to the latter tradition, 

either bypass or reject the Pastorals, and cite as Pauline only the following: Romans, 1-2 Corinthians, 

Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians. Colossians, 1 Thessalonians, and Hebrews (a list that corresponds 

exactly to the earliest known Pauline collection attested from Alexandria). These exegetes offer to 

teach the same secret wisdom that Paul taught “to the initiates”: evidence of their exegesis occurs in 

such texts as the Epistle to Rheginos, the Prayer of the Apostle Paul, and The Interpretation of the 

Gnosis.
352

 

Assumption of an anti-gnostic Paul has directed exegesis 

Only by suspending the familiar image of the “antignostic Paul” can we recognize how the 

Valentinians (and other gnostics), making an opposite assumption, could read and interpret the 

Pauline epistles. One must take care, of course, not to jump to the opposite conclusion—equally 

unjustified and premature in terms of historical method—and accept as “historical” the gnostic claim 

that the apostle himself was a gnostic initiate and teacher! …  

Yet the evidence does indicate how the programmatic assumption of the “antignostic Paul” has 

directed the course of Pauline exegesis. Much of what passes for “historical” interpretation of Paul 

and for “objective” analysis of his letters can be traced on to the second-century heresiologists. For 

just as Irenaeus, Tertullian, and Origen (apparently embarrassed by the “gnostic” terminology Paul 

often uses) each set forth detailed—and explicitly antignostic—exegesis of his letters, so certain 

contemporary scholars follow their example.
353

 

Gnostics – and Paul at times – believed in salvation for a spiritual elite 

By assimilating and fusing together all existing religious knowledge they claimed to have arrived at 

the means of perfection which was knowledge of God. Such knowledge was not within the ken of all. 

The Gnostics, like Paul in some moments, believed in salvation for a spiritual elite, and they divided 

humankind accordingly.
354

 

VALENTINUS 

Jerome, by no means one of the kindliest of critics, wrote of [Valentinus], “No one can bring heresy 

into being unless he is possessed by nature of an outstanding intellect, and has gifts provided by God. 

Such a person was Valentinus.” At Rome he was nearly chosen as bishop (probably c. 143) and is said 

to have worked there under Pope Anicetus (154-65).” His pupils Ptolemy, Heracleon, and Marcus all 

contributed to the spread and development of Gnosticism in Italy, Alexandria, and Gaul respectively, 

down to the end of the century.
355

 

Valentinus and his fellow Gnostics were anti-Jews 

Valentinus and his fellow “Gnostics” Marcion, Jewish Christians, mainstream Christians from 

Antiquity to the present, and nineteenth-century Jewish historians could agree on just one thing—Paul 

preached the need for all believers in Jesus Christ to separate themselves from Judaism; and he gave 

birth to the anti-Jewish theology of rejection-replacement. Jews had been rejected by God and 

replaced by Christianity.
356

 

EBIONITES 

Elements of the Jerusalem church possibly evolved as Ebionites 

The possibility that elements of the Jerusalem church fleeing from Jerusalem to Transjordan became 

one of the main roots of Ebionism.
357
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------ 

The Ebionites claimed that they were in fact the direct descendants of the Jerusalem church.
358

 

Ebionites argued that the laws of scripture remained in effect 

Some of these groups … argued that the laws of scripture remained in effect, even after the coming of 

Jesus. Later church fathers were particularly hostile to one such group that they called the Ebionites. 

While Ebionite writings survive only as a few sporadic quotations by church fathers, another set of 

writings known today as the Pseudo-Clementines probably generally reflects their approach. Scripture 

and its law remained relevant to their authors.
359

 

------ 

The Judaeo-Christians called Ebionites (the Poor) or Nazarenes. … The more lenient view, expressed 

by the Church Fathers, states that the Ebionites-Nazarenes were Jewish followers of Jesus who 

remained faithful observers of the Mosaic Law, but believed in the miraculous birth of the Messiah. 

The more rigorous form of Ebionism denied both the virginal conception and the divinity of Christ. 

Moreover, they all rejected the letters of Paul, whom they considered an apostate, and Eusebius 

further specifies that they held only the now lost Aramaic Gospel according to the Hebrews as 

authentic.
360

 

Limited reception of Paul by most second century Jewish-Christian 
writings 

An Ebionite tendency set Paul in the sharpest antithesis with James, though a Nazoraean tendency 

seems to have been more sympathetic to or accepting of the Gentile expansion most associated with 

Paul. And it is probably unsurprising that the most Jewish-Christian writing among the Apostolic 

Fathers, Didache, shows the least influence from Paul. Nor should it probably occasion much surprise 

that The Shepherd of Hermas shows about as little interest in or influence from Paul.
361

 

By the end of the second century, Ebionites were condemned as heretics 

What then of the “Jewish Christians,” such as those who had gathered around James in Jerusalem? 

Certainly they saw their faith in Jesus as continuous with their ancestral religion. But the fate of this 

earliest Christian community is a mystery. In the closing chapters of his book on the war of 66-73, the 

historian Josephus mentions a group of some six thousand who, prompted by a “false prophet,” 

gathered on the last remaining colonnade of the ruined Temple as Titus’ troops rushed in, “to receive 

the signs of their deliverance” (BJ 6.5,2). Were these James’ people? Or did they flee before the siege, 

resettling further east, as a much later, Gentile ecclesiastical tradition held? 

------ 

Whatever the case, Jewish Christianity itself did not survive as a viable branch of the church. In the 

mid-second century, Justin Martyr disapprovingly mentions a Jewish group who believe in Christ, 

keep the Law, and induce Gentile Christians to do so. By the end of that century, these Christians—

named Ebionites by Irenaeus—are condemned as heretics. Not only do they circumcise and keep 

Torah; they also insist that Jesus, though indeed the crucified and risen Messiah, was solely and 

normally human.
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DOCETISTS 

Docetists were hostile to the Pauline and Johannine religions 

Docetists, whom Ignatius treats as ‘atheists’ or ‘unbelievers’, were especially hostile to the idea of the 

suffering and death of the Son of God, the basic tenets of the Pauline and Johannine religion and of 

Christianity in general. …  

They refused to participate in the eucharistic meal on account of their rejection of the idea that it 

signified Jesus Christ’s suffering for human sins in the flesh. We witness here the emergence of the 

Gnostic troubles that were to plunge the church into a long-lasting crisis during the second and third 

centuries.
363

 

------ 

Since neither Graeco-Roman paganism, nor the oriental mysteries such as Mithraism, etc., appeared 

on the Christian apologists’ horizon until later in the second century, Ignatius contrasted Christianity 

with two other systems of false teaching or heresy. He defended his religion against ‘Judaism’, 

understood in a special sense, and against Docetism.
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ORAL TRADITION AND ILLITERACY 

Orality was the dominant form of consciousness 

We must suspend the processes of composition familiar to our own literate minds and try to enter into 

a process that makes sense within the ancient world where orality was not only the dominant form of 

transmission and preservation, but also the dominant form of consciousness.
365

 

The oral world is markedly different to our world 

It is essential for us to recognize that an oral world is characterized by markedly different 

presuppositions and thought patterns from our own. … In such cultures there is reliance on memory 

with little to no dependence on external sources of information.
366

 

Great interaction between orality and literacy 

Access to manuscripts in cultures dominated by oral modes of transmission is limited to a few who 

are responsible for maintaining the written traditions and providing the non-literate audience with 

orations and explanations of the actual texts. Alongside them are others who are not literate and who 

pass on the traditions completely from memory. This means, of course, that in the formative years of 

early Christianity there was great fluidity between oral performances and texts so that traditions 

moved in and out of these contexts while always being subject to the effects of oral consciousness. … 

The model we should be operating from is that of an oral – literate continuum where there is a great 

interaction between orality and literacy.
367

 

------ 

Recent developments in folkloristics and ancient literacy have demonstrated that the relationship 

between writing and orality was dynamic in [the Fourth Evangelist’s] time. Most people could not 

read or write but [the Fourth Gospel] is a written document. One therefore cannot assume that [the 

Fourth Evangelist] would have used written sources in the way we would, nor that his oral traditions 

had developed in isolation from written texts. The interplay between texts and voices was complex in 

this period.
368

 

Traditions represent the imagination and opinions of living religious 
communities 

The traditions - the ideas, stories, sayings, and so on — found in the ancient texts do not represent the 

imagination and opinions of an isolated author as much as they do those of living religious 

communities of people. They are attached to specific groups, locations, and regions.
369

 

------ 

The process of constructing memory is fragmentary, connecting remembrances to certain reference 

points or existing collective frameworks. Communal memory is ‘pieced together like a mosaic’ It is 

not the sum total of what actually happened. Rather it retains only those traditions from the past that it 

needs to keep the contemporary group memory alive.
370

 

Interest in NT oral tradition is a recent and emerging course of enquiry 

The twentieth century saw a massive rise of interest in oral tradition and the New Testament. … The 

media-critical analysis of NT texts is comparatively young, still merely a babe in the shadow of its 

elder siblings: historical criticism, literary criticisms and the rest of the family.
371
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Changed understanding of Jewish scribal culture 

Our understanding of ancient Jewish scribal culture has experienced nothing short of a sea change. 

Questions concerning who could read and write, how many could read and write, how one learned to 

read and write, and the role of literacy in the distribution of power have received intense scholarly 

interest in light of their important implications for the socio-political structure of Second Temple 

Judaism and early Christianity. … Everyone seems to be talking about “orality.” 
372

 

Vast majority of the population was illiterate or barely literate 

The vast majority of the Jewish population in the Second Temple period was illiterate, and thus 

incapable of attaining such power and prestige. Harris’s assertion of a general 10 percent literacy rate 

for the Roman Empire is now well-known.
373

 

------ 

In the New Testament era, and particularly in rural Galilee, the only way in which information was 

communicated was through the spoken word, or—in the case of the educated elites—in the form of 

written text. It may sound strange, but in many ways the age of Mozart—the eighteenth century—was 

closer to the age of Jesus than to our own modern times. Until then, the vast majority of men and 

women made a living from agriculture, were illiterate or barely literate, did not have proper schooling, 

and did not know any language other than that spoken by their parents. They lived and died within the 

confines of their condition, and whatever knowledge they picked up along the way was communicated 

by oral means to their children and to the children who came after them.
374

 

------ 

As far as we know, Jesus never produced a written record of his halakah, his teaching, in his lifetime. 

As best we can determine, neither did his apostles. … We must therefore assume that the immediate 

followers of Jesus were illiterate. It is possible (though not certain) that Jesus could read, since 

knowledge of the Scriptures was often taught by rote, but nowhere do we find any evidence that Jesus 

could also write.
375

 

We are dealing primarily with an oral culture 

How did these active missionaries communicate the knowledge of their Lord? There were no Gospels 

yet. If any writings existed, they have perished, though they may have left traces in Paul’s own letters 

and in later writings. Some hymns may have been written down. But we are dealing with a 

predominantly oral culture, one in which transmission viva voce 
376

 was highly developed, along with 

the mnemonic skills such a culture entails.
377

 

Communication among the masses could only be by word of mouth 

The fact that only a minority of people could read or write would necessitate an oral approach to most 

of everyday living. Communication to or among the masses could only be by word of mouth, While 

prolific note-taking among the literary elites was far from uncommon, and the ability to write 

shorthand not unknown, the modern impulse to commit the noteworthy to writing could hardly exist 

among the population at large. 

Again, while the advantage of writing as an aid to memory were clearly recognized, even highly 

literate people were much more inclined to rely on their memories than modern people are, and those 

who were illiterate had no other choice. We should not, however, assume that this automatically gave 
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everyone prodigious memories compared to people today. Memorization was a skill taught to the 

educated clause (those at the top of the social scale).
378

 

A pre-literate and pre-print culture 

Why didn’t Jesus himself put his message into writing? If it was so important, why didn’t he write it 

down? … [Jesus and his followers] lived in a preliterate and preprint culture. Most people—probably 

95 percent or more—did not have the literacy necessary to read biblical documents.
379

 

Christianity did not begin as a scriptural religion 

Christianity did not begin as a scriptural religion. The faith of the earliest Christians was evoked by 

and focused on a person, Jesus of Nazareth, and he was apprehended not in written texts but in the 

preaching about him as the crucified and risen Messiah, and in the charismatic life of the Christian 

community. The immediacy of Christian experience and the fervor of its eschatological hopes made 

superfluous even the composition of Christian writings, and there is no intimation at all that the early 

church entertained the idea of Christian scriptures, much less a collection of them. Therefore, the NT 

as we think of it was utterly remote from the minds of the first generations of Christian believers. 

Of course, almost from the start Christianity had called into service the scriptures of Judaism, 

interpreting them as the prophetic witness of which the Christian faith was the fulfillment. Even so, 

these Jewish scriptures only supported and confirmed the Christian message; they did not constitute 

its basis or give it adequate expression.
380

 

The basic tradition was oral since most Christians could not read 

Before the Gospels were produced, there were probably some written records of Jesus’ teaching (Luke 

refers to some sources in Luke 1:1-4), but the basic tradition was oral. Since Jesus was Lord and Head 

of the church, his teaching was its foundation and rule of life. Early Christians memorized this 

teaching much as Jews memorized that of their teachers. Further evidence of this lies in the Gospel of 

Matthew, where the teaching of Jesus is divided into five blocks (chapters 5-7, 10, 13, 18, 24-25), 

each of which has a single theme. These are designed for easy memory (since most Christians could 

neither read nor afford books), with numerical sequences and link-words being used to aid memory. 

Later, after the Gospels appeared, their teaching was compressed into handbooks like the Didache for 

teaching to new converts. The result of this process was that most people in the church had learned 

much of the teaching of Jesus by heart.
381

 

The earliest Christians lived in an oral society 

The earliest Christians lived in an oral society that only flirted with literacy, and transmitted the 

teachings of Jesus, and the exemplary stories about him, primarily by word of mouth. The written 

word entered their world only sporadically, and even then only as a script to be read aloud. There 

were always a small number of more literate followers of Jesus who sought to put his ideas into 

conversation with textual traditions, but they could hardly be representative of the spirit of the larger 

movement.
382

 

------ 

Early Christianity had a fluid oral form in which various reductions of oral material to written form 

came and went without defining Christian identity as a whole until Marcion stepped on the scene. 

When those writings that predate Marcion make reference to the teachings of Jesus, the custom is to 

refer not to documents but to freestanding sayings known and remembered in the community. …  

Marcion made his textual move in the context of competing traditions, where authority of both an oral 

and written form was at issue. The always-fraught relationship between the Jesus movement and its 

larger Jewish heritage arrived at a crisis, and Marcion proposed a set of sacred texts that could serve 
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in place of Jewish scriptures for a form of Christianity that did not see itself as inextricably linked to 

Judaism.
383

 

The need to recognize the oral character of the early Jesus tradition  

In Jesus Remembered [James Dunn] emphasized the need to recognize the oral character of the early 

Jesus tradition. Hitherto, and throughout more than two centuries of questing for the historical Jesus, 

with the accompanying analysis of the Gospels, the dominant working assumption has been that ‘the 

Synoptic problem’ can be satisfactorily resolved in purely literary terms. The inter-relationship of the 

first three (Synoptic) Gospels could (and need only) be explained in terms of the copying and editing 

of written sources. The likelihood that the great majority (90 percent?) of the typical early Christian 

congregation were illiterate did not trouble such literary critics. In contrast, however, the probability 

has to be that the bulk of the Jesus tradition was communicated in oral terms for the first two or three 

decades. So if the inter-relationships of the Synoptic Gospels can only be explained in terms of 

literary dependence, then the inevitable corollary, on that assumption, is that we can say virtually 

nothing about the Jesus tradition, about how Jesus was remembered, for the first twenty or thirty years 

of Christianity.
384

 

During Jesus’ time, written documents were not effective 

To say the obvious, copies had to be made by hand. So until relatively recently, most people knew 

their sacred stories and sacred teachings orally and aurally—by hearing them and holding them in 

memory. Thus during the time of Jesus, written documents were not an effective way to spread a 

message. Writing, of course, did have a purpose. Letters—like the letters of Paul—were a way of 

communicating with a community that had somebody who could read the letter aloud to the rest. 

Gospels were a way of preserving an early Christian community’s traditions about Jesus. But putting 

traditions into written form was not the first thing that a new religious movement would put its energy 

into. Rather, doing so came later.
385

 

------ 

[Jesus] was skilled in the folk traditions of Galilean Judaism. These traditions were predominantly 

oral rather than written, because the majority of Jews in Galilee were illiterate. (That ambient 

illiteracy is what made becoming a “scribe” — a person capable of writing and therefore of reading - 

an unusual achievement.)
 386

 

------ 

Variations among the Gospels in their recording of Jesus’ teaching suggest that traditions about him 

circulated orally before they were composed in written form. Later Christian writings include sayings 

attributed to Jesus that resemble those in the Gospels but with significant differences, in a way that 

supports this finding. Stories about Jesus and reports of his teachings were evidently handed down in 

oral form from the beginning of the Jesus movement, in a manner also instanced in Rabbinic 

literature. Clear support for this view may be found in Paul.
387

 

Jesus likely did not have scribal literacy 

Jesus most likely did not hold the form of literacy known as scribal literacy.
388

 

Jesus left no writings of his own 

It is sometimes said that the historical Jesus is hard to find because he left no writings of his own.
389
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“Jesus … could not write” 

Crossan offers an entirely different answer to why Jesus never wrote a book by raising an issue that 

Sangster does not appear even to consider: namely, whether Jesus could have written a book. Crossan 

pronounces negatively on the prospect: “Jesus did not — and, in my opinion, could not—write.”
390

 

Jesus announced the coming Kingdom but did not write it 

In the beginning was the spoken word. Jesus of Nazareth announced the coming Kingdom of God; but 

he did not write of it. Nor, apparently, did the immediate circle of disciples who followed him from 

the Galilee to Jerusalem and, after his death, proclaimed the good news.
391

 

Jesus’ followers were poor, illiterate and they did not travel 

Those who were involved with Jesus in his ministry were lower-class Aramaic-speaking Jews in rural 

Palestine. They were not literate. They were not educated. They were poor. They did not have the 

time, money, inclination, or wherewithal to travel around the world. Jesus never left Palestine. He 

spent almost his entire life in Galilee before making a trip to Jerusalem in the last week of his life. The 

same can almost certainly be said about virtually all of his followers. And about those who saw and 

heard him during his public ministry.
392

 

Jesus’ teachings circulated by word of mouth and were embellished 

During the first years after Jesus’ crucifixion, word about the great rabbi’s wisdom and teachings 

would have circulated by word of mouth. Inevitably, over the course of a half century, these stories 

became embroidered and embellished, with individual strands stressing different aspects of Jesus’ 

life.
393

 

------ 

Significantly, none of the four evangelists were native Galileans. … All four, therefore, were 

hundreds of miles removed from the small hamlet of Nazareth in Roman-occupied Palestine. 

The distance of time and space makes it very unlikely that the evangelists were able to “interview” 

those who knew Jesus personally. It follows, then, that these authors must have drawn from a range of 

oral traditions about Jesus, passed from one person to another, from congregation to congregation, 

until they could be committed to paper.  

Luke, who of all the evangelists is most concerned about the historical context of his work, explicitly 

refers to certain accounts that “were handed on to us by those who from the beginning were 

eyewitnesses and servants of the word.” These accounts could have reached Luke in either oral or 

written form, and Luke makes the point that “many other authors” before him had tried to organize 

the reports of Jesus. This implies not only that Luke had access to several sources, but also that these 

traditions were, in one way or another, inadequate or conflicting, for Luke continues by saying that 

“after investigating everything,” he saw the need to compose “an orderly account.”
 394

 

The traditions from and about Jesus continued to remain fluid 

These traditions from and about Jesus continued to be fluid even once they attained written form. 

Different writers felt free to rearrange and alter the information they inherited—a simple comparison 

of the first three canonical gospels reveals this—because they did not see themselves as writing 

scripture. … Only eventually did the church come to see its own literary products as scripture.
395

 

The NT narratives were passed on by word of mouth 

There are over five thousand Greek and eight thousand Latin manuscripts that support the New 

Testament. Although there are many variations, most correspond fairly closely. … Regardless of the 
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version, one drawback postulated by critics and biblical researchers is that the books of the New 

Testament are not the originals. The New Testament narratives had been passed down for some time 

by word of mouth.
396

 

2 Thessalonians recognised the authority of oral tradition 

So then, brothers and sisters, stand firm and hold fast to the traditions that you were taught by us, 

either by word of mouth or by our letter.
397

 

Papias [70-163 CE] expressed a decided preference for oral tradition 

Although Papias knew written gospels, he did not defer to them but expressed a decided preference 

for oral tradition. This tradition was too well established to be completely displaced by written 

materials, and it continued to maintain a considerable authority alongside written gospels well into the 

second century. This is evident also from other Christian literature of the early second century.
398

 

------ 

“I do not regard that which comes from books,” insists Papias in an intriguing aside, “as so valuable 

for myself as that which comes from a living and abiding voice.”
399

 

Reliance on oral tradition typical in the first half of the second century 

The citations of gospel-type traditions among the Apostolic Fathers are much more likely to have 

been drawn from the ongoing stream of oral tradition than to be free quotations from written gospels, 

to which no explicit appeals are made. Hence, the reliance on oral tradition attested by Papias was not 

peculiar to him but was broadly typical in the first half of the second century, even though written 

gospels—including those which eventually became canonical—were already available.
400

 

Unwritten sayings of Jesus persisted for centuries after the four-fold 
gospel tradition 

During most of the second century the proto-canonical gospels were considered transcripts of Jesus 

tradition, not the supremely authoritative written texts they eventually came to be. Jesus’ words were 

more authoritative than
401

 the various receptacles that transmitted them. Indeed, even well after the 

dominance of the four-fold gospel tradition, unwritten sayings of Jesus persisted for centuries, and the 

fathers continued to “quote” Jesus without exactly reproducing his words as they are found in the 

extant gospels. Further, recent studies on orality and textuality in the ancient world have shown that 

oral and written traditions interacted and supported one another to a far greater degree than was once 

assumed. We must therefore avoid the form-critical trap of reducing the possibilities to a stark 

contrast.
402

 

A variety of oral forms diverse in wording, detail, and conclusions 

There is a fairly minimal amount of near identical material shared between John and the Synoptics. 

John’s Gospel constitutes further evidence that the Jesus tradition continued to be circulated and used 

in a variety of oral forms, traditions of the same mission of Jesus, regularly of the same actions and 

teachings of Jesus during his mission, but diverse in wording, detail, and in the conclusions drawn 

from them.
403

 

------ 

There were various oral versions of Jesus tradition circulating among the early churches.
404
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The complexity of communication among early Christians 

Every indication leads us to think that the earliest Christians told the stories about Jesus in a number 

of different communications media, both oral and written. Consider the following, all of which 

suggest that oral and written media interacted in important but complex ways: 

 Scholars estimate that literacy rates in the ancient world were shockingly low. … Harris 

(1989) and Catherine Heiser (2000) both estimate that less than 10 percent—and perhaps 

closer to 3 percent—of the total population in Roman Palestine (urban and rural, male and 

female, etc.) could read. … In the ancient world, then, most people did not encounter stories 

about Jesus in written texts because most people could not read written texts. 

 Inhabitants of Roman Judea and Herodian Galilee lived in the shadow of written texts. 
Despite the relative lack of literacy in the ancient world, written texts were everywhere. … 

John uses the word graphē (“scripture”) more than the other Evangelists combined, but, like 

Mark and Matthew, confines his uses of graphē to Jerusalem and Judea. … Unlike Matthew, 

Mark, and John, Luke locates biblical texts in Galilee (Lk. 4.16-21) and refers to their 

distribution outward from Jerusalem (Acts 8.27-35). 

 Even in the shadow of written texts, the earliest Christians continued to place a high 

value on orally expressed tradition. …  

 The earliest Christians nevertheless exhibited a keen interest in written texts from the 

very beginning. Jesus, of course, never wrote anything that lasted. If we judge them by the 

number of books they wrote, the early Christians were significantly more productive than 

Jesus. Paul, who apparently did not know Jesus personally, began writing the letters we have 

in the NT within about 20 years after Jesus’ death. The Gospel of Mark, which is the earliest 

of the four Gospels according to most NT scholars, was likely written just before the war with 

Rome (66-70 CE), though it might have been written much earlier. By the end of the first-

century CE and the beginning of the second, Christians had written numerous texts: letters, 

handbooks, homilies, historical works of various kinds, and other texts besides.” … 

These four points—(1) the low levels of literacy in antiquity, (2) the robust textuality of Hellenistic 

and Roman Judaism, (3) the preference for direct (oral) authority, and (4) the broad range of early 

Christian text-production—demonstrate the complexity of the question of communications media 

(oral, written, and others) among the early Christians.
405

 

The role of writing in antiquity 

Ancient texts were designed, not primarily to be scanned by the eye, but to be read aloud and heard. 

… It seems to have been more common for people either to read aloud to themselves or get someone 

else (often a slave) to read to them, or to form part of an audience listening to a work being read 

aloud. … Writing was also often done aloud. The normal practice was to dictate to a scribe, and while 

some authors preferred to do their own writing they frequently dictated aloud to themselves, as did 

copyists. In sum, ancient texts often functioned in a thoroughly oral way.
406

 

Written texts in an illiterate society 

The difference between the ancient and modern use of texts becomes even more apparent when we 

consider the physical nature of ancient texts. Although a manuscript penned by a professional scribe 

often had a pleasingly neat appearance in which the individual letters were well formed and easily 

legible, ancient Greek manuscripts lacked virtually all the other visual indicators of the modern 

printed book. The typical manuscript had no punctuation, no paragraphing, no distinction between 

upper and lower case letters, and no space between words, with words generally broken at the end of a 

line to achieve an even right margin regardless of where in the word the break came. 

To read such a manuscript from beginning to end required skill enough (though the habit of reading 

aloud probably helped make sense of writing presented in this way); to find a particular passage in the 
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middle of the text would have been a matter of considerable difficulty, to the extent that virtually no 

one would have attempted it just to check a reference to something they more or less remembered. 

Moreover, an ancient manuscript would have been totally devoid of any visual clues concerning the 

organization and structure of the text it contained. … 

Books were normally in the form of scrolls. … The early Christian Church seems to have been 

something of a pioneer in the adoption of the codex (the book in the page format we now take for 

granted), but while turning pages would have been a great deal easier than winding and unwinding, a 

scroll, all the other visual cues were still lacking. In sum, it would not have been feasible to use an 

ancient manuscript text in many of the ways we use modern printed books.
407

 

Written and oral traditions ran side by side 

In the first one and a half centuries of the Church’s history there is no single Gospel writing which is 

directly made known, named, or in any way given prominence by quotation. Written and oral 

traditions run side by side or cross, enrich or distort one another, without distinction or even the 

possibility of distinction between them. 

Early in the second century, Papias of Hierapolis felt free to criticize the sequence of the Gospel of 

Mark, and to prefer oral traditions to written ones generally. The various collections of Paul’s letters 

in circulation were only looked upon favorably in certain circles and were not yet treated as scripture. 

All of this changed with Marcion. He formed for the first time “a coherent canon.”
408

 

The stories had been circulating orally for 40 or 50 years 

The vast majority of the [Gospel] stories themselves had been circulated by word of mouth for forty 

or fifty years, or more, before these authors put them together into their extended narratives. The 

stories were being told, probably daily, for decades, in places such as Rome, Corinth, Thessalonica, 

Philippi, Ephesus, Galatia, Alexandria, and so forth.
409

 

Did the writers of the Gospels use written sources? 

It is probable that a predominantly oral period of transmission only eventually gave way to a period 

during which more substantial bodies of written tradition began to be produced, in a procedure that 

led eventually to the canonical Gospels. Source criticism is devoted to the investigation of this written 

stage in the production of the Gospels. It asks, and seeks to answer, this question: What written 

sources, if any, did the evangelists use in compiling their gospels?
410

 

The Gospel writers inherited stories that had been in circulation 

The Gospel writers, on the other hand, lived in other parts of the world, probably major cities 

scattered throughout the empire. Their language was Greek, not Aramaic. They never indicate that 

they interviewed eyewitnesses. They almost certainly did not go to Palestine to make inquiries among 

the people who knew Jesus during his lifetime—for example, through interpreters. They inherited the 

stories they heard in Greek. These stories had been in circulation for years and decades before they 

themselves heard them.
411

 

Luke did not base his account on what he learned from eyewitnesses 

The stories about Jesus that the author (Luke) is about to narrate were circulated by those who were 

eyewitnesses and by those who proclaimed the word. It is important to note that Luke decidedly does 

not say that he himself interviewed eyewitnesses or bases his account on what he directly learned 

from eyewitnesses. He simply says that the stories of Jesus were transmitted in the years before he 

wrote first by eyewitnesses and then by those who proclaimed the Christian Gospel. That obviously is 

true enough: the stories of Jesus were first told by people who knew him. If Luke had wanted to 

indicate that his principal sources of information for these stories were interviews he had conducted 

                                                      
407

 Behind the Gospels, page 9 
408

 First NT, page 26 
409

 Jesus Before Gospels, page 102 
410

 Oral Tradition, page 7 
411

 Jesus Before Gospels, page 102 



Oral tradition and illiteracy 

87 

with the actual disciples of Jesus, why would he not say so? That would have improved his claim that 

unlike the narratives of his predecessors, his account was orderly and accurate.
412

 

The tradition behind John’s Gospel goes back to the oral transmission 
behind the Synoptics 

The materials in John belong to a tradition of their own, not dependent on the Synoptics. Though 

radically reshaped by the author of the Fourth Gospel, this special tradition goes back ultimately to the 

same type of oral transmission as the traditions behind the Synoptics.
413

 

------ 

I [Rensberger] am also attracted by the possibility, cogently put forward by several scholars, that John 

is not primarily dependent on written sources at all but on oral traditions, perhaps indeed on homilies 

of his own composing.
414
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WRITINGS THAT WOULD BECOME NEW TESTAMENT SCRIPTURE 

NT texts come alive in their ancient settings 

Not only do the New Testament texts come alive in their ancient settings, but we are saved from the 

fanciful misunderstandings that result from non-historical interpretations. For example, the book of 

Revelation tells us what some early Christians thought would happen soon in their time, not about 

what will happen in our time or some future time. Passages in the New Testament that affirm slavery 

and patriarchy and condemn same-sex relationships tell us how some of our spiritual ancestors saw 

things, not necessarily how we should see things.
415

 

The Bible emerged over many generations 

To take it literally is to fundamentally misunderstand the nature of the Bible. As scholars have found 

since the days of the European Enlightenment, the Bible did not roll off the presses overnight. Rather, 

it emerged over many generations as an aggregate of oral and written traditions that expressed the 

hopes and aspirations of a people trying to build a nation in covenant with one God. These include 

stories that stretch back well into the Middle Bronze Age (2000-1550 B.C.E.). …  

The Hebrew Scriptures are very much the product of the cultural milieu of the Late Bronze and Iron 

Ages, just as the Gospels bear the mark of the urgent concerns of their own time—in this case, the 

latter part of the first century C.E. Therefore, a better understanding of this historical context will help 

us to penetrate the meaning of the Gospels and truly grasp the symbolic vocabulary of their 

language.
416

 

------ 

The New Testament reflects Christianity as it was about to emerge as a religion separate from 

Judaism, but that process was far from complete at the time the writings were first brought together.
417

 

NT authors wrote from within and for Christian communities 

In our world, books are typically written for … “the public.” But the authors of the New Testament … 

wrote from within Christian communities and for Christian communities. They weren’t publishing 

books for a general reading audience. Indeed, in their largely preliterate and completely preprint 

world, doing so would have been a waste of time.
418

 

------ 

We should not imagine individuals remembering Jesus privately, alone, and then decades later putting 

their memories into writing. Nor should we imagine the authors of the gospels as independent 

researchers. … Rather, they were themselves part of a Christian community and wrote from and to 

that community.
419

 

------ 

By viewing the documents of the New Testament in their historical context, we recognize that they 

were not written to us and for us, but to and for the ancient communities that produced them. … To 

try to read the New Testament without taking into account its historical context produces 

misunderstanding. What we read is about “their then,” not directly about “our now.”
 420

 

Each NT book was written to meet real and specific needs 

None of the NT books was written in abstraction. Rather, they were composed to meet real and 

specific needs. Telling the story of Jesus was not motivated by antiquarian interests but by the need to 

apply that story to concrete problems faced by later believers.
421
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Religious texts addressed the particular needs of their respective 
communities 

The Fourth Gospel and the Gospel of Thomas, like other religious texts, address the particular needs 

of their respective communities and express special theological and soteriological positions. As 

community documents, each has its own Sitz in Leben: its own geographical location, its own 

community history, and its own religious traditions. Moreover, like other religious texts, both were 

written with the express purposes of polemicizing, persuading, and propagating a particular belief 

system.
422

 

Written texts reflect a particular stage in the development of a 
community’s ideology 

At certain moments in, the history of the community, their traditions may be textualized, moving this 

material from an oral environment to a written one. This process solidifies the community’s traditions 

at a historical moment, which means that the written texts will reflect one particular stage in the 

development of the community’s overall ideology.
423

 

The texts may reflect events from the author’s own experience of 
ideological conflict 

We must examine religious texts thoughtfully, recognizing that some portions may contain valuable 

information for understanding the development of the author’s theology in relation to other 

contemporary religious texts. In other words, the characters and situations in the texts may reflect 

events from the author’s own experience of ideological conflict rather than actual “historical” events 

involving those characters.
424

 

------ 

It is likely that [the Fourth Evangelist’s] stories about Thomas are dramatizations of an actual 

dialogue in which the Johannine Community was engaged with the Thomasine group.
425

 

A story was employed to impart a moral or ethical message 

Our modern concept of history—as an objective, chronological arrangement of facts—would have 

struck the reader in the Greco-Roman world as absurd. For him, a story had no purpose unless it 

imparted a moral or ethical message, and symbolic imagery was one device by which such meaning 

could be conveyed. … 

When, for example, Matthew wants to emphasize the role of Jesus as a new Moses … he has Mary 

and Joseph travel to Egypt after the birth in Bethlehem, and then later come back. While the story is 

not plausible as a historical event, its symbolic meaning is no less potent. It reminded Matthew’s 

audience of the Exodus. … 

Similarly, Mark has Jesus tarry in the desert for forty days before beginning his ministry. Few Jewish 

listeners in Mark’s time would have failed to see the link to the forty years spent in the desert before 

the Israelites were ready to enter the Promised Land. … 

We must accept that scriptural symbolism (as distinct from historical data) is a vital part of the Gospel 

stories, and to fail to recognize its intrinsic meaning is to fundamentally miss the point of what the 

evangelists were trying to say.
426

 

The bulk of the Jewish and Christian writings were not written by the 
credited authors 

Some Bible readers, for example, are still shocked to learn that scholars no longer believe that Moses 

wrote the Five Books of Moses, as the first five books of the Hebrew Bible are known in Jewish 
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usage, or that any of the Gospels were written by the apostles whose names appear in their titles. 

Indeed, the bulk of the Jewish scriptures and a good deal of the Christian scriptures can be regarded as 

“false writings” in the sense that they were not actually written by the authors who are credited in 

their titles.
427

 

Consensus about a basic chronological framework 

Though modern biblical scholarship has not led to unanimity about how to sequence all of the New 

Testament, there is a consensus about a basic chronological framework: 

• The earliest documents are seven of the thirteen letters attributed to Paul. There is universal 

agreement that these seven were written by Paul in the 50s. They are earlier than the gospels. 

• The first gospel is Mark, written around the year 70. Matthew and Luke both used Mark when 

they later wrote their own gospels. 

• Revelation (probably from the 90s) is not the last book of the New Testament to be written. 

• Second Peter is almost certainly the latest, from near the middle of the second century. 

… Within this consensus framework, there is also uncertainty about the dates and sequence of some 

documents.
428

 

Most NT documents follow the destruction of Jerusalem 

Apart from the Pauline letters, more or less all the NT documents probably come from the thirty or so 

years following the destruction of Jerusalem.
429

 

Many of the documents are from the 90s and later 

Realizing that many of the documents are from the 90s and later allows us to glimpse developments in 

early Christianity in the late first and early second centuries.
430

 

Christianity hijacked the Old Testament and the New Testament 

Jews not infrequently argue that Christianity appropriated the Hebrew Bible and turned it to its own 

non-Jewish purposes, thus distorting its meanings. This book challenges this claim in two ways. On 

one hand, the implication of my argument is that Christianity hijacked not only the Old Testament but 

the New Testament as well by turning that thoroughly Jewish text away from its cultural origins 

among the Jewish communities of Palestine in the first century and making it an attack on the 

traditions of the Jews, traditions that, I maintain, it sought to uphold and not destroy, traditions that 

give the narrative its richest literary and hermeneutical context. On the other hand, this book 

challenges the notion that the New Testament itself is an appropriation, or—even better—a 

misappropriation of the Old. If the interpretations offered here hold water, then the New Testament is 

much more deeply embedded within the Second Temple Jewish life and thoughts that many have 

imagined.
431

 

The shape of the collections may have been designed as an anti-
Marcionite move 

Evidence from Tertullian’s struggle against Marcion, in particular, will suggest that the ultimate shape 

of the Pauline and CE
432

 collections may have been designed, in an anti-Marcionite move, to reflect 

the harmony of Paul and the Pillars of the Jerusalem apostolate.
433
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PAUL’S WRITINGS ARE THE EARLIEST 

Paul’s letters are the primary source for the Christian tradition 

The Pauline letters are the primary sources for the Christian tradition par excellence.
434

 

Paul’s writings are real letters to particular communities over specific 
incidents 

There remains the consideration of the nature of Paul’s writings as letters—real letters to particular 

communities occasioned by specific incidents within a mutually familiar context. Much of this 

context is now lost to us, and we can only partially reconstruct it from clues in the letters 

themselves.
435

 

------ 

What we have in Paul’s letters is not what he would have said to “outsiders,” but what he wrote to 

Christian communities that already existed.
436

 

Paul wrote concerning local problems, not for posterity 

In one passage [Paul] admits that he forms his thoughts and actions in order to achieve his goals: [1 

Corinthians 9:20-21 cited]. Paul did not intend to write his letters for posterity, nor did he see them as 

polished theological tracts. They were instrumental, written and sent in order to solve specific local 

problems.
437

 

The earliest writings come from Paul 

The oldest written source about Jesus is not the Gospel literature, but the letters (or “epistles”) written 

by Paul of Tarsus (“St. Paul” to Christians).
438

 

------ 

Paul, whose letters predate Mark by some fifteen years.
439

 

------ 

The gospels do not come first. Rather, seven letters written by Paul do. Revelation is not at the end. 

Second Peter is, and eight other documents are later than Revelation. Seeing the documents of the 

New Testament in chronological sequence illustrates and demonstrates a central theme of this book, 

namely, that the “Word”—shorthand for the “Word of God”—evolved. By “evolved,” I mean simply 

that it developed and grew over time. … Some of the later documents in the New Testament reflect a 

domestication of the radicalism of Jesus and early communities of his followers.
440

 

------ 

Paul’s Letters were written before the Gospels. They are the earliest writings we have from the 

emerging Jesus movement. The order in which writings were placed in the canon does not reflect the 

chronological order in which they were written. So we start with Paul’s Letters because they were the 

earliest of the New Testament writings.
441

 

------ 

In this chronological New Testament, the thirteen letters attributed to Paul appear in a very different 

sequence. The seven letters from Paul in the 50s begin not with Romans, but 1 Thessalonians. Indeed, 

Romans is the last of the seven. In between are Galatians, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Philemon, and 

Philippians. The other six letters appear much later. Three—1 and 2 Timothy and Titus—appear 
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almost at the end. The other three—Colossians, Ephesians, and 2 Thessalonians—are interspersed 

among the gospels and other early Christian documents.
442

 

------ 

Those who believe in a providential revelation through the New Testament must deal with the fact 

that Providence preserved the first batch of inspired writings with the signature of Paul. His letters 

were written roughly two decades after the death of Jesus. Other New Testament letters attributed to 

Paul or to other authors (Peter, James, and John) are written two to five decades after his, and imitate 

the forms of his.
443

 

------ 

[Paul’s] surviving letters stand at a chronological remove both from Jesus’ earthly ministry and from 

the early days of the post-resurrection community. They apparently date from mid-century, toward the 

end of Paul’s own missionary career and some two to three decades after the lifetime of Jesus. 

Accordingly, Paul cannot take us as close to the historical origins of the Jesus movement as we might 

expect, and wish, he would.
444

 

------ 

Most scholars date Paul’s seven surviving letters to (perhaps) the late 40s CE and (mostly) to the 

decade of the 50s, some twenty or so years after Jesus’s crucifixion.
445

 

Seven of the letters are attributable to Paul 

Thirteen letters are attributed to Paul in the New Testament, and for centuries they were all accepted 

as his. But modern scholarship has reached a consensus that some were definitely not written by him 

and others are of dubious authenticity. Only seven are now accepted as certainly by him. The seven in 

their probable order of composition are: 

 First Letter to the Thessalonians 

 Letter to the Galatians 

 Letter to the Philippians 

 Letter to Philemon 

 First Letter to the Corinthians 

 Second Letter to the Corinthians 

 Letter to the Romans. … 

For understanding what Paul meant, one must rely on the letters accepted by almost all scholars as 

authentic.
446

 

------ 

There are thirteen letters in the New Testament that claim to be written by Paul. Scholars are widely 

convinced that seven of them, at least, actually go back to Paul. There are debates about the 

authorship of the other six.
447

 

------ 

The only writings we have from Paul’s hand are seven letters sent to Christians who were 

experiencing problems he was trying to address. We don’t have anything like a complete account of 

what he remembered or thought about Jesus. … Paul’s letters are for the most part interested in only 

two things when it comes to the earthly Jesus: his death and his resurrection. As he himself reminds 

his converts among the Corinthians: “I knew nothing among you except Christ, and him crucified” (1 

Cor. 2:2).
448

 

------ 

                                                      
442

 Evolution of the Word, page 30 
443

 Paul Meant, page 10 
444

 Jesus to Christ, page 52 
445

 Events that Shaped, page 116 
446

 Paul Meant, pages 15-16 
447

 Jesus Before Gospels, page 103 
448

 Jesus Before Gospels, page 278 



Paul’s writings are the earliest 

94 

Not all the letters attributed to [Paul] in the canon are his. Ancient Christian tradition ascribed 

fourteen of the twenty-seven writings comprising the New Testament to Paul. Modern scholarship 

accepts as definitely Pauline only half that number: 1 Thessalonians, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Philippians, 

Philemon, Galatians, and Romans (in probable order of composition). The Pauline authorship of all 

the others—2 Thessalonians, Ephesians, Colossians, 1 and 2 Timothy, and Titus—is disputed; that of 

Hebrews, dismissed. This second group originated most probably not from Paul himself, but from 

various early Christians in the generation following who saw themselves as standing in a tradition 

established by Paul and who accordingly wrote in his name. The theologies of this second group vary 

much among themselves and differ markedly from that of Paul.
449
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As early as the second century the Pauline authorship of Hebrews was questioned by interpreters of 

the New Testament. This scepticism has been passed on over the centuries, and today only seven of 

the fourteen letters of Paul are held to be genuine by most New Testament scholars: Romans, 1-2 

Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, 1 Thessalonians, and Philemon. There is no consensus of opinion 

among scholars about the authenticity of the other seven letters: Ephesians, Colossians, 2 

Thessalonians, Hebrews, 1-2 Timothy, and Titus. Differences of style and passages interpreted as 

anachronisms are the main arguments used to support this view.
451

 

Analysis reveals which are the authentic letters of Paul and which are not 

Comparative analysis of the letters reveals that not all of them are from the same hand. By focusing 

on the vocabulary, phrases, social situation, Christology and ecclesial understanding of the letters 

scholars can detect earlier and later voices. 

From this analysis the Pastoral Letters (1 and 2 Timothy and Titus) prove to be not Pauline. Although 

written in Paul’s name for the sake of claiming his authority, they are second century compositions 

that actually return to the values and social structures of Roman society. The distinctive voice of Paul 

has been replaced by a conventional voice of an authoritative command. 

2 Thessalonians also shows indications of another hand. The verbatim repetitions from 1 

Thessalonians along with a recalibration of an endtime scenario argue for a later attempt to rework 

Paul’s apocalyptic vision. 

Both Ephesians and Colossians also show signs of a later hand. They may well have been written by 

disciples of Paul who were attempting to bring Paul’s insights forward. Many scholars date them to 

the last quarter of the first century. Yet we see even in them a return to the social default of the 

Roman Empire. 

The Body of the Anointed, for example, is understood quite differently in 1 Corinthians 12 and 

Colossians 1. Also the role of women differs in 1 Corinthians and Ephesians. The democratic signals 

found in 1 Corinthians have been rechannelled along the lines of a hierarchical restoration in 

Colossians and Ephesians. No longer is there a call to a new regime but reconciliation to a past and 

eternal pattern. 

This leaves what is a general consensus that the extant authentic letters of Paul are: 1 Thessalonians, 

Galatians, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Philemon, Philippians, and Romans.
452

 

Disputed and undisputed Pauline Letters. 

All agree that Paul composed Romans, 1-2 Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, 1 Thessalonians, and 

Philemon. These seven are therefore “undisputed.” The authorship of 2 Thessalonians, Colossians, 

Ephesians, 1-2 Timothy, and Titus is a matter of controversy. The latter group is arranged here in 

order of scholarly consensus, from least disputed to most, i,e, more scholars consider 2 Thessalonians 

to be authentic than is the case for 2 Timothy. 
453

 

Paul wrote seven of the thirteen attributed to him in the New Testament 

In the New Testament, thirteen letters carry his name as writer. Most scholars, though, think that Paul 

wrote only seven of these thirteen (Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, 1 

Thessalonians, Philemon), while followers or disciples of Paul wrote the other six, using his esteemed 

name (Ephesians, Colossians, 2 Thessalonians, 1 and 2 Timothy, Titus).
454

 

------ 

The New Testament contains six letters attributed to Paul that he probably did not write. These letters 

are Ephesians, Colossians, 2 Thessalonians, 1 and 2 Timothy, and Titus. They were probably written 
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late in the first century CE by some followers of Paul in the generation or two after Paul died (though 

some scholars dispute this). … 

These six letters reformulate significant aspects of Paul’s thinking. It certainly is possible for Paul to 

change his mind, but these letters suggest more than a change of mind. They offer a major reworking 

of Paul’s thought, a significantly different understanding of God’s activity, even while they use Paul’s 

language. Same words, different meanings. … The very different theological and ecclesial 

formulations found in these six letters indicate that Paul probably did not write them. …  

Significant reformulations of Paul’s thinking occur also in the Pastorals. These letters use some words 

that are important for Paul but provide those terms with new meanings.
455

 

The three categories of letters attributed to Paul 

Mainstream scholarship as it has developed over the last two centuries has concluded that the thirteen 

letters attributed to Paul fall into three categories: 

 letters written by Paul, 

 those not written by him, 

 and ones about which there is uncertainty. 

According to a massive scholarly consensus, at least seven letters are “genuine”—that is, written by 

Paul himself. These seven include three longer ones (Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians) and four shorter 

ones (1 Thessalonians, Galatians, Philippians, and Philemon). Written in the 50s of the first century, 

plus or minus a year or two, they are the earliest documents in the New Testament, earlier than the 

gospels (recall that Mark, the first gospel, was written around 70). Thus the genuine letters of Paul are 

the oldest witness we have to what was to become Christianity. 

According to an almost equally strong consensus, three letters were not written by Paul: 1 and 2 

Timothy and Titus, commonly known as the “pastoral letters” or simply the “pastorals.” Scholars 

estimate that they were written around the year 100, possibly a decade or two later. … 

The letters to Timothy and Titus were written in the name of Paul several decades after his death. 

The third group, letters about which there is no scholarly consensus, are, however, seen by a majority 

as not coming from Paul. Often called the “disputed” letters, they include Ephesians, Colossians, and 

2 Thessalonians. We are among those who see these as “post-Paul,” written a generation or so after 

his death, midway between the genuine letters and the later pastoral letters.
456

 

Several of Paul’s writings are composed of several letters 

It is widely agreed that the Second Letter to the Corinthians combines two separate missives, and 

some find as many as six original components tucked into it. Two letters are also found in the First 

Letter to the Thessalonians and the First Letter to the Corinthians, while three or more have been 

found in the Letter to the Romans. Thus the seven authentic writings of Paul may be made up of a 

dozen or more works by him.
457

 

------ 

The sudden changes of attitude in 2 Corinthians … indicate that parts of 2 Corinthians were written at 

different occasions. … 1-2 Corinthians were put together from several letters Paul wrote to the 

Corinthians. … 1 Corinthians was put together from the material of three letters and 2 Corinthians 

from the material of four letters.
458

 

The literary integrity of the letters is questioned 

Questions also surround the literary integrity of the individual letters: we cannot be sure whether the 

text of the letters as we now have them is substantially the same as when Paul dictated them. Many 

scholars, for example, see several letters edited together in our present versions of Philippians, 2 
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Corinthians, and Romans; others argue that a significantly anachronistic interpolation, post-70 C.E., 

follows 1 Thessalonians 2:13.
459

 

Paul’s letters seem to fall apart in our hands 

The letters attributed to [Paul] in the canonical New Testament seem to fall apart in our hands as we 

try to read them. Almost half of them (six of the thirteen) are no longer accepted by the mass of 

scholars as authentically his. Even some of the seven genuine ones are called composites, made up of 

several letters (or parts of letters), since they contradict one another or even themselves. One or more 

letters may have been added after a first one on a papyrus roll, and then all recopied as a single letter 

when the rolls were recopied. Our seven genuine letters may thus be an amalgam of anywhere from 

eight to a dozen letters (or parts of letters). There are, besides, lost letters that Paul explicitly refers to 

or readers plausibly surmise.
460

 

Use of Paul’s letters is not well evidenced until the end of the second 
century 

The collected letters of Paul were available in several editions early in the second century, but their 

use is not well evidenced until late in the second century. …  

But the fact that Paul’s letters are highly esteemed by Irenaeus, Tertullian, Clement of Alexandria, 

and the author of the Muratorian Fragment, geographically diverse as these witnesses are, implies that 

Paul’s literary legacy had been more or less continuously and broadly valued during the preceding 

period as well, even if this is not readily apparent in the evidence that has been preserved
 461

 

Relative indifference to Paul until the later second Century 

Even though there is considerable agreement that there existed an early second-century collection of 

Paul’s Epistles, use of this collection is not well evidenced until the later second century. None of the 

second century apologists has any trace of the Epistles of Paul, and none of them explicitly 

appropriates his thought. This is why it is so striking that both Marcion and the Gnostics made 

significant use of Paul. For many, this goes a long way to explain the relative “indifference” to Paul 

by the church fathers of the second century. This indifference could be the result of the tension certain 

writers felt between the appreciation of Paul and the use made of him by heterodox writers …  

Another reason for the relative indifference to Paul’s Epistles until the end of the second century is the 

predominant genre used until the time of Irenaeus. As reported above, some of the Apostolic Fathers 

show a knowledge of Paul, but the second-century apologists show none.
462

 

The teaching of the historical Jesus plays practically no role in Paul 

The great scripture scholar Rudolf Bultmann wrote that “the teaching of the historical Jesus plays no 

role, or practically none, in Paul . . . in fact, his letters barely show any traces of the influence of the 

Palestinian tradition concerning the history and preaching of Jesus.”
463

 

Paul’s accounts of Jesus’ words may be closer than the variants in the 
Gospels 

Paul’s versions are probably closer to what Jesus said than are later records of it in the Gospels. On 

the Lord’s Meal, for instance, his report is not only the first—written decades before any of the 

Gospel versions—but probably the closest to what Jesus actually said. We should not fall into the 

fallacy of thinking that a saying of Jesus in one of the Gospels is “the original,” which Paul only 

approximates in what seems to be a paraphrase of it. The truth could be the other way around. Out of 

the rich store of oral accounts that would be reflected in the Gospels, that which Paul received may be 

closer to Jesus’ own words than are the variants in the Gospels.
464
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Paul’s writings provide an older picture than the picture from Acts 

The image of budding Christianity, mirrored in the missives of Paul and dating to the mid-first 

century AD, is older than the corresponding picture supplied by the Acts of the Apostles. The latter 

most probably reached its final form of composition sometime during the last two decades of the first 

century. Therefore we must allow here for the possibility of the further development of religious 

ideas.
465

 

Galatians has the literary character of an authorized document, not of a 
private letter 

Galatians is completely lacking the formal elements of a private letter. If it is not a private letter, what 

else could it be? The autographic subscription has been analyzed and found to be very much like the 

authorization in legal documents. Galatians has the literary character of an authorized document. …  

Recent research has shown that the structure of Galatians fits with complete perfection the rhetorical 

rules laid out in the handbooks of the time. Galatians is not a casual private letter; this is a carefully 

prepared text, structured to the smallest detail.
466

 

Romans was written between 55 and 58 CE 

There is widespread scholarly agreement that the letter to the Romans was written sometime between 

55 and 58 C.E.
467

 

No complete manuscripts of Paul’s letters until the third century 

There is no extant manuscript evidence of complete letters of Paul until the third century. To presume 

that the original letters of Paul that survived did so without any editing or insertions is naïve. Already 

by the end of the first century the letters of Paul were being transmitted beyond their original locale as 

collections of some of Paul’s letters were being circulated. The copying process was well underway. 

Marcion, the first Christian text critic, provides an example of this editing process, since he edits a 

version of the Gospel of Luke and couples it with letters of Paul to form what he calls “The New 

Testament” around 140 CE. Curiously, 2 Corinthians in its present form does not appear until after 

Marcion’s time.
468
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THE GOSPELS THAT BECAME SCRIPTURE 

The Gospels tell us primarily about the church situation in which they 
were written 

Wellhausen and Bultmann were the pioneers in insisting that the Gospels tell us primarily about the 

church situation in which they were written and only secondarily about the situation of Jesus which 

prima facie they describe. I would prefer to rephrase that insight as follows. Primarily, the gospels tell 

us how an evangelist conceived of and presented Jesus to a Christian community in the last third of 

the first century, a presentation that indirectly gives us an insight into that community’s life at the 

time when the gospel was written. Secondarily, through source analysis, the gospels reveal something 

about the history of the evangelist’s christological views and, indirectly, something about the 

community’s history earlier in the century, especially if the sources the evangelist used had already 

been part of the community’s heritage. Thirdly, the gospels offer limited means for reconstructing the 

ministry and message of the historical Jesus.469 

The Gospels do not allow the reconstruction of Jesus’ life beyond a very 
broad outline 

Research issued during the first two decades of the twentieth century destroyed the hypothesis that 

Mark provides an historically reliable account of Jesus’ public life. Although the gospels contain 

things that Jesus probably said and forms of stories that he told, these texts do not allow the 

reconstruction of his life beyond a very broad outline, many details of which do not derive from those 

texts. Critical scholars are likely to posit, for example, that Jesus was probably born at Nazareth, 

although both Matthew and Luke state that he was born in Bethlehem.
470

 

Each Gospel addresses the specific situations of its community 

The Gospels, like Paul’s Letters and like documents such as Hebrews and Revelation, address the 

specific situations and needs of their communities of Jesus-believers.
471

 

The Gospels do not provide disinterested and balanced reporting of “just 
the facts” 

This time gap of some fifty or so years between the time of Jesus (crucified ca. 30 CE) and the time of 

the Gospels (written ca. 70-100 CE) is significant. It highlights, first of all, the type of writings that 

the Gospels are. They are not eyewitness accounts of Jesus’s ministry, written by Jesus’s disciples at 

the end of a hard day’s ministry. They do not pretend to offer disinterested and balanced reporting of 

“just the facts.” Rather, they are “invested” documents. They are written by insiders for insiders.
472

 

Gospel writers drew on oral and written sources 

It is uncertain just when traditions about Jesus, which were originally preserved by memory and 

transmitted by word of mouth, began to be committed to writing. The Gospel of Mark, written about 

65, appears to have been the first full-blown narrative gospel, but its author undoubtedly drew on 

small written sources as well as on the fund of oral traditions. The authors of Matthew and Luke, 

besides making heavy appropriations from Mark and a written collection of sayings of Jesus (Q), also 

drew on other traditions, some of which were surely in written form. Beyond those represented in the 

Synoptic Gospels, others still were used by the author of John’s Gospel, Thus, the last half of the 

century witnessed a rapid proliferation of documents embodying traditions about Jesus.
473

 

------ 

There are two aspects to be examined here — the transition from gospel to Gospel and the transition 

from oral Jesus tradition to written form. … The transition (both aspects) took place either at the close 
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of the first generation (just before 70) or close to the beginning of the second generation (just after 

70).
474

 

Jesus’ followers did not put exact memories into writing 

We should not imagine Jesus’s followers memorizing what he said and did and then decades later 

putting their historically exact memories into writing.
475

 

------ 

Thus his followers’ memory of what Jesus taught is not about “memorization,” but about “gist.” We 

have the “gist” of sayings and the plot summaries of stories he would have spoken many times. “Gist” 

is what was remembered, not exact wording.
476

 

No written record of Jesus’ words and deeds was produced during his 
lifetime 

However much historians might like to have written records of Jesus’ words and deeds that were 

produced during his lifetime, we must acknowledge that we have none. There are also no detailed 

reports about him from contemporaneous non-Christian sources. The oldest of the Gospels, Mark, 

dates from no earlier than the late sixties, and was probably composed after the time of the Jewish 

revolt of 66-70 C.E. Paul’s extant letters, mostly written during the decade between 50 and 60, include 

the oldest surviving references to Jesus, but Paul mentions only a few specific sayings and events. 

Jewish and Roman sources from later periods make only passing reference to Jesus, although they 

sometimes do confirm elements in the Gospels. The Gospels according Matthew, Mark, Luke, and 

John remain our primary sources for knowledge of Jesus, but for historical purposes they can only be 

used with caution.
477

 

Decades passed until the earliest written accounts of Jesus 

There are forty to sixty-five years separating Jesus’s death and our earliest accounts of his life, and we 

need to know what was happening to the memories of Jesus precisely during that time gap.
478

 

------ 

The authorship and the precise date of these writings are matters of inference. Each of the Gospels 

was written at a different time and under different circumstances, and there are significant differences 

among them.
479

 

The Synoptic tradition was not the sum total of the Jesus tradition 

There was a lengthy period (20-30 years) during which the Jesus tradition was known and used almost 

entirely in oral form; and that during that period the Jesus tradition was celebrated, taught, transmitted 

in various forms, the variety much as we still find it in the Synoptic tradition. Here we need simply 

add that the Synoptic tradition, while typical of the way the Jesus tradition was known and used, 

should not be regarded as the sum total of the Jesus tradition.
480

 

The Gospels were written decades after the events they describe 

There is a fair unanimity about when these books were written. Jesus, as we have seen, probably died 

sometime around the year 30. Mark, the first Gospel, was written some 35-40 years later, around 65 or 

70 C.E. (either right before or during the Jewish War against Rome); Matthew and Luke are both dated 

to about 10-15 years later than that, so around 80-85 C.E.; John is widely recognized as the latest of the 

Gospels, written, say, around 90-95 C.E.
 481
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The destruction of the temple was a clarion call to the four Gospel writers 

The revolt against Rome, which began in 66 CE and ended for all practical purposes four years later in 

70 CE with the destruction of the Jerusalem temple, reconfigured the religious landscape. … 

To the four writers of the books that would become the canonical Gospels— Mark, Matthew, Luke, 

and John—the destruction of the temple was a clarion call.
482

 

Each Gospel was written by and for a particular community 

Like John, the synoptic gospels were also written by and for particular Christian communities. Of the 

four, Matthew’s community was the most Jewish in nature.
483

 

The Gospels are the product of the Christian communities, not their 
source 

Placing the gospels after Paul’s letters makes it clear that, as written documents, they are not the 

source of early Christianity, but its product. The gospel—the good news—of and about Jesus existed 

before the gospels. They were produced by early Christian communities several decades after Jesus’s 

historical life.
484

 

The Gospels almost always give us the theology of their authors 

There certainly were traditions of Jesus’ sayings which have come through into our four Gospels; but 

it has been common ground for a century that John put these teachings into his own words, and felt 

free to reinterpret them in line with his own theology. It has become widely agreed more recently that 

the other three evangelists used some similar licence or freedom. What is at issue is how much, and 

here I am rather on the radical end of the spectrum: I think that all four evangelists felt free to put the 

tradition in their own (Greek) words, and thought that it was their duty to do so, in the same way that 

contemporary Jews retold the biblical stories. So it is perilous to infer that Jesus said something from 

the fact that one or more of the Gospels said he did; but it is usually safe to think that each evangelist 

wrote what he himself believed to be true. The Gospels almost always give us the theology of their 

authors, and sometimes true tradition about Jesus.
485

 

------ 

Scholarly enquiry has destroyed the idea that the Gospels have a simple biographical basis. They are 

sophisticated theological constructs, none written by their putative authors, all drawing on second- or 

third- or fourth-hand accounts—and all written from a quarter of a century to half a century after 

Paul’s letters.486 

Gospel writers exercised great editorial freedom adapting their sources 

Source criticism has shown that the Gospel writers not only used existing written sources but also 

exercised great editorial freedom in adapting them. This makes it plain that the Gospel writers did not 

attach any special sanctity or even adequacy to their sources and that each meant to provide 

something better. This must have been the attitude of the authors of Matthew and Luke even toward 

the Gospel of Mark. Indeed, it was apparently the aim of each Gospel writer to offer an adequately 

comprehensive document which would stand on its own.
487

 

The Gospels reflect the community’s evolving understanding about Jesus 

In the earliest layers of the developing tradition, Jesus does not proclaim an extraordinary status for 

himself. Mark, the earliest gospel, affirms that Jesus is the “Son of God” and “Messiah,” but, as Mark 

tells the story of Jesus, this extraordinary status was not part of Jesus’s own teaching. … Jesus’s 
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identity as Son of God and Messiah was a secret, unknown by almost everybody while he was alive 

and only openly proclaimed after his death. Matthew and Luke change this a little, but not much. 

John’s gospel is very different. Jesus frequently speaks of himself in the most extraordinary language. 

… These affirmations go way beyond anything Jesus said about himself as reported by Mark, 

Matthew, and Luke. It is highly unlikely that Jesus ever said them. But that doesn’t mean they are to 

be devalued and dismissed, because they are not factually accurate memory. Rather, they are 

testimony to the significance of Jesus as it had developed within the community (perhaps 

communities) that John wrote from and for. They testify to what Jesus had become in their 

experience, thought, and conviction. But it is a stage of development within the oral tradition that 

occurred much later than what is in Mark, Matthew, and Luke.
488

 

------ 

Thus within modern biblical scholarship, there is a near consensus that the “titles” of Jesus—as the 

Son of God, Lord, Word of God, and so forth—are post-Easter developments; testimony, not memory. 

But they are testimony grounded in memory and experience.
489

 

------ 

With the majority of scholars, I affirm that one cannot equate the Jesus who walked the earth with the 

Gospels’ portrayal of him.
490

 

The four gospels vary in detail 

Each of the four Gospels varies in detail in the use of material held in common.
491

 

The Evangelists were not eyewitnesses 

The evangelists wrote at least forty years after the crucifixion; and … they themselves did not live in 

Palestine at all. Each of the four evangelists operated elsewhere in the Roman Empire. We must thus 

assume that the Gospel authors were not eyewitnesses, but rather composed their books based on 

secondary data (oral or written transmissions), well after the fact.
492

 

The Gospel writers did not interact with Palestine 

The Gospel writers, on the other hand, lived in other parts of the world, probably major cities 

scattered throughout the empire. Their language was Greek, not Aramaic. They never indicate that 

they interviewed eyewitnesses. They almost certainly did not go to Palestine to make inquiries among 

the people who knew Jesus during his lifetime—for example, through interpreters. They inherited the 

stories they heard in Greek. These stories had been in circulation for years and decades before they 

themselves heard them.
493

 

The Gospel writers are anonymous 

The first thing to emphasize about Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John is that all four are completely 

anonymous. The authors never indicate who they are. They never name themselves. They never give 

any direct, personal identification of any kind whatsoever. This is unambiguously the case for 

Matthew and Mark. … There is no clear and certain evidence that anyone thought this book was 

written by Matthew (or Mark by Mark, and so too for the others) for a century after it was placed in 

circulation. The Gospels of Luke and John … were not eyewitnesses to what they narrate.
494

 

------ 

In short, the Gospel writers are all anonymous. None of them gives us any concrete information about 

their identity. So when did they come to be known as Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John? I will argue 
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they were not called by those names until near the end of the second Christian century, a hundred 

years or so after these books had been in circulation.
495

 

Authority of the Gospels was not absolute 

Even when written gospels came into customary use, their authority was not absolute; indeed, their 

texts were not beyond substantial alteration. … [There was] a more general tendency in the second 

century not to regard the texts of Gospels as sacrosanct but to subject them to revisions of various 

types.
496

 

The Gospels are written in highly literate Greek 

It should not be overlooked that these Gospels are written in highly literate and rhetorically 

compelling Greek. The followers of Jesus—like Jesus himself—were lower-class peasants who spoke 

Aramaic. Even though there is some evidence that Jesus himself could read, nothing suggests that he 

could compose literature. And his followers were almost certainly uneducated (as Acts 4:13 explicitly 

says of Peter and John, for example). 

Learning to write (as in “compose a writing”) took many years of training and almost never happened 

in a second language. Those who had the leisure and money for an education were always the very 

upper-crust elites, and Jesus’ followers were not in that august group. These books, on the other hand, 

were written by later Christians from outside of Palestine, who were highly educated and whose 

native tongue was Greek, not Aramaic. They are anonymous—we don’t know who the actual authors 

were. We continue to call them Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John simply because those are their 

traditional titles.
497

 

Many communities did not see all or any of the canonised Gospels 

From surviving manuscript evidence, it appears that Mark, the least developed of the Gospels, 

circulated far less widely than the others. Yet many other communities, perhaps even most of them, 

may never have been exposed to these four Gospels. Instead, they may have seen one of the many 

other retellings of the story of Jesus and his early followers. These “gospels” and other writings … 

show an extensive Christian literary culture in the first centuries of this era.
498

 

Authors’ names were assigned to the Gospels in the second century 

The Gospel according to Matthew is anonymous except for the title (“According to Matthew”) that 

was added after its composition, as in the case of the other Gospels. When the Church of the second 

century sought to accord authority to its Gospels, it assigned each of them to an apostle or an associate 

of an apostle. In about 130, Papias attributed this Gospel to Matthew and claimed that the author 

wrote it in Hebrew (or in Aramaic, as the Greek text of Papias might also mean). But Matthew’s 

author (or authors) used the Greek Gospel according to Mark — or material virtually identical to 

Mark — as a source, and its many scriptural quotations are from the Greek translation (the 

Septuagint) rather than directly from the Hebrew Bible. … This Gospel reflects the developments … 

that were taking place in Judaism after 70 C.E.
499

 

------ 

By the second century these [Gospel] writings were associated with named disciples of Jesus, or with 

someone closely connected with one of the apostles. The first and fourth Gospels (as they are placed 

in the New Testament) give no internal indication of authorship but have been associated from the 

early days of the church’s life with two disciples of Jesus: Matthew and John. Analogously, the 

second and third Gospels have been accepted as the work of companions of the apostles: Mark, who is 
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closely associated with Peter, and Luke, who is closely mentioned as a co-worker in letters attributed 

to Paul.
500

 

The Gospels did not have clear prominence until late in the second 
century 

How, when and why the ancient church came to acknowledge four and only four Gospels is at many 

points obscure. Though it has sometimes been claimed that only these Gospels ever enjoyed general 

esteem and use in early Christianity, the evidence shows that the Gospels which eventually became 

canonical did not attain a clear prominence until late in the second century, and that even then their 

pre-eminence was neither universal nor exclusive. Furthermore, the Gospels did not become part of 

the NT canon individually.
501

 

------ 

Our four canonical Gospels did not begin to acquire clear prominence beyond oral tradition or among 

other written gospels until the second half of the second century, first in the western area of 

Christianity, and more slowly in the eastern. Even at the end of the second century and in the west, the 

four-Gospel collection was not so firmly established as has sometimes been thought, and problems 

centered especially around John. It is also clear that, given the circumstances of second-century 

Christianity and the luxuriant variety of gospel traditions, both written and oral, which were current 

during that time, the formation of a four-Gospel collection was neither a necessary nor an entirely 

natural outcome of the history of gospel literature in the early church.
502

 

Justin [ca. 100-165 CE] often cited traditions about Jesus which are not in 
the Gospels 

It is noteworthy that in spite of his knowledge of several Gospels, Justin
503

 often cites traditions about 

Jesus which do not occur in these Gospels and thereby betrays a familiarity with a broader body of 

materials which he did not hesitate to use. Even in his citations of sayings of Jesus which do occur in 

these Gospels, there are some remarkable variations, and these suggest that Justin did not quote 

written Gospels directly. 

About 170 CE, the Gospels had not attained fully authoritative standing. 

Tatian, a Syrian Christian … undertook about 170 to weave separate Gospels into one consecutive 

narrative. Since for this purpose Tatian employed mainly the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and 

John, he is the earliest-known witness for the use of all four of these Gospels. … They had not, 

however, attained fully authoritative standing. 

This is shown, on the one hand, by the fact that [Tatian] … embodies some traditions which are not 

derived from our Gospels, so that Tatian hardly regarded these four as uniquely or exclusively 

valuable. On the other hand, Tatian’s very free handling of these texts, which led him to destroy their 

literary integrity and freely recast their substance through transpositions, additions, and omissions, 

shows that he did not value these documents as individual—let alone sacrosanct.
504

 

About 180 CE, first attempt to assert exclusive authority for the four 
Gospels 

The first evidence for a collection of our four Gospels, and the first attempt to assert its exclusive 

authority, is provided by Irenaeus, bishop of Lyons in Gaul, writing about 180.
505
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Clement of Alexandria [150-215 CE] did not hold exclusively to a collection 
of four Gospels 

Clement of Alexandria
506

, who knew and valued our four Gospels, still granted a good measure of 

authority to the Gospel of the Hebrews and the Gospel of the Egyptians and so did not hold 

exclusively to a collection of four Gospels.
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MARK: THE EARLIEST GOSPEL THAT WOULD BECOME 
SCRIPTURE 

Mark was the earliest NT Gospel 
The strong consensus view that Mark was the earliest of the Gospels which became part of and 

foundational for the NT. This conclusion does not depend on secure dating having been established 

for each of these Gospels. It is purely a matter of their literary inter-relationships.
508

 

------ 

The broad consensus in NT and earliest Christianity scholarship [is] that Mark’s Gospel is the earliest 

of the canonical Gospels to have been written. The consensus includes a large measure of agreement 

that it was most probably written either in the late 60s or early 70s, possibly from Rome, or perhaps 

more likely in Syria, and in either case reflecting something of the crisis which marked the end of 

Christianity’s beginnings.
509

 

------ 

Mark, the earliest of the canonical Gospels, was most likely written around the outbreak of the revolt 

[by the Jews against the Romans]. Mark (as, for reasons of convenience, I will call the author of this 

tract, who was certainly not a disciple of Jesus and probably had a different name altogether) most 

likely had an education similar to that of Paul.
510

 

Mark was written about 70 CE 

The Gospel of Mark is the shortest of our canonical Gospels and the earliest, written in about 70 CE. 

… Mark’s Gospel preceded Matthew and was the basis for much of its own narrative.
511

 

------ 

As far as we know, the first attempt to edit these different oral and literary traditions into a 

comprehensive theological “story” is the Gospel of Mark. Probably written sometime shortly after 70 

C.E., it is therefore the oldest Gospel text in the New Testament.
512

 

------ 

The gospel of Mark, written, many scholars believe, in the city of Rome about forty-two years after 

the crucifixion.
 513

 

Mark was a second generation Gentile 

For Mark was a Gentile, of the second Christian generation.
514

 

------ 

Mark is traditionally identified with (John) Mark, the friend of Paul and later of the apostle Peter. … 

The actual text of the Gospel of Mark does not mention a Mark, nor does it identify its author. In fact, 

the attribution to “Mark” was probably not made until the early second century C.E.
515

 

The Christian community in which Mark lived 

This is how Mark—or, more probably, the Christian community in which Mark lived—remembered 

Jesus. He was the suffering messiah, the Son of God whose horrible suffering and execution at the 

hands of his enemies did not invalidate his claim to be the messiah. They made him the messiah. His 

death and resurrection brought salvation to others. Jesus did not bring the Kingdom of God to earth 
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during his lifetime, and for Mark, he never meant to do so. He set the example that his disciples were 

to follow by suffering for the sake. … We do not have any other information about Mark’s 

community and its experiences that would lead it to recall the life and death of Jesus in the way it 

did.
516

 

Mark’s Gospel provides religious instruction, not historical information 

The term historical biography cannot be used without qualification to categorize Mark’s gospel. He is 

not a historian in either the ancient or the modern sense; nor does his spare sketch of Jesus’ career 

pretend to be a full picture of his life. Yet the term is not wholly inappropriate, for Mark does offer a 

story, set in the past, whose ostensible subject is the earthly Jesus. However, Mark wrote to convey 

not historical information, but religious instruction.
517

 

Mark is not a trustworthy source for the life of the historical Jesus 

Investigation established that Mark, although the earliest, was not a trustworthy source for the life of 

the historical Jesus because its structure was determined by theological rather than by biographical 

concerns.
518

 

Mark created a Scripture-citing Jesus 

Mark does one thing that Paul never does: he puts scripture in Jesus’s mouth. Paul almost always 

directly quotes scripture in order to prove that Jesus “fulfills” the scriptural prophecy. Mark 

apparently knew of stories that were circulating about Jesus. In retelling them, though, he added the 

scriptural citations, transforming Jesus into a citer of scripture. The scripture-citing Jesus of Mark and 

the other Gospels is thus not an accurate representation of the historical Jesus. He is the creation of 

later writers who have come to see Jesus through scripture, and who believed that Jesus himself either 

would have or should have done so as well.
519

 

The message given to Israel foundered well before Mark wrote his Gospel 

The early kerygma [preaching], the product of the apostles’ response to the resurrection, had 

proclaimed Jesus as the crucified and risen messiah whose imminent second coming would 

immediately precede the Kingdom. Already by mid-century, few Jews accepted this message; as time 

went on, ever fewer. But the early missionaries met with worse than skepticism or indifference. As 

Jews going to Jews, they also encountered the active opposition of Diaspora communities and the 

synagogue courts (e.g., Paul’s own experience on both sides of this opposition, Gal 1:13 and 2 Cor 

11:24). Well before Mark wrote, the mission to Israel had foundered. … 

When Mark undertook to portray the public career of Jesus, he projected these divergent responses to 

post-resurrection Christian claims back onto Jesus’ own lifetime.
520

 

Mark was preparing for the imminent eschaton 

For Mark, this scriptural citation (Isaiah 40:3) may not only indicate the theme of his story but also 

signal his understanding of the purpose of his own community. They were to prepare the way for the 

coming eschaton.
521

 

------ 

Matthew and Luke reproduce substantial sections of Mark’s “apocalypse,” including the prediction 

that the final events would occur within the lifetime of Jesus’—or Mark’s—audience. But, writing at 

least a generation after Mark, their expectation that the End is imminent is diminished. Salvation has 

more to do with membership in the community of the church than with enduring as a community until 

the eschatological finale. … 
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By the time Matthew and Luke write, the destruction of the Temple was well in the past, and things 

had continued much as before. It could not, therefore, have been the signal for the beginning of the 

End. But Mark, writing shortly after 70, could not have known this, and for him the destruction of the 

Temple announced the nearness of the Parousia. … 

This expectation of the impending Parousia informs Mark’s entire gospel—its mood, its tone, its 

message, and most striking, its ending.
522

 

------ 

In the Gospels, as elsewhere in Christian writings, there is evidence that with the passage of time the 

expectation of an imminent end of the age had to be changed.
 523

 

Larger number of scribal corrections with Mark 

The textual tradition of Mark exhibits a much larger number of scribal corrections than those of other 

Gospels, and this may be due to a lengthier period of its individual circulation.
524
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MATTHEW: PROVIDES THIRD-GENERATION CONSCIOUSNESS 

Matthew was written about 80 CE 

We will have to be content with the large consensual view that the Gospel of Matthew was probably 

written in the 80s, probably the mid- to late 80s.
525

 

------ 

Matthew … composed ca. 80 C.E.
526

 

------ 

Matthew, the next gospel to be written (ca. 82-85).
527

 

------ 

A little more than a decade after Mark was written, Matthew composed his gospel.
528

 

Authorship of Matthew unknown 

Unhelpfully, the authorship of Matthew is as problematic as that of Mark.
529

 

------ 

The Gospel text never identifies Levi/Matthew as its author. What’s more, the Matthew Gospel is 

written in an erudite and elegant Greek that bespeaks the hand of an educated scribe, not a Palestinian 

tax collector in a small township like Capernaum.
530

 

Matthew was probably an educated Jew 

Matthew appears to have been an educated Jew writing for ethnically Jewish Christ-believers. …  

Mark and Matthew appear to have had similar backgrounds as ethnic Jews who had received intensive 

training in scripture.
531

 

Matthew’s and Luke’s Gospels provide third-generation consciousness 

In the gospels of Matthew and Luke we have two third-generation interpretations of the Christian 

message. Each expresses traditions unique to itself, be they the creative contribution of the individual 

evangelists or the independent traditions of their respective communities. And each … presents a 

distinctive image of Jesus. The distinctiveness of their images, however, is offset by their common 

dependence on three written Greek sources that both evangelists clearly esteemed: Q, a collection of 

sayings attributed to Jesus; the Gospel of Mark; and the Greek translation of the Jewish scriptures, the 

Septuagint (LXX). 

The use that each evangelist made of these sources attests to a decisive and monumentally important 

change in the consciousness of the Christian movement. These later writers, unlike Paul and Mark, no 

longer expected the fulfillment of the promise of salvation in their own lifetimes. They affirm the 

coming End of the Age and the Parousia of the Risen Christ, but not as immediate possibilities. These 

great events loom on the edge of a receding horizon: time interposes between the present and the End. 

… Accordingly, as the chief narrative source for their view of the Christian past, the Gospel of Mark 

had to be revised. Mark had not written for posterity. The Temple’s then recent destruction had 

convinced him that the fulfillment of Jesus’ prophecy of the Kingdom was at hand. … 

Thus, while Matthew and Luke adopted Mark’s overall narrative chronology, they altered his 

emphases and expanded his temporal framework to accommodate the larger historical stage now 

occupied by the third generation.
532
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Matthew and Luke depended heavily on Mark’s Gospel 

One of the most striking features of the Gospels of Matthew and Luke, as has been well appreciated 

for more than a century, is that they are heavily dependent on Mark’s Gospel. … The near identical 

wording of much of the tradition which Matthew and Luke share with Mark is most obviously to be 

explained by the very strong probability that Matthew and Luke had the written Gospel of Mark to 

hand when they composed their Gospels.
533

 

Israel had failed to respond to Christianity by the time of Matthew’s 
Gospel 

The social reality behind Matthew’s anti-Jewish polemic is difficult to establish. By the time he wrote, 

circa 90 C.E., at least one generation after the Roman destruction of the Temple and at least two 

[generations] since the execution of Jesus, the general nonresponse of Israel to the Christian message 

was a pervasive fact.
534

 

Matthew’s Christ warns against Christians holding opinions different to 
those held by Matthew 

Beneath Matthew’s occasionally baroque anti-Judaism, however, lies a subtler polemic against other 

Christians. Here we can gain more of a sense of his personal situation. Matthew’s Christ warns 

continually against false insiders—presumably Christians with opinions different from those of 

Matthew and his community. “Not everyone who says ‘Lord, Lord’ will enter the kingdom of heaven” 

(7:2.1), nor will everyone invited to the marriage feast remain, for “many are called, but few are 

chosen” (2.2.: I-14). The false insiders are like the seed fallen on rocky ground.
535
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JOHN: VOICE OF THE JOHANNINE COMMUNITY 

The Gospel of John was written after A.D. 85 

The Gospel [of John] was written after A.D. 85, the approximate date for the introduction into the 

synagogues of the reworded Twelfth Benediction (of the Shemoneh Esreh or Eighteen Benedictions), 

called the Rirkat ha-Minim, involved a curse on heretical deviators, including those who confessed 

Jesus to be the Messiah. See J. L. Martyn, History and Theology in the Fourth Gospel (New York, 

Harper & Row, Publishers, 1968).
536

 

John was written between 80 and 100 C.E. 

The Gospel of John, commonly believed to be the last of the four Gospels (written between 80 and 

100 C.E.).
537

 

------ 

 [The Gospel of] John used neither Mark nor Q in his tract. … He was probably writing to a Jewish 

audience in the late first century CE.
538

 

John is unlikely to have been Jesus’ contemporary 

Since most scholars usually date the Gospel of John to the last decade of the first century C.E., it is 

difficult to imagine that it could have been written by someone who was Jesus’ contemporary.
539

 

It is impossible to identify the author of the Fourth Gospel 

It is impossible to determine the identity of the fourth evangelist. The date and place of origin of the 

Johannine literature can only be surmised from circumstantial evidence. Since the Fourth Gospel’s 

religious message is much more advanced than that of the Synoptic Gospels, which are commonly 

assigned to the last three decades of the first century AD, its most likely origin must fall somewhat 

later. It obviously precedes the earliest Johannine papyrus fragments, which belong to the period 

between AD 115 and 150. The first mentions of John by the Church Fathers also date from the middle 

or the second half of the second century. Hence the most reasonable surmise dates the fully redacted 

Gospel of John from the first decade of the second century, from between AD 100 and 110. Tradition 

associates it with the city of Ephesus on the Aegean coast of Asia Minor. The suggested dating makes 

it highly unlikely that the evangelist was a contemporary of Jesus such as the apostle John.540 

------ 

A person of Greek culture, whether a Jew brought up in a Hellenized setting or a native Greek convert 

to Judaism, is more likely to be the author of the Fourth Gospel — imbued with Greek ideas and 

mysticism — than the Galilean fisherman John.
541

 

The Fourth Gospel was written within the Johannine community’s 
experiences 

It was within this situation of conflict, crisis, and alienation that the Fourth Gospel was written, and 

against this background it must be understood. The community’s traditions about Jesus were 

powerfully recast in this milieu, reflecting the influence both of forces outside mainstream Jewish 

piety and of the conflict with the synagogue.
542

 

------ 
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My [Rensberger’s] intention is to focus on the time of the gospel’s composition itself, which I view as 

most intimately related to the synagogue conflict.
543

 

John’s Gospel was written for a community of people who had a shared 
history 

A second presupposition is that the Gospel was written for the Johannine community. That is to say, it 

was written for a community of people who had a shared history and who in the course of that history, 

developed a highly symbolic language with numerous expressions which they would easily 

understand as referring to their shared history. In short, to a large extent the Gospel is written in the 

language of a community of initiates. It follows that those who would be historians of this 

community.
544

 

The Johannine literature is the product of a community or group of 
communities 

It has become abundantly clear that the Johannine literature is the product not of a lone genius but of a 

community or group of communities that evidently persisted with some consistent identity over a 

considerable span of time. We know at least a few things about its history—all from direct allusions 

in the documents themselves. The group had to distinguish itself over against the sect of John the 

Baptist and even more passionately over against a rather strong Jewish community, with which highly 

ambivalent relationships had existed. It suffered defections, conflicts of leadership, and schisms. … 

One function of the “symbolic universe” communicated in this remarkable body of literature was to 

make sense of all these aspects of the group’s history.
545

 

John’s Gospel is different to the earlier Gospels 

Whereas in the Synoptics Jesus did not talk about himself and refused to do signs to prove who he 

was, in John he spends almost the entire Gospel talking about himself and doing signs to prove that 

what he says about himself is true. This book is very different from the earlier Gospels.
546

 

John’s Gospel is the most elegant development of Paul’s creed 

… John’s Gospel is perhaps the most elegant and erudite development of the creed originally 

developed by Paul. 

“John” was well versed in the structure of Greek oratory and makes his case with ease. In John, Jesus 

emerges as a transcendent being who manifests himself in Zen-like terms, like the Light of the World 

and the Bread of Life. With this Jesus, we are indeed far removed from the very human, down-to-

earth figure who inhabits the Gospel of Mark.
547

 

Titles applied to Jesus in John’s Gospel 

The title ‘Son of God’, frequently employed in the Gospels is nowhere used in Peter’s addresses and 

occurs only twice in Acts — once on the lips of Paul speaking to Jews after his Damascus experience, 

and again in his sermon in the synagogue of Pisidian Antioch. … 

Jesus is labelled ‘the Servant’ or ‘holy Servant of God’ (Acts 3:26; 4:27, 30). This is the lowliest 

epithet applied to him, which soon vanished from further Christian usage. He is also designated as 

‘Leader’ (archegos) and ‘the Righteous One’ (Acts 7:52; 22:14). None of these is a particularly 

exceptional title. Once he is also referred to by the distinguished name of ‘a prophet like Moses’ (Acts 

3:22). 
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The first and most telling definition of Jesus contained in Acts is found in the speech of Peter in 

Jerusalem on the feast of Pentecost, where he is called ‘a man attested by God with deeds of power, 

wonders and signs’ (Acts 2:22) — the typical definition of a charismatic prophet.
548

 

------ 

In sum, all the titles of Jesus in the Acts of the Apostles are those of a man of God, a man of high spiritual 

dignity, and by no stretch of imagination can we see in them a hint at a divine being.
549

 

In John’s Gospel, Jesus spends almost the entire time talking about 
himself and doing signs 

Whereas in the Synoptics [Matthew, Mark, Luke] Jesus did not talk about himself and refused to do 

signs to prove who he was, in John he spends almost the entire Gospel talking about himself and 

doing signs to prove that what he says about himself is true. This book is very different from the 

earlier Gospels. 

Given these stark differences, scholars have debated whether John had ever read the Synoptic 

Gospels. … The majority view seems to be that he had not. His stories come from other sources—

certainly from oral traditions in circulation in his community, but probably also from earlier, written 

accounts of the life of Jesus that no longer survive.
550

 

Johannine Christianity changed the status of Christ 

The outward expression of Christianity changed, too, and the communities of enthusiasts 

progressively gave way to hierarchically organized and firmly governed churches. 

The status of Christ was also changing. From a seemingly unsuccessful prophetic Messiah he was 

metamorphosed into a triumphant heavenly Son of God, whose day of glory was expected to dawn in 

the very near future. Paul’s Christ truly became the Lord of the universe, standing somewhat below 

the Father. However, the final New Testament stage of doctrinal advancement was still to be reached 

in the Johannine Christology.
551

 

------ 

The Jesus of the Fourth Gospel has little in common with the popular preacher familiar from the 

Synoptic Gospel tradition.
552

 

John’s clearer proclamation of Jesus’ divinity 

The most notable contribution of John to the further development of Christianity consists in a clearer 

proclamation of the divinity of Jesus than anywhere else in the New Testament. One would search in 

vain for such a statement in the Synoptic Gospels, and Paul is at best equivocal.
553

 

Johannine Christianity represents a monumental advance 

Johannine Christianity, that is the religion reflected by the Fourth Gospel and the letters attributed to 

John, represents a monumental advance on the religion of the early charismatic church. Its doctrinal 

contribution is as substantial as that of Paul but is formulated along very different lines. Whereas the 

Pauline writings transmit the extensive reflections of Paul on the significance of the divine mission of 

Jesus and rules regulating the conduct of the religious communities founded by the apostle of the 

Gentiles, the Fourth Gospel is a theological life story based on lengthy reflections attributed to Jesus 

on the fundamentals of the supernatural relationship between himself and the everlasting Deity. The 

Jesus figure of the Fourth Gospel greatly differs from the portrait drawn by the Synoptic 

evangelists.554 
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Without John, the Christian message would have been quite different 

This preface to the Fourth Gospel, together with the subsequent teaching about the Holy Spirit, is the 

principal source of the developing ideas of the Greek church regarding the doctrine of the Holy 

Trinity. Without John, the Christian message would have been quite different and would have lacked 

some of its true poetic dimensions. Indeed, the Logos idea played a crucial role in the development of 

Christology in the early church, in the works of Justin and Origen and throughout the whole Arian 

controversy in the fourth century.
555

 

John set into motion the heated doctrinal debates 

With these not altogether harmonized statements that Christ was equal yet inferior to the Father, John 

set into motion the heated doctrinal debates which stretched from the fourth to the sixth centuries. The 

Christological controversies among Church Fathers and at ecumenical councils (Nicaea in 315, 

Chalcedon in 451 and Constantinople in 553) all arose from the message first enunciated in the Fourth 

Gospel, and especially in its Prologue’s startling claims that Jesus was the Word and the Word/Logos 

was God.
556

 

John’s Gospel contributed disproportionately to later Christologies 

No other first-century writing concerns itself so explicitly and extensively with the relationship 

between Jesus and God. That is the reason this Gospel was able later to contribute so 

disproportionately to the language of systematic christologies both catholic and heterodox. Another 

reason for its importance in later christology is that it spoke in such ways of Jesus and God in Greek. 

Its Greek, moreover, evoked some familiar discussions in pagan traditions without quite fitting them, 

even as it called on specifically Jewish traditions but radically transformed them. The peculiar 

Johannine language would thus furnish major materials for the bridge to be built between a Bible 

newly construed and Christianly interpreted on the one hand and a philosophical tradition mostly 

Platonic on the other.
557

 

The word Faith sums up the Johannine religion 

To perceive the reality of the Johannine religion, it must be set against the type of religious life 

outlined in the teaching of Jesus and in the letters of St Paul. Both the religion of Jesus and that of 

Paul are centred on the expectation of the Kingdom of God, awaited directly by Jesus and his 

disciples, and in the form of the Parousia or Second Coming of Christ by the Pauline church. …  

Christ is seen as the Redeemer and the Revealer of the way to the Kingdom, but the steps to follow 

are concrete. Not so in the Johannine religion. … The whole Johannine corpus, the letters as well as 

the Gospel, meanders along in a vague, less down-to-earth, and altogether dreamier manner than Jesus 

or Paul. … In John faith is the key word. … Faith in the divine sonship of Jesus, in his mission to the 

world by the Father and his intention to lift the believers to the heavenly home, is the essential 

summing-up of the Johannine religion.
558

 

For John, eternal life is here and now 

When we come to the Gospel of John, the last of our Gospels, we find the apocalyptic message 

seriously toned down. For John, eternal life is not a future event. As the author puts it early on in the 

narrative, using the present tense: “Whoever believes in the Son has [present tense] eternal life” 

(3:36). Eternal life in this Gospel does not come at the end of time, when the Son of Man arrives on 

the clouds of heaven and brings in the kingdom. Eternal life is here and now, for all who believe in 

Jesus. That is why Jesus does not deliver an “apocalyptic discourse” in this Gospel (cf. Mark 13) or 

speak about the coming Son of Man or the imminent kingdom of God. The kingdom of God for this 

Gospel is entered by those who have faith in Jesus, in the present (see 3:3). 

That a person’s standing before God is determined not by the future resurrection, but by the present 

relationship with Jesus, is illustrated by John’s account of the dialogue between Jesus and Martha in 
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the story of Lazarus. Jesus informs Martha that her recently deceased brother will rise again (11:23). 

She thinks he is referring to the resurrection at the end of time (an apocalyptic notion) and agrees with 

him (11:24), but he corrects her. He is referring to possibilities in the present, not the future. “I am the 

resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live, and everyone who 

lives and believes in me will never die” (11:25-26).
559

 

Johannine literature contains no basic religious rituals 

Unlike the Christianity of the Acts of the Apostles and of Paul, the Johannine literature contains no 

clear hint at the basic religious rituals of the early church — baptism and the breaking of the bread, 

the sacred communal meal in imitation of Jesus’ Last Supper with his apostles. Allusion to the latter 

can hardly be expected in John. The Fourth Gospel knows of no Passover supper-like ritual: in John 

Jesus’ last meal with his apostles took place not at the start of 15 Nisan, but twenty-four hours 

earlier.
560

 

In John, eating the body and drinking the blood of Christ is not regularly 
repeated 

Neither does the imagery of eating the body and drinking the blood of Christ in John chapter 6 point 

to a regularly repeated ceremony. This partaking in the body and blood symbolizes spiritual 

nourishment by faith rather than a ritual weekly custom.
561

 

John’ Gospel is not apocalyptic but is concerned with the present 

The Synoptic Gospels are filled with apocalyptic pronouncements of Jesus (see, for example, Mark 13 

and Matthew 24-25) and … the historical Jesus himself was almost certainly an apocalyptic prophet. 

But when we come to the Gospel of John, the last of our Gospels, we find the apocalyptic message 

seriously toned down.
562

 

The Fourth evangelist gives no hint of an organized community 

While Matthew belatedly attaches a couple of allusions to the church, and Acts and the letters of Paul 

frequently mention it, the fourth evangelist abstains from hinting at an organized community 

established by Jesus.
563

 

The Gospel of John might be treated with the non-NT Gospels 

Of the four NT Gospels, John is the one which might most justifiably be treated with the non-NT 

Gospels. For, as we shall see, it is very different from the three other NT Gospels, the Synoptic 

Gospels. And, at least superficially, it seems closer in its presentation of Jesus, its character and 

emphases, to some of the other Gospels, The Dialogue of the Saviour, for example.
564

 

The distinctly Gnostic flavor of John’s Gospel 

It is also well known that the distinctly Gnostic flavor of John’s gospel caused it to be scrutinized for 

its orthodoxy before it was allowed to join the synoptic gospels in the final canon of the New 

Testament.
565

 

Gnostic Christians appear to be the first to employ John’s Gospel 

The Gospel of John seems not to have been known or used by most second-century Christian writers, 

and to all appearances was first employed among gnostic Christians. 

Basilides, a gnostic teacher in Alexandria (ca. 130) may well have cited it, and the Valentinian gnostic 

teachers Ptolemaeus and Heracleon (160-170) both wrote expositions of this Gospel. Theirs are the 

earliest-known commentaries on the Gospel of John (or indeed on any early Christian writing), and 
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the fact that they considered it worthy of such detailed study shows that John had acquired 

considerable standing in gnostic Christianity by the middle of the second century.  

By contrast, outside gnostic circles there was scant knowledge of or interest in John, and prior to the 

late second century no broad recognition of its authority. It is possible that the almost exclusively 

gnostic provenance of this Gospel through most of the second century militated against its more 

general acceptance. 

Beyond that, John also suffered from the use made of it by the so-called “new prophecy” movement, 

also known as Montanism, which flourished in the latter half of the second century. Its adherents 

claimed that the coming of the Paraclete promised in John (14:26, 15:26, etc.) had actually occurred in 

the person of Montanus.
566

 

Late second century attribution of the Gospel to John; already popular in 
Gnostic circles 

The name of John the disciple does not even occur in any of the writings that were eventually 

attributed to him. And the earliest attestation for such attribution is Irenaeus, writing about 180 C.E. 

By that time, however, the same gospel had already become popular in gnostic circles where it was 

said that Cerinthus, the founder of a gnostic school, had written it. So the attribution to John the 

disciple must have taken place quite late in the second century when the gospel, along with the letters 

and the apocalypse, became popularly known among centrist leaders as Johannine. In any case, this 

cannot have happened before 100 C.E., when we find the gospel at a late stage of composition but still 

lacking any reference to John as its author.
567

 

The Gospel of John took a long time to be accepted by the church 

The Gospel of John … took the longest of the four to gain acceptance in the church. The reason for 

this was its use by Gnostics to support their teachings. The simplest thing for the church to do would 

have been to stop using John’s Gospel because it appeared to support gnostic teaching.
568
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PSEUDO-PAUL EPISTLES: EPHESIANS, COLOSSIANS, 
2 THESS., HEBREWS 

Gradually [Paul’s] letters were supplemented by his followers (some of them writing as if they were 

Paul), and letters other than Paul’s were also added to the New Testament, as Christians called their 

addition to the Bible of Israel.
569

 

------ 

Those [letters] usually ascribed to Paul’s disciples (Ephesians, Colossians, Timothy, Titus and 

Hebrews).
570

 

------ 

A large consensus of NT scholarship does indeed maintain that certain NT writings, particularly 

Ephesians, the Pastorals, and 2 Peter, are pseudepigraphic, the first two falsely attributed to Paul, the 

last falsely attributed to Peter.
571

 

------ 

As for the Deutero-Pauline epistles (the Pastorals, Ephesians and Colossians) and the Catholic 

epistles
572

, the designation of the authors as Paul, James, Peter, John, and Jude probably represents a 

claim to apostolic adherence rather than an objective designation of apostolic writing. Indeed, a 

namelessness of the actual writers fits in with a sub-apostolic ambience where fidelity to the memory 

of the great apostles is the dominant characteristic.
573

 

------ 

It can be claimed intelligently that most of the NT was written after the death of the last known 

apostle. Perhaps that qualified statement needs to be explained. Although many are called “apostles” 

in the NT, we have detailed knowledge of only three.
574

 

EPHESIANS: INCORRECTLY ATTRIBUTED TO PAUL 

The earliest of the post-Pauline Pauline letters — Ephesians.
575

 

------ 

Most scholars have concluded that Ephesians was not written by Paul. … The close link with 

Colossians, the mention of Tychicus in particular (6.21-22) and the fact that the letter became closely 

associated with Ephesus all suggest a letter written in the province of Asia, perhaps as early as the 

70s.
576

 

------ 

The oldest existing copies of Ephesians do not include the name of a particular church to which it was 

addressed; only later copies specify the communication as “to those in Ephesians” (1:1). That the 

document now known as “Ephesians” was indeed sent to a group of churches, rather than to a specific 

congregation, is apparent from the fact that this letter — unlike Paul’s letters that we have already 

examined — does not address the issues of a specific situation. … This letter was intended to be 

circulated widely among various churches, with the aim of promoting unity.
577

 

------ 

What is more significant, however, is the distinctive meaning that this letter gives to certain terms 

found in Paul’s other letters. The term “heavenly” is used by Paul in contrast with things that are of 
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earthly origin (1 Corinthians 15:40, 48). But Ephesians uses the word in the plural to refer to the 

sphere of eternity, where Christ is and where his followers have already entered (Ephesians 1:20, 

2:6).
578

 

------ 

Like Colossians, Ephesians is one of the “disputed” letters of Paul. A minority of modern scholars 

argue that it was written by Paul, but a majority have concluded that it was written a generation or so 

after Paul’s death. … We are not even certain that it was written to Ephesus. The best ancient 

manuscripts lack the words “in Ephesus” in verse 1.
579

 

COLOSSIANS: INCORRECTLY ATTRIBUTED TO PAUL 

Colossians is almost certainly the earliest of the letters attributed to Paul but not actually written by 

him. Its strongest literary connections are to Ephesians, whose author most likely knew Colossians. 

Ephesians was most likely written no later than around the year 90, and thus Colossians must have 

been written earlier, probably in the 80s. … 

In style and content, [Colossians] differs significantly from the seven genuine letters of Paul. Its 

sentences are much longer and more complex (obscured in the NRSV, because it breaks them up into 

shorter units for sake of clarity). Its content not only goes beyond what is in the seven genuine letters, 

but sometimes conflicts with them.
580

 

------ 

A strong body of opinion regards Colossians, along with 2 Thessalonians, as deutero-Pauline, written 

some time after Paul’s death and in his name.
581

 

------ 

Most top New Testament scholars do not believe that Paul was the actual author of the epistle we call 

Colossians, but there is general agreement among them that this epistle is Pauline in its character, 

probably penned by one who had been influenced by Paul.
582

 

------ 

Colossians evidences the beginning of a formal collection and transmission of the Pauline letters — 

which demonstrates how important it was that this letter was itself written in the name of Paul.
583

 

------ 

Even after Paul’s death, Timothy wrote as Paul’s agent on the basis of what he could remember his 

teacher had said, the written work he could squeeze out of Paul, and his own authority. Writing in his 

own name and Paul’s years later, Timothy addressed this letter to Colossae. It includes reference to 

Paul’s time in Rome (Colossians 4:7-18) and represents the outcome of a visit Timothy must have 

made to that city a year or so prior to Paul’s death.
584

 

Colossians addresses the second century Christian Gnostic movement 

The resemblance of the ideas described in the letter to the Colossians with Gnostic ideology is very 

close. If gnosis did not yet exist in the days of Paul then this would be a clear anachronism—Paul 

fighting a dangerous religious movement of the second century.
585

 

------ 
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The author of Colossians urges his readers to divert their attention from earthly to heavenly matters 

(3:1-4) and to put on a new nature (3:5-11). This interest in otherworldliness, which the writer is 

calling for, would come to full realization in the second century in the movement known as 

Gnosticism.
586

 

Philemon was a source for Colossians and it is improbable that he 
composed 2 Timothy 

It is not likely that Paul wrote Colossians and quite improbable that he composed 2 Timothy. The 

greetings in Colossians 4:10-14 appear to be embroideries of those found in Philemon 24; that is, 

Philemon was a source of Colossians.
587

 

2 THESSALONIANS: INCORRECTLY ATTRIBUTED TO PAUL 

Second Thessalonians purports to have been written shortly after the first letter, but there is 

considerable doubt among scholars that Paul is truly its author. … The detailed apocalyptic scenario 

in 2 Thessalonians reflects the tendency of eschatological literature after the destruction of the Temple 

in 70 C.E., both in Judaism and Christianity; to specify the timing of the apocalypse by means of 

symbolic calendars.
588

 

------ 

Opinion is divided roughly 50/50 as to whether Paul himself wrote 2 Thessalonians or someone later, 

in his name. [Footnote:  In recent years the arguments for non-Pauline authorship put forward by W. 

Trilling, Untersuchungen zum zweiten Thessalonischerbrief (Leipzig: St. Benno, 1972), also Der 

zweite Brief an die Thessalonischer (EKK 14; Zurich: Benziger,1980) 22-26, have been widely 

persuasive, particularly in German scholarship (bibliography in Schnelle, History 317; otherwise 

Wilckens, Theologie 1/3.66).
589

 

------ 

The deutero-Pauline 2 Thessalonians (second half of the first century).
590

 

HEBREWS: INCORRECTLY ATTRIBUTED TO PAUL 

Hebrews is one of the great puzzles of the NT. … The biggest unknown is the document’s author. … 

Its style and outlook are very different from that of Paul, and Pauline authorship has been almost 

universally discounted in the modern period.
591

 

------ 

The enigma of Hebrews goes beyond the question of who wrote it; when and where it was written and 

to whom are also issues of lively debate.
592

 

------ 

We do not know who wrote [Hebrews]. In the 200s, an early Christian theologian named Origen said 

that its author “was known only to God.” In the centuries since, there have been guesses. … 

There is no reason to think Paul wrote it, and many reasons to think he did not. Other guesses have 

included Barnabas, Apollos, and Priscilla. None is persuasive, and modern scholarship agrees with 

Origen: God only knows who wrote it. 

We also do not know to whom it was written. Unlike most New Testament letters, it does not name its 

audience. The title “to the Hebrews” was added in the second century and is potentially misleading. 
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“Hebrews” is most commonly a synonym for “Jews,” but the document is clearly written to 

Christians. … 

There is no consensus about the date of Hebrews. Estimates range from 60 to the early 90s.
593

 

Hebrews explains that the destroyed temple was only a copy 

This elegant post-Pauline epistle is also the last associated with Paul in the New Testament, and it 

deliberately presents Christian faith as independent of Judaism. Hebrews explains that the Temple on 

earth (which by this time, 95 C.E., had been destroyed) was only a copy — a shadow or Platonic type 

of the heavenly sanctuary.
594

 

Hebrews commanded almost no interest during the second century 

The Epistle to the Hebrews appears to have been used (though never named) by Clement of Rome in 

the last years of the first century, but during the second century it commanded almost no interest in 

the western church. Tertullian knew Hebrews and thought it was written by Barnabas, but he made 

scant use of it.
595
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REVELATION (THE APOCALYPSE) 

Revelation is from the early 90s 

There is a broad consensus on the date of Revelation, which most specify as the early 90s.
 596

 

Revelation may be dated to the early second century 

Since Irenaeus (A.H. 5.30.3) dates Revelation toward the end of the reign of Domitian, he is generally 

followed, given the propensity to date writings as close to apostolic times as possible, which would 

locate it during the reign of Nero. Because Domitian was viewed as a persecuting emperor, he was a 

natural choice for a work viewed as late. In short, Revelation may belong to the early second century, 

during the reign of Trajan. For a canvas of opinions, see Trebilco, Ephesus, 294.
597

 

Revelation probably first spoken aloud by a charismatic preacher 

The text of the book of Revelation was probably first spoken aloud nearly two thousand years ago by 

a charismatic if also overwrought preacher who wandered from town to town in Asia Minor and 

delivered his dire warnings about the end of the world to a few small clutches of early Christians who 

consented to listen.
598

 

 

Profile of the author of Revelation 

As it turns out, we can discern a great deal more about the author of Revelation than most other 

biblical authors, Jewish or Christian. We know that he regarded himself as a special favorite of God—

and, at the same time, a victim of persecution by a few of his fellow Christians and the whole of the 

pagan world in which he lived. He probably worked as a kind of freelance prophet, wandering from 

town to town throughout Asia Minor, delivering his strange visions and strict admonitions to 

whomever would gather and listen, and relying on their hospitality to fill his belly and to provide a 

place to lay his head at night. And he plainly nursed a bitter grudge against a couple of rival preachers 

whom he regarded as so unforgivably lax in their Christian beliefs and practices that he condemned 

them not only for spiritual error but also for acts of apostasy and even harlotry. 

Remarkably, we can come up with an even more detailed and nuanced profile of the man who wrote 

Revelation. He was probably born in Judea, and he may have been an eyewitness to one of the great 
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and terrible moments in ancient history—the defeat of the Jewish partisans known as the Zealots by a 

Roman army in 70 C.E., the destruction of the Temple at Jerusalem, and the dispersion of the Jewish 

people. His native tongue was probably Aramaic, a Semitic language that replaced Hebrew as the 

lingua franca in the Jewish homeland in antiquity, and he never really mastered Greek, the 

international language of civilized men and women in the classical pagan world. And, perhaps most 

remarkable of all, he was almost surely a Jew by birth, upbringing, and education, a fact that casts an 

unaccustomed and ironic light on a text that has been embraced by the most zealous of Christians over 

the last two thousand years.
599

 

The author of Revelation almost certainly a Jew seething with contempt 
for Rome 

The author of Revelation was almost certainly a Jew by birth and upbringing, perhaps a war refugee 

from Judea who had witnessed the destruction of the Temple of Yahweh at Jerusalem by the Roman 

army of occupation and seethed with contempt and loathing for the conquerors of the Jewish 

homeland. To be sure, the author was one of those Jews who regarded Jesus of Nazareth as the long-

promised and long-delayed Messiah. Yet Revelation remains so deeply rooted in Jewish history, 

politics, and theology that it has been called “a Jewish document with a slight Christian touch-up.” 

Indeed, Revelation can be described as kind of midrash on the prophetic texts of the Hebrew Bible, 

and its author has been described as a “Christian rabbi.”
 600

 

Revelation likely written by a Palestinian Jew 

John’s use of the apocalyptic genre, his familiarity with the Hebrew Bible, and the Semitic character 

of his speech suggest that he was a Palestinian Jew, probably part of the Jewish diaspora 

consequential upon the first Jewish revolt.
601

 

John proudly characterizes himself and his followers as authentic Jews 

Revelation is largely free of the anti-Jewish rhetoric that can be found in certain passages of the 

Gospels, and John proudly characterizes himself and his followers as authentic Jews. Above all, the 

author is plainly intrigued by such purely Jewish themes as the Temple and the Ark of the 

Covenant.
602

 

------ 

John, as we have seen, was almost certainly born and raised as a Jew, and he seems to be addressing 

an audience for whom the Jewish scriptures are familiar and compelling. Within the 404 verses that 

make up the book of Revelation, by one scholar’s count, more than five hundred allusions to the 

Hebrew Bible can be discerned. Revelation is virtually a catalog of Jewish themes and traditions, 

ranging from the Twelve Tribes to the Temple of Yahweh. And yet, ironically, the best evidence of 

John’s Jewish identity is buried away inside the single most hateful line of text in Revelation, where 

John implies that he is more authentically Jewish than his adversaries in the Jewish community. 

“Behold,” writes John, attributing his words to Jesus Christ, “I will make those of the synagogue of 

Satan who say that they are Jews and are not come and bow down before your feet and learn that I 

have loved you.”
603

 

The author of Revelation is more familiar with the Hebrew Bible and with 
the book of Enoch 

The author of Revelation seems far more familiar with the Hebrew Bible—and perhaps even such 

obscure apocalyptic writings as the book of Enoch—than with the Christian texts that came to be 

collected in the New Testament. Some 518 allusions to passages of the Hebrew Bible can be found in 
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the book of Revelation, but only fourteen references to “Jesus” or “Jesus Christ,” most of which 

appear in the portions that [Massyngberde Ford
604

] characterizes as “Christian additions.”
 605

 

Revelation is the only NT apocalypse 

Revelation is the only apocalypse as such within the NT.
 606

 

------ 

The book of Revelation is one of a library of apocalypses 

The book of Revelation, then, is an apocalypse, but it is hardly the first or only one; a whole library of 

apocalypses, some composed long before Revelation and some long after, has accumulated over the 

centuries. A Jewish source from the first century, for example, apparently knew of some seventy 

apocalypses that were already on offer at the moment in history when Revelation first appeared.
607

 

The apocalyptic tradition had a long history before the Book of Revelation 

The apocalyptic tradition dates back at least several centuries before Revelation was set down in 

writing, and—as it turns out—the idea was not confined to the Judeo-Christian world. … Many of the 

end-of-the-world auguries that appear in the Bible—”the signs and tribulations of the end, the struggle 

of God and his Messiah against evil, [and] the figure of Satan and his demons”—can be traced all the 

way back to the Zoroastrian writings of Persia, the earliest of which may be several hundred years 

older than any of the Jewish or Christian texts. For that reason, the birthplace of the apocalyptic idea, 

and much else that we find in the so-called Judeo-Christian tradition, may have been ancient Persia 

rather than the Holy Land. … 

The starting point of the apocalyptic tradition in Judaism may well be found in a strange and 

unsettling collection of ancient texts called the First Book of Enoch, the oldest of which predate the 

book of Daniel by a half century or so.
 608

 

Prophets in every age and all over the world have claimed to hear voices 
and see visions 

Revelation is hardly unique among the writings in which men and women have set down their 

spiritual imaginings. Seers, shamans, and self-appointed prophets, in every age and all over the world, 

have claimed to hear voices and see visions, sometimes with divine assistance, sometimes by means 

of mystical incantations or magical potions, and sometimes using only their own powerful insight. … 

The original author of Revelation … stands squarely in the same tradition.
609

 

Some apocalypses were retrieved in the twentieth century 

Some of the strangest apocalyptic texts, in fact, were lost to both Christians and Jews until they were 

rediscovered and retrieved in the twentieth century. Apocalypses were found among the Dead Sea 

Scrolls at a site called Khirbet Qumran in the Judean desert, for example, and the buried archive of 

Gnostic texts at Nag Hammadi on the banks of the Nile River in Egypt.
610

 

John fully expected that the end of the world was close 

Significantly, [John] does not intend his message to endure for the ages for the simple reason that he 

is convinced—and wants to convince his audience—that the end of the world is nigh: “Behold, I come 

quickly,” John hears Jesus Christ say in his vision. … 

Surely the greatest of all the ironies in John’s life and work is the simple and unavoidable fact that the 

things he predicts in the book of Revelation did not come to pass quickly or, for that matter, at all. 

John himself would have been shocked and heartbroken to know that we are all still here to read what 
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he wrote two thousand years ago. That is why the book of Revelation and the apocalyptic tradition in 

Judaism and Christianity have been called, aptly if also poignantly, “the history of a delusion.”
 611

 

As a prophecy, Revelation is dead wrong 

As a work of prophecy, of course, Revelation is wholly and self-evidently wrong. “How long, O Lord, 

holy and true, until you judge and avenge our blood on those who dwell on the earth?” demands the 

biblical author, quoting the souls of the dead martyrs, and he answers his own question by attributing 

an unambiguous promise to Jesus Christ: “Behold, I am coming soon.” Those words were first 

reduced to writing nearly two thousand years ago, but the readers of Revelation are still waiting for 

the day of revenge that is predicted with such clarity and confidence in the ancient text. 

The author of Revelation is not the only figure in Christian scriptures whose prediction of the end-

times was mistaken. Jesus, according to some awkward sayings attributed to him in the Gospels, 

assures his followers that at least some of them will see the end of the world with their own eyes. The 

apostle Paul, in turn, offered the same assurance to his generation of Christians. Both Jesus and Paul 

were gone by the time the author of Revelation set down his vision of “things which must shortly 

come to pass.” All of them turned out to be dead wrong, and the world is still here.
612

 

Revelation is quite in contrast to the Gospels 

Revelation, quite in contrast to the Gospels, is notoriously lacking in loving-kindness. Rather, it is a 

punishing text, full of rage and resentment, almost toxic in its longing for bloody revenge against 

one’s enemies. Only rarely does the author allow his readers to glimpse a kinder and gentler realm, 

and when he does, he explains that it will arrive only after the earth as we know it, strewn with 

corpses and flooded “as high as a horse’s bridle” with blood, is finally destroyed.
613

 

Revelation and the Fourth Gospel come from different writers 

Whereas some common elements exist between the Fourth Gospel and Revelation, ….  the two works 

are poles apart from the point of view of language and must come from different writers.614 

------ 

The language and style of the Apocalypse is so different from both the Gospel and 1-3 John.
615

 

Revelation not used in the first half of the second century 

Although Revelation was written about 96, there are no clear traces of its use in the first half of the 

second century. … In the western regions of Christianity, Revelation was well known and much used 

by the late second century. Its currency in the east, however, was somewhat more limited.
616
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MARCION PRODUCED THE FIRST CHRISTIAN CANON 

Marcion defined a biblical canon for the first time 

[Marcion] defined for the first time a biblical canon. … Marcion clearly intended his First New 

Testament to serve as the touchstone of Christian belief and practice at a time when these were still 

quite fluid and conveyed in a primarily oral environment. … Besides being in all probability the very 

first Christian canon, Marcion’s New Testament is also the earliest extensive witness to content found 

in the New Testament used by Christians today.
617

 

The New Testament took its first shape with Marcion 

Before Marcion there was no New Testament, with him it took its first shape, and after him it 

gradually developed into the form we now know. Before Marcion there were Christian writings that 

were read and treated as, in some sense, authoritative. But they had limited, local circulation and were 

not incorporated into a larger Bible.
618

 

Marcion’s canon was far ahead of its time 

[Marcion] bestowed upon his community a formalized canon consisting of a single gospel (the 

Evangelion) and a collection of Paul’s letters (the Apostolikon). … Marcion, by issuing a delimited 

set of Christian texts considered exclusively authoritative as early as the mid-second century, was far 

ahead of his time. … Marcion played a crucial part in the formation of the New Testament canon. … 

In the time before Marcion we find few quotations from the books that were to be included in the New 

Testament.
619

 

Marcion compiled and disseminated complete editions of texts 

Marcion joins the ranks of the so-called Apostolic Fathers as a witness to the very earliest recoverable 

forms of New Testament texts. Yet, because he did not merely make occasional quotations from or 

allusions to their content as other Apostolic Fathers did, but compiled and disseminated complete 

editions of them, Marcion far exceeds other early witnesses in the extent of evidence he provides for 

the state of New Testament texts in that time.
620

 

Marcion developed the first Christian canon and he might have used the 
original Luke’s Gospel 

Marcion and his followers actually developed the first Christian canon, without the Hebrew Bible but 

with ten letters of Paul and one gospel, which resembled the Gospel of Luke in today’s NT. Although 

Marcion’s opponents claimed that he “mutilated” the Gospel of Luke, some modern scholars question 

this assertion and maintain that the situation was reversed, that Marcion’s Luke was taken over by 

“orthodox” Christians and enlarged. One of the more significant differences between the Marcionite 

and the “orthodox” versions of Luke is the inclusion of the birth narratives (Luke 1–2) in the latter.
621

 

The writings that Marcion accepted 

Marcion accepted as authoritative a canon of ten Epistles of Paul, called the “Apostle,” (Galatians, 1 

and 2 Corinthians, Romans, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, Ephesians, Colossians, Philippians, Philemon) and 

one Gospel (Luke).
622

 

Marcion’s New Testament consisted of two parts: the Evangelion and the 
Apostolikon 

Marcion’s New Testament consisted of two parts: the Evangelion, a narrative account of the teachings 

and deeds of Jesus related literarily to the gospel we now know as Luke, and the Apostolikon, a 
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collection of ten letters of Paul—those very ten, incidentally, that modern critical scholarship has 

concluded have the greatest likelihood of being authentic.
623

 

Marcion’s Evangelion was a version of the basic narrative of “Luke” 

Our principal sources agree in identifying Marcion’s Evangelion as a version of the same basic 

narrative found under the name of Luke in use among non-Marcionite Christians.
624

 

Marcion’s Apostolikon is the only second-century edition of Paul with 
fairly detailed information 

It remains true that Marcion’s Apostolikon is the only second-century edition of Paul about whose 

shape we have fairly detailed information. We know which letters of Paul Marcion included, and the 

order in which they appeared in the collection.
625

 

Gnostics and the church recognised the same documents as Scripture 

The Gnostics and the church recognized some of the same documents “as Scripture.” But this 

recognition did not guarantee proper interpretation of these documents. The anti-Gnostic church father 

Irenaeus (ca. 130—ca. 200) indicates this when he states, “But all the rest, inflated with the false 

name of ‘knowledge.’ do certainly recognize the Scriptures; but they pervert the interpretations.” 
626

 

The church’s writings remained fluid long after Marcion formed his 
collection 

It has become a common argument that the New Testament canon is an anti-Marcionite creation. …  

However, many judge it as rather an overstatement to claim that Marcion made a decisive 

contribution to the formation of the New Testament canon by the end of the second century. Most 

agree about its chronological precedence—it was the first canon of writings—but this needs to be 

distinguished from the question of its influence on the church. There is no evidence that the fixation 

of a canon by Marcion led to a concerted effort in the church to offer a counter. In fact, the number of 

writings valued by the church remained fluid for a long period after Marcion posited his collection.
627

 

Marcion’s contribution to the formation of the Christian Bible 

We still can affirm in large part Harnack’s summary of Marcion’s contribution to the formation of the 

Christian Bible: 

1. Christians owe to Marcion the idea of a New Testament. It had occurred to no one before and 

can best be understood as originating in the context of Marcion’s rejection of an Old 

Testament base for Christianity. 

2. Christians owe to Marcion the particular form of the New Testament. The equal standing of 

the letters of Paul with the memoirs of Christ’s life is something that would not be expected in 

a sacred literature from any precedent up to that time. 

3. Christians owe to Marcion the prominence of the voice of Paul in the New Testament, and 

consequently in subsequent Christian tradition. Many of Marcion’s contemporaries had all but 

forgotten Paul, or subsumed him within the broader apostolic mass. 

4. Christians owe to Marcion the push towards a Christianity rooted in its own distinctive 

scripture, rather than in an oral tradition of interpreting Jewish scripture, or in a scriptureless 

system of authority and practice like most Greco-Roman religions of the time.
628
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The canonical Christian Bible reflects second-century anti-Marcionite 
tendencies 

As is widely known, Marcion was one who championed Paul alone, teaching that Jesus was the 

revealer of an alien God of love, wholly different than the creator God of the Jews. This doctrine, 

which effectively drove a wedge of separation between the old and new covenants, led Marcion to 

omit the “Jewish” elements of Paul’s letters, reject the Jewish Scriptures, and with them, the writings 

of the “Jewish” apostles associated with the Jerusalem mission to the Jews. Catholic theologians like 

Irenaeus and Tertullian responded to Marcion by placing Paul firmly within the embrace of the 

Jerusalem apostles, and underscoring the continuity of the old and new covenants by insisting on the 

authority of the OT. The canonical edition of the Christian Bible, according to Trobisch, reflects these 

same second-century anti-Marcionite tendencies.
629
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LUKE: A LATE, UNRELIABLE HISTORY 

Gospel of Luke was written between 80 and 90 C.E. 

The Gospels of Matthew and Luke (written between 80 and 90 C.E.)
 630

 

------ 

Luke wrote around 80 CE, with the express intention of setting the record straight about Jesus’s life. 

…  Luke targeted a different audience than Matthew. … His audience, like that of some of Paul’s 

letters, is those Gentiles who had some familiarity with scripture.
631

 

------ 

Luke, the third gospel writer (ca. 88-93).
632

 

A growing number of scholars date Luke-Acts to the first decades of the 
second century 

For about a century, the conventional wisdom of mainline scholarship has dated Luke and Acts to the 

late 80s or 90s. But in the last decade, a growing number of scholars have dated them significantly 

later, in the first decade or two of the second century. … 

The growing movement to date Luke and Acts in the early second century has more than one 

foundation. Some scholars argue that the author knew passages from the works of Josephus, a Jewish 

historian who wrote in the 90s, thus making Luke-Acts later than that.
633

 

Luke wrote two generations after Paul, for a different audience and 
situation 

The Luke of the two-volume work that tradition calls the Gospel According to Luke and the Acts of 

the Apostles is not the same “Luke” mentioned by Paul in Philemon 24 or by post-Pauline writers in 

Colossians 4:14 (“the beloved physician”) and 2 Timothy 4:11. Furthermore, there is no persuasive 

evidence that this Luke of the two-volume gospel knows any of the Pauline letters—or, if he does, 

that he agrees with their theology. This Luke is writing two generations after Paul, at a different time 

and place, for a different audience and situation, with a different purpose and intention; although he 

knows exactly what he intends to do at the end of the first century, it is not what Paul intended to do 

in its middle.
634

 

Luke wrote when the church was largely Gentile 

Toward the end of the first century, when Luke composed these volumes, the church was largely 

Gentile, the Jewish nation utterly defeated by Rome, and Jerusalem in ruins.
635

  

The author of Luke-Acts is not known 

We do not know who the author was. The documents do not name him. Second-century Christians 

assigned authorship to “Luke” and identified him with the “Luke” who was a companion of Paul in 

the 50s. … But the majority of modern scholars are skeptical or at least very uncertain that Luke-Acts 

was written by a companion of Paul.
636

 

Luke was not an eyewitness of Jesus 

More likely, the author, as he states openly in Luke 1:1-2, was not an eyewitness of the events he 

reports, but based his account on reports he had heard or read from those who were. For convenience, 

we refer to him as Luke, but as with the other Gospels, the identity of the authors is simply unknown, 
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probably has been from the earliest years of the document’s existence, and many sources — oral and 

written — and authors fed into the final product. The author is nonetheless remarkably skilled and 

fluent as a writer.
637

 

Luke wrote more of the New Testament than anyone else 

More of the New Testament was written by [Luke] than anybody else. Luke and Acts are about 30 

percent of the New Testament—longer than the letters of Paul combined, and 80 percent as long as 

Matthew, Mark, and John combined.
638

 

Luke was not very familiar with Palestine or Palestinian topography 

There is nothing in the Gospel text itself that suggests that [Luke] was a doctor or even interested in 

medical issues, particularly when it comes to scenes of Jesus’ healing. … The author of Luke is not 

very familiar with Palestine or Palestinian topography. What’s more, his Greek is heavily influenced 

by the “biblical” style of the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures composed in 

Alexandria, Egypt. This would suggest that “Luke” wrote for a Diaspora Judeo-Christian community 

somewhere in the Mediterranean region.
639

 

Reliability of Luke’s historical accounts is doubted 

Since the nineteenth century, scholars have continued to debate the degree to which Luke’s accounts 

of Jesus and the apostles (especially Paul) are historically reliable. … Ancient and modern historians 

are not interested merely in reporting facts, but in placing what was said and done by the historical 

figures in a larger framework of meaning. … 

In setting out his story of Jesus and the work of the apostles in preparation for the completion of 

God’s purpose for the world, Luke uses a popular literary style of the early second century C.E. and 

subsequent centuries, known by classical scholars as “the Hellenistic romance.” … In the process, the 

tensions that often divided earliest Christianity are muted, and events known to us from earlier 

literature (Mark and Paul, chiefly) are conflated, confused, or passed over in silence. The first two 

chapters of Luke, for example, provide what may seem to be circumstantial reports concerning Jesus’ 

birth. But at many points, the Lukan chapters contradict the opening chapters of Matthew. … The 

point about such material is not that it is a simple matter of legend. Rather, circumstantial material 

speaks to the theological meaning of Jesus’ divine sonship.
640

 

Acts presents an idealized picture of early Christian unity 

Scholars suspect that this portrayal [in Acts] of early Christian unity is an idealized picture projected 

backward from the time when Acts was written early in the second century.
641

 

Luke’s artistic contrivance 

Luke’s artistic contrivance is attested by a number of features.
642

 

Luke is a theological artist 

Luke is a theological artist. He creates for a purpose, and the purpose can shift from one part of his 

story to the next. He wrote the Gospel that bears his name, and the beautiful accounts he created of 

Jesus’ birth and presentation in the Temple, with their accompanying canticles, show how good he 

was at presenting doctrine as narrative. … The first thing to note about his accounts is their distance 

not only from Paul’s words but from legal possibility and historical probability.
643
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Luke relied on Mark and on Q, adapting them to suit his purposes 

Although the Gospel relied on Mark, or Mark-like tradition, and on Q as its basic sources, Luke 

adapts them to his own purposes, rearranging the sequence and adjusting the details.
644

 

------ 

The consensus view of the ‘Synoptic problem’ is still that Luke was able to use Mark as one of his 

sources. The a quo date for Luke is therefore almost certainly post-70. In addition, Luke 21.24 

probably implies that the author was able to look back on the destruction of Jerusalem (cf. 19.43-

44).
645

 

Luke’s account of the Last Supper differs from Mark’s account 

The Lukan account of the Last Supper differs in both order and content from Mark in so many ways 

that scholars have proposed that Luke had access to an independent tradition for this section of his 

Gospel. Luke’s version emphasizes that Jesus’ final meal with the disciples includes the prediction of 

the fulfillment of God’s purpose for his people. … Luke’s language also includes the use of the Greek 

verb dietheto, when he says “I have appointed you, just as the father appointed me, a kingdom,” 

which is linked with the noun diatheke, meaning “covenant” or “testament.” Thus the force of this 

statement is to promise that the Twelve will have a central role when God fulfils his purpose for the 

covenant people of Israel. Meanwhile, the Eucharistic meal is an anticipation and a reminder of what 

God is set to do for his people.
646

 

Luke seems to play down Jesus’ death as an atonement 

Luke seems to avoid or to play down any idea of Jesus’ death as an atonement for sins in his account 

of the earliest preaching. And since Baur, a recurring claim is that Luke attempted to reconcile 

diverging strands of Christianity by, inter alia, re-judaizing Paul. In such a case, Luke’s account of 

the earliest period of Christianity cannot be expected to provide any historical data that would bridge 

the gap between Jesus’ death and the early confessions of Jesus’ death as ‘for our sins’.
647
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ACTS OF THE APOSTLES: HISTORY TO COUNTERACT MARCION 

ACTS IS A WORK OF THE SECOND CENTURY648 

The Acts of the Apostles (23:6), a late-first- or possibly early-second-century C.E. work.
649

 

------ 

Acts may well have been written in the early second century using the extant letters of Paul as the 

ground for constructing the travel narrative about Paul.
650

 

------ 

It is useful to remember when Acts was written: in the early decades of the second century.
651

 

------ 

In sum, Acts is at home in Ephesus during the second decade of the second century.
652

 

------ 

Acts is written either late in the first century or in the first few decades of the second century.
653

 

Acts is a second century work of absolute genius 

The Acts of the Apostles was a work of absolute genius. It was written late in the first quarter of the 

second century by a highly educated Hellenistic Christian living somewhere around the Aegean 

Sea.
654

 

The date of Acts might be as early as 120-125 CE 

With regard to date, the most secure external evidence is an explicit declaration by or within a datable 

author or text that such and such a document exists. In the case of Acts that evidence is provided by 

Irenaeus of Lyon, c. 180, who cites Acts as an authoritative book. The earliest recognized possible 

indirect allusion is found in Polycarp of Smyrna, c. 130–35. This attestation, which I [Richard Pervo] 

accept, preferring to err on the side of caution, would indicate that Polycarp was familiar with at least 

part of Acts, but it says nothing about the status or authority of the book.8In the decade since I worked 

on Dating Acts, the possibility that the Pastor (author of 1–2 Timothy, Titus) knew Acts has gained 

strength. This would drop indirect allusion down to c. 120–25, again with no hint about status.
655

 

100 CE is the earliest possible date for Acts; Luke read Paul through a 
deutero-Pauline lens 

The propositions that Luke used Josephus and a collection of Paul’s letters establish 100 CE as the 

earliest possible date. “Collection” is a key word. If Luke had used only Romans or I Corinthians, for 

instance, one could argue that these letters appear to have enjoyed independent circulation, but Acts 

exhibits knowledge of 2 Corinthians (or at least a fragment thereof), Romans (8 references), I 

Corinthians (14 references), Galatians (25 references), Ephesians (19 references), and I Thessalonians 

(13 references). Less well attested are Philippians (4 references) and Colossians (3/4 references). 

These data point to a collection that included at least one deuteropauline letter (Ephesians, probably 

also Colossians) and one or two presumably composite letters (2 Corinthians; Philippians). … Luke 
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had access to a collection. They also show that Luke read Paul’s words through a deuteropauline lens. 

The voice was Paul’s voice, but the hands were those of deuteropauline.
656

 

Ephesians, then Acts, followed by the Pastorals at 120-130 CE 

120–130 [CE], the Pastoral Epistles (=PE) (1–2 Timothy, Titus). My [Richard Pervo] proposal is that 

Acts fits into Ephesus between Ephesians and the PE, closer in time to the PE, (probably less than a 

decade). All but the most conservative scholars view this collection as Deutero-pauline, and its 

association with Ephesus is scarcely disputable.
657

 

A date of 100-150 CE for Acts recognises more of the relevant factors 

Arguments for a late date for Acts, that is, 100-150 C.E., recognize more of the relevant factors 

affecting its composition and present us with fewer problems than do the other nodal dates. The 

terminus a quo is determined by the influence of Josephus on Acts and the use of Paul’s collected 

letters. The terminus ad quem is the appearance of citations of Acts in Justin and later writers. In the 

first half of the second century the death of Paul and the fall of Jerusalem are distant memories that do 

not require explicit reference.
658

 

Acts belongs to the second decade of the second century (c. 115) 

Acts belongs to the second decade of the second century (c. 115). The author’s use of Paul’s letters 

and his probable knowledge of the Antiquities of Josephus rule out a date before 100. … Acts is also 

familiar with the organization and issues of Christian groups during the first decades of the second 

century.
659

 

Luke was likely familiar with Paul’s letters and with some of Josephus’ 
works [90s CE] 

The near certainty that Luke used Paul’s letters, and the very strong probability that he was familiar 

with some of Josephus’ works.
660

 

The author of Acts made use of Josephus as well as a collection of 
Pauline letters 

I [Joseph Tyson] begin with an expression of agreement with Richard L Pervo on the revised date for 

the composition of Acts. In my judgment he has presented a substantial argument for dating it in the 

period between 100-130 CE. Although the consensus dating of Acts in ca. 85 CE has long held, few 

scholars have been willing to lay out convincing arguments either for this date or for a meaningful 

context for its composition. Pervo, by contrast. marshals impressive arguments to show that the author 

of Acts made use of Josephus’s Antiquities of the Jews, as well as a collection of Pauline letters, and 

he thus establishes a firm terminus a quo 
661

for the composition of Acts at 100 CE.
662

 

Luke wrote his Gospel and Acts seventy five years or more after the time 
of Jesus 

We now know that Luke wrote his gospel and the Acts of the Apostles in the early second century, 

seventy-five or more years after the time of Jesus, and that he had his reasons for wanting to imagine 

things that way.
663

 

Acts suits the world of the Apostolic Fathers 

Acts suits the world of the Apostolic Fathers, the Pastoral Epistles, and the beginnings of apologetic. 

… The home of Acts is in the suburbs of the apologists.
664
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No one knows who wrote Luke and Acts 

Who wrote Acts? The Gospel of Luke and the book of Acts are, like all biblical “histories,” 

anonymous.
665

 

EARLIEST REFERENCES TO ACTS 

Acts of the Apostles first referred to near the mid second century 

The Acts of the Apostles, although composed as a companion piece to the Gospel of Luke, had a 

separate history from Luke and did not come into any broad currency until later. Justin Martyr, near 

the mid-second century, is the first writer to show any knowledge of Acts, but it was later still that any 

real importance was attached to Acts, possibly as a consequence of the conflicts with Marcion and 

gnostic groups.
666

 

Acts first attested to in 180 CE 

This “canon consciousness” suggests that the book of Acts was composed at a later date than is 

typically thought; this theory is supported by the first attestation of the book around 180 C.E. The first 

writer to quote from and make references to Acts is Irenaeus, who uses Acts extensively to refute the 

heretical theologian Marcion (ca. 110-160) in the third book of his Against Heresies.  

Marcionite Christianity followed the lead of Paul and opposed the Jerusalem-based leadership of 

James and his associates. The Marcionite Bible contained only one Gospel, which was close to (but 

not identical with) the canonical Gospel according to Luke; in addition to the Gospel, it contained ten 

letters of Paul, but Hebrews and the Pastorals were not included.
667

 

External references to Acts are relatively late 

An external reference provides a definite terminus ad quem
668

 for a document. External references to 

Acts are relatively late and leave us with a wide range of possibilities for the date of its composition. 

… It is fair to say that no writer confirms its existence before the middle of the second century. … We 

possess definite evidence only from the second half of the second century.
669

 

A WORK INTENDED TO COUNTER MARCION 

Acts was written in the second century, when one significant figure was 
Marcion 

Acts was written in the early decades of the second century. … Based on the above data as derived 

from the text of Acts, the most probable range of dates is ca. 110–120. … Studies of the history of 

Christianity in this period have shown that it was a time of great theological diversity and that no 

normative set of beliefs had yet emerged. One significant Christian movement was attached to the 

figure of Marcion, who was probably the best known second-century “heretic.” 
670

 

Acts was a reaction against Marcion 

In his 1942 study, Marcion and the New Testament, … Knox there argued that the book of Acts was 

written as a reaction against Marcion.
671

 

Acts employs techniques to dispute Marcion’s claims regarding Paul 

The author of Acts employed a number of literary techniques to dispute Marcionite claims, including 

the characterization of Peter as the leader of the early community and chief of the apostles. Further, 

the parallelization of Peter and Paul negates any concept of Pauline autonomy. But the parallelism 
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between Peter and Paul is not complete, since the title “apostle” is almost totally confined to Peter and 

the Jerusalem leaders and used apparently to designate Paul (and Barnabas) only in two verses (Acts 

14:4, 14). Is this not a direct reversal of the Marcionite claim that Paul is the apostle, who stands 

opposed lo Peter and the others? For the author of Acts, there is complete harmony between Peter and 

Paul; the Jerusalem leaders are undoubtedly apostles, but Paul’s official position is ambiguous.
672

 

Acts likely produced to counter Marcionite Christianity 

It is very likely that the book of Acts, in the form we read it today, was produced to assist the 

emerging Catholic Church in its struggle against Marcionite Christianity. This is also true for the New 

Testament as a whole. Whoever selected the eight authors whose writings are collected in the New 

Testament tried to give as much representation to Paul as he did to the .Jerusalem leadership. The 

letters of Paul are balanced by a collection of letters from Peter, John, and .Jesus’s brothers James and 

Jude. The gospel of Paul (Luke) is offset by the Gospels of Matthew and John. Mark, who is 

portrayed as being close to both Peter (1 Peter 5:13) and Paul (Col. 4:10), serves as a role model to the 

readers, encouraging them not to make a choice between Peter and Paul.
673

 

Some of Acts’ major themes may be intended to counter the Marcionite 
movement 

Although the author of Acts never mentions Marcion, some of the major themes in the book may be 

accounted for by supposing that its author intended to counteract some of the contentions of the 

Marcionite movement. For example, in the idyllic portrayal of the early believing community, the 

author of Acts stresses the community’s fidelity to Jewish traditions and practices. … In addition, the 

characterization of Paul, who dominates the latter half of Acts, stresses his fidelity to Jewish beliefs 

and practices.
674

 

Luke-Acts partially met the challenge of Marcionite Christianity 

Acts and the final edition of the Gospel of Luke were published at the time when Marcion of Pontus 

was beginning to proclaim his version of the Christian gospel, that is, ca. 120-125 C.E. The author of 

these documents no doubt had a number of purposes in mind when he composed these texts but 

prominent among them was the intent to provide the church with certain writings that would serve in 

its fight against Marcionite Christianity. The emergence of Marcionite Christianity in Asia and Italy in 

the early second century presented a challenge to other Christians, a challenge that was partially met 

by the author of Luke-Acts. The controversy with Marcion was, in effect, a defining struggle, a 

struggle over the very meaning of the Christian message.
675

 

------ 

The author [of Acts] attempted to meet the Marcionite challenge. For one thing … [he] characterized 

Paul as being in line with the Jerusalem apostles rather than acting as the sole apostle that Marcion 

supposed. He stressed the parallelism of Peter and Paul and portrayed Paul as a loyal Jew and devout 

Pharisee. He included speeches of Paul that link Christian beliefs and practices with the Hebrew 

Bible. 

In opposition to Marcionite Christianity the author of Acts claims that the Jesus movement was 

prepared for by the Hebrew prophets, and he claims that it is the fulfillment of prophecy and the 

Bible. In the text of Acts the credible characters explain the emergence of Gentile Christianity not as 

evidence of some non-Jewish character within the gospel but as rooted in the Hebrew Scriptures. 

Much that we find in Acts is directed against the contentions of Marcion and his followers.
676
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The struggle with Marcion provides the most likely context for Acts 

The struggle of the church with Marcion and Marcionite Christianity provides the most likely context 

for the writing of Acts.
677

 

------ 

The tradition that Acts was composed by Luke, the companion of Paul, was most welcome to early 

Christian opponents of a theology promulgated by Marcion of Sinope, who argued that Paul was at 

odds with the other apostles. For these writers Luke was a convenient solution to the question of who 

wrote Acts. Too convenient, the perspicacious detective will say.
678

 

The major themes in Acts address the Marcionite challenge 

These then are, in my judgment, the major themes in Acts. 

(1) Growth of the community 

(2) Order of the community 

(3) Divine leadership of the community 

(4) Internal harmony of the community 

(5) The community’s fidelity to Jewish traditions and practices 

(6) Jewish opposition to the community 

(7) The community’s inclusion of Gentiles 

(8) Jewish rejection of the Christian message. …  

Many of these themes may be best explained as motivated by the need to counter the Marcionite 

challenge. …  

The emphasis in Acts on the internal harmony of the community addresses the issue raised by 

Marcion that would posit a split between Paul and the older apostles. The theme of order likewise 

points to the leadership of the community by the apostles. The theme of the community’s fidelity to 

Jewish traditions and practices, together with the literary pattern that supports it, would also have 

served as a powerful counter to Marcionite claims. Marcion, who would totally distance Christian 

faith from Jewish traditions, is here met by an author who makes every attempt to show that the faith 

of Peter, Stephen, Paul, and all the Christians was the supreme expression of fidelity to the Hebrew 

Bible and Mosaic teachings and that Jesus was the fulfillment of Hebrew prophecy and Jewish 

messianic expectation.
679

 

Acts fits the early second century battle between proto-orthodox and 
gnostic Christians over the legacy of Paul 

Paul regards himself as one of “the Apostles” (1 Cor 15:9), whereas Luke excludes Paul from the 

apostolic circle and puts him under the authority of the Jerusalem hierarchy. Why this recasting of 

Paul in Acts? What had changed by the time Luke composed the Acts of the Apostles? Westar’s 

Acts Seminar has concluded that Acts best fits the historical context of the early second century battle 

between proto-orthodox and gnostic Christians over the legacy of Paul. In this context, the author of 

Acts portrays Paul as an obedient Christian Pharisee and the hero of a unified and rapidly spreading 

religious movement over against Marcion’s portrait of Paul as a radical who was hostile to the 

Hebrew scriptures and the world of the flesh, and who introduced an alien god that is distinct from the 

earthly creator of Gensis.
680

 

Acts is a significant resource for understanding second-century 
Christianity 

While Acts is highly questionable as a resource for first-century Christianity, it is a significant 

resource for understanding the issues and shape of the Christianity of its own day. As a product of the 
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second century, Acts is a primary resource for understanding second-century Christianity. The Acts 

Seminar has addressed this issue with several papers, but research on this subject is still preliminary. 

It should be noted that interpreting Acts as produced in the second century is not the same as 

interpreting Acts as read in the second century and results in a different research methodology, a 

distinction not always made clear in current scholarship.
681

 

PROBLEMS WITH ACTS’ NARRATIVE 

Acts has been called a theological novel 

The Acts of the Apostles has been called a theological novel, and it does share some traits with the 

Hellenistic novels being written at the same time as Acts—wandering preachers, miracles, sea 

adventures, long rhetorical speeches.
682

 

Acts is a doubtful asset 

For every reader of the New Testament the first problem is to see the connections between the 

Epistles and the Gospels. The usual way of doing this is to read both against the background of Acts; 

but this is, as they know, the path to bewilderment. How, to give an example, are we to reconcile 

Jesus’ clear teaching to Peter and others that all food is clean (Mark 7.15-19) with Peter’s need of a 

vision proclaiming ‘What God has cleansed do not call unclean’ (Acts 10), and then, some years later, 

Peter’s refusal to eat meat at Antioch (Ga1. 2.12)? Acts is in fact a doubtful asset, for it was Luke who 

invented the united virginal church theory, and Acts is his steady and skilful attempt to paper over all 

the cracks.
683

 

Acts lies between absolute fact and pure fiction 

Nearly all agree that Acts lies at some point on a spectrum between absolute fact and pure fiction. … 

The fictions of Acts are too prominent and too numerous to be accounted for by denial and 

avoidance.
684

 

Acts bristles with problems 

“The Acts of the Apostles,” as it is entitled, is a crucial book in the New Testament Many can enjoy it, 

but it bristles with problems—including the problem of its portrait of the Jewish people.
685

 

Acts incorporates editorial manipulations 

The Acts of the Apostles … also incorporates editorial manipulations. It seeks to harmonize with the 

later, more sedate outlook of the church, the early enthusiastic Parousia expectation, and modifies 

also other concepts such as the presentation of Peter.
686

 

Acts’ story was constructed to fit its ideology 

Acts constructed its story to fit ideological goals.
687

 

Acts’ major purpose was to legitimise the Gentile mission 

Luke’s major purpose was not to portray the life and death of Paul but to provide a basis for 

legitimating the Gentile mission. Luke’s main story in Acts was that of the progress of the gospel 

from Jerusalem to Rome.
688

 

------ 

Acts is not directly interested in the story of Christian origins. Its purpose is to show the legitimacy of 

the gentile mission associated with Paul.
689
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Luke twists facts to fit his thesis, mostly about a harmony among Peter, 
James, and Paul 

One cannot write the story of Christian origins by giving Acts a makeover. If the story cannot be 

recovered, it is better to acknowledge ignorance than to build a house upon sand. Besides, Acts is not 

directly interested in the story of Christian origins. Its purpose is to show the legitimacy of the gentile 

mission associated with Paul. It ignores much that does not fit this purpose: take for example the 

beginnings of the Christian movement in such places as Galilee (central to Mark), most of Syria, 

Alexandria and Rome. Other facts are twisted to fit the thesis, most apparently Luke’s presentation of 

the harmony among Peter, James, and Paul (for example, Acts 15). Luke’s nearly perfect “crime” is 

not just what he neglected to mention, but his artistry in convincing readers that he has given them 

“the big picture” when what he has painted is merely a distorted portrait of one (admittedly major) 

segment of the whole.
690

 

Acts hides the tensions between Peter and Paul 

Acts sought to draw a veil over historical tensions between Peter and Paul.
691

 

------ 

The final redaction of the Canonical Edition demonstrates an interest in minimizing the conflict 

between the Jerusalem authorities and Paul so vividly described in his Letter to the Galatians. Of all 

New Testament writings, it is the Book of Acts that most implicitly displays this harmonizing 

tendency.
692

 

Contrast between Paul’s fragmented Christianity and the harmonious 
movement in Acts 

Redactional studies have demonstrated that the author of Acts interpreted the events he describes in 

light of his theological agenda and a certain set of biases that inform his work. What launched Baur’s 

work on the historical reliability of Acts was the stark contrast between the fragmentation of earliest 

Christianity reflected in Paul’s letters and the utopian picture of a unified and harmonious movement 

painted in Acts.
693

 

Luke tended to gloss over several most negative incidents 

We should recall that Luke’s tendency was to gloss over several of the most negative incidents in the 

history of Christianity’s expansion.
694

 

Acts’ narrative has been carefully arranged 

Much of the narrative of Acts has been homogenized and, in addition, that it has been arranged with 

considerable architectural and decorative care.
695

 

Acts’ late view of the Pauline world 

[Acts] views the Pauline world from a perspective of about fifty years after Paul’s death.
696

 

Paul’s gentile outreach is one clue to resolving the enigmas in Acts 

There are many enigmas in Acts, but one clue to their resolution continually appears: Paul’s 

missionary outreach to the gentiles. ... Luke’s story has some notable restrictions because the driving 

force behind it was to legitimize the gentile, Pauline mission.
697
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ACTS IS NOT LITERAL HISTORY 

The author of Acts did not write with the goal of getting his history right 

The author of Acts was an accomplished storyteller/theologian who wrote a story with a decidedly 

apologetic purpose. He did not write with an antiquarian interest or with a goal toward getting his 

history right. Nor did he simply stitch together sources he had collected. Rather we found that he was 

in complete control of his material and fully capable of making it say what he wanted it to say.
698

 

Acts is “historically suspect” 

According to Acts, despite receiving an unusually hostile reaction in the synagogue, Paul succeeded 

in persuading “a great many of the devout Greeks and not a few of the leading women” to join him 

(17:1-9)…. This account, like all the other accounts in Acts, is historically suspect.
699

 

The narrative of Acts is historically shaky 

The purpose of this review has been to demonstrate how historically shaky the narrative of Acts is. It 

is not the story of the earliest church, nor even the story of the gentile mission. Acts is not even, by 

any account, simply the story of Paul. Apart from its use of patterns and formulae, the book is very 

difficult to use as a firm historical resource because of its many gaps and improbabilities. The issues 

are not limited to matters about which Luke was uninformed, or even misinformed. At a number of 

points it is apparent that Luke knew more than he said or better than what he reported. The majority of 

the problems … and it is by no means a complete catalogue—evidently stem from authorial 

decisions.
700

 

Acts is not a home for historians 

Acts is a beautiful house that readers may happily admire, but it is not a home in which the historian 

can responsibly live. That is the crime.
701

 

Read as history, Acts is unsatisfactory 

Michael Goulder, believed that Acts was written between 80-85 CE by Luke, the companion of Paul. 

Although I am convinced that Acts appeared a good generation later (c. 110-120) and was written by 

an admirer rather than a companion of Paul, I quite agree with Goulder’s formulation of the problem. 

Read as history, Acts is unsatisfactory.
702

 

------ 

The leading contemporary approach to Acts therefore deals with the question of history largely by 

ignoring it. “Luke the historian” has given way to “Luke the artist and theologian.” 
703

 

Acts lacks attention to chronology 

Even the strongest defenders of Luke as historian regard as a defect his lack of attention to 

chronology.
704

 

ACTS IS AT ODDS WITH PAUL 

Acts does not refer directly to Paul’s letters or themes 

The author of Acts … does not refer to Paul’s letters directly and ignores the major themes.
705
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Paul’s autobiographical information contradicts Luke’s information 

What little biographical information Paul does give us (about himself) seems to fatally compromise, if 

not contradict, what we have from Luke (in Acts). Paul himself never states that he studied in 

Jerusalem under Gamaliel or anyone else (as we would expect he would when he boasts of being a 

“Hebrew of Hebrews”; Phil 3:4-6); nor that he participated in any way in persecutions there (as we 

would expect when he speaks of his former life as a “persecutor”; e.g. Gal 1:13-14). 

Further, he explicitly denies that he went up to Jerusalem immediately after his call or sought to 

confer with the original disciples until some time later, after a sojourn in Arabia and another trip to 

Damascus. At this point, “after three years,” Paul reports that he “was still not known by face”—

either as a persecutor (cf. Acts 8:1) or as an apostle (cf. Acts 9:28-29)—to the churches of Judea 

(Gal:17-24). … 

If Acts did not exist and all we had were Paul’s letters, we would have no reason to think of him as 

other than a Jew of the Diaspora whose language was Greek, whose original arena of activity was 

Damascus, and whose relations with the original disciples were complicated and occasionally 

difficult.
706

 

The information from Acts contradicts Paul in crucial ways 

First, the investigation here focuses solely on the information Paul provides in his own letters: I resist 

supplementing that information with the stories about Paul provided in Acts. Acts dates from a 

significantly later period, well after the Roman destruction of Jerusalem in 70. By that time, the 

original community gathered in Jerusalem, to which Paul had a complicated and highly charged 

relationship, had virtually disappeared. Further, as we shall see, the information that Acts relates 

about Paul—most specifically, on the event and circumstances of his call to be an apostle to the 

Gentiles, and on his later negotiations with the Jerusalem community—contradicts Paul’s own 

statements in crucial ways. … Acts is not used here as a source for reconstructing Paul’s reflections 

on the figure of Jesus.
707

 

Acts is in partial or full disagreement with the undisputed Pauline letters 

Paul is the hero of Acts. But when Acts can be compared with information derived from the 

undisputed Pauline letters, there is partial or full disagreement upon most major points.
708

 

Acts is often at odds with Paul 

[Acts of the Apostles] is often at odds with [Paul’s] earlier and authentic letters—for a very good 

reason. Luke does not cite or refer to any of the letters. In fact, he does not seem to know they exist. If 

he does, he treats them as a nuisance best ignored. That in itself is enough to destroy the image 

“Luke” presents of having known Paul, and even of having traveled or worked with him.
709

 

Contradictory information on the choosing of Paul 

To understand the nature of the Pauline church, a good grasp of its genesis is essential. How did Paul, 

the Jew from Tarsus, envisage his vocation as the chosen messenger of Jesus Christ? The Acts of the 

Apostles (chapters 9-28) and the autobiographical references in Paul’s letters (Gal. 1:13-2:14; 2 Cor. 

11:21-9) provide sundry and sometimes contradictory information.
710

 

Paul is one of Acts’ enigmas 

Paul, as none need be told, is a major figure in Acts. He is also one of its enigmas. Paul is Luke’s 

hero, but it is not likely that the Paul of Acts would be Paul’s hero. There are many disparities 

between the Paul revealed in his surviving collected correspondence and the Paul portrayed in Acts. 
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No one would expect them to be identical … but the differences exceed what appears warranted by 

changes in time and circumstance.
711

 

Acts is a secondary source for knowing Paul 

Acts is significantly later than Paul’s letters and, like the gospels, combines memory, development, 

and testimony a generation or two after Paul. Thus it is a secondary source for knowing about Paul.
712

 

------ 

When Acts and Paul’s letters disagree, Paul’s letters take precedence.
713

 

------ 

An important methodological point must be made at the outset. We have two basic sources for 

information about Paul: his letters and the book of Acts. Of these two, it is the letters, and especially 

the undisputed letters, that are to be given priority for our historical knowledge of Paul. Acts is clearly 

secondary in nature, involving the narrative overlay of Luke, with its selectivity, re-expression, and 

interpretation. While, as we have noted, there is no need for the extreme skepticism of some scholars 

concerning the historical reliability of Acts, it is worth being apprized of the problem and in instances 

where a choice may be required to give preference to the letters.
714

 

Acts is not an independent source on Paul 

Acts can no longer be considered an independent source for the life and mission of Paul.
715

 

Luke’s biased portrayal of Paul 

Luke never portrays Paul engaged in struggles with rival members of the Jesus movement.
716

 

In Acts, Paul does not qualify to be an apostle 

Credentials are one place to begin. The essence of Paul’s identity resided in his calling to be an 

apostle, yet in Acts he does not qualify to be an apostle. … The single credential that was most 

important to the historical Paul is denied him, however regretfully, by Luke. This is the title of 

“apostle.” 
717
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THE PASTORAL EPISTLES: 1 & 2 TIMOTHY, TITUS 

The Pastorals possibly date to the last two decades of the first century 

The date [of the Pastorals] seems to fall somewhere between the ecclesiology of Ephesians and that of 

Ignatius, and to match that of Acts. This suggests a date in the last two decades of the first century.
718

 

1 Timothy was written around the beginning of the second century 

The problem of “freeloaders” is … treated in 1 Timothy 5:3-16, written in Paul’s name around or 

soon after the beginning of the second century.
719

 

First explicit witness to Timothy and Titus is late in the second century 

One traditional component of the Pauline collection was not regularly present in its early editions: 

namely, the pseudonymous letters to Timothy and Titus. The first explicit witness to their presence in 

the collection is Irenaeus late in the second century. Prior to that time their status is unclear. They 

formed no part of Marcion’s edition.
720

 

The letters to Timothy and Titus were written during the first half of the 
second century 

The three letters [to Timothy and Titus] were written at different times, undoubtedly during the first 

half of the second century. They were not included in Marcion’s list of Paul’s letters (ca. 140 C.E.), 

nor do they appear in the earliest manuscript collection of Paul’s letters (P46, ca. 200 C.E.). 

Quotations first appear in Irenaeus’ Against Heresies (180 C.E.), and their content fits nicely into the 

situation and thought of the church in the mid-second century. Their attribution to Paul is clearly 

fictional, for their language, style, and thought are thoroughly un-Pauline, and the “personal” 

references to particular occasions in the lives of Timothy, Titus, and Paul do not fit with 

reconstructions of that history taken from the authentic letters of Paul.
721

 

The Pastorals (First and Second Timothy, and Titus) were not written by 
Paul 

It is very difficult to avoid the conclusion that the Pastorals were not written by Paul and reflect 

situations which are most probably to be dated to a post-70 context.
722

 

Some Christians wrote in Paul’s name 

When Timothy edited the core of Paul’s letters, adding material of his own, that spurred some 

Christians to continue writing in Paul’s name. They produced these new missives as personal letters 

of Paul to Timothy and Titus, but scholarship is nearly unanimous in rejecting these attributions.
723

 

------ 

The later letters written in Paul’s name (1 and 2 Timothy, and Titus).
 724

 

Pastorals differ considerably in style from the other letters 

Another peculiarity about the letters of Paul is that some letters differ considerably in style from other 

letters. This inconsistency of style has especially been noted for Hebrews and the three letters 1-2 

Timothy and Titus, which are usually called Pastoral letters. Word statistics show that the Pastoral 

letters provide 335 words not found in the other letters of Paul. Every letter, of course, has a certain 

number of unique words, but the proportion here is two and a half times higher than with the other 
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letters of the collection. On the other hand, several phrases repeated more than once in the Pastoral 

letters are not used at all in the other letters.
725

 

The Pastoral Epistles document basic shifts in the Christian community 
about 100 CE 

The Pastoral Epistles (1 Timothy, 2 Timothy, and Titus) … deal explicitly with the pastoral 

imperative to organize, order, and care for congregations. In this, their tone and language is unlike 

Paul’s, and also unlike those letters that have come to us in which Timothy had a hand. 

The Pastoral Epistles are nonetheless extremely valuable for our knowledge of development and 

change within the Christian movement, since they document basic shifts in the inner life of the 

Church and in the Church’s relationship to the wider Greco-Roman culture. Although the exact date 

of their writing cannot be determined, it is likely that they were written about the year 100 C.E.
 …  

These are epistles, literary productions that try to crystallize Paul’s wisdom for the Church at large. 

They address the issues of their time, not Paul’s. … The agenda of maintaining order overrode the 

subtleties of Paul’s own thinking The vocabulary of the Pastorals demonstrates the changes that had 

taken place in the Christian community since the time of Paul.
726

 

------ 

At a somewhat later stage, probably after the death of Paul, we learn from the so-called Pastoral 

epistles (1 and 2 Timothy and Titus) that the Pauline churches were administered by a series of 

appointed officials.
727

 

------ 

It is not surprising that the author of these pastoral letters substitutes terms that were in common 

religious use in his era, but which Paul does not employ, such as “epiphany” (epiphane, divine 

disclosure) and palingenesia (rebirth). Respectively, these words replace Paul’s terms for the coming 

of Christ at the end of the age and believers’ admission by faith into the covenant community. Related 

to these changes in terminology and perspective is the shift to a more abstract representation of Jesus 

as God’s agent for the redemption of his people.
728

 

------- 

The truth of the Christian religion is set out in contrast to false teaching, different doctrines, myths, 

speculations, and vain discussions proclaimed by those who have “swerved from the truth” (1 

Timothy 1:3-7). … Christians are to avoid involvement in these “stupid controversies, … dissensions 

and quarrels, which are unprofitable and futile” (Titus 3:9-11). It is evident from these passages that 

some who claim adherence to the Christian faith are promoting elaborate mythical speculations, some 

of them based on emerging Gnostic traditions.
729

 

1 Timothy reflects the ecclesiastical organisation of the second century. 

Another feature of this letter to Timothy is that [it] presupposes a structure of the churches including a 

bishop (1 Tim 3:1b-7), deacons (1 Tim 3:8-13), elders (1 Tim 5:17-22), and widows (1 Tim 5:3-16). 

This seems to reflect the ecclesiastical organization of the second century and not the situation in 

Paul’s days.
730

 

The Pastorals feature increased institutionalization along with “correct” 
behaviour 

The most striking features are the ones which most clearly mark out the distinctiveness of the 

Pastorals: ‘increasing institutionalization’ and the ‘crystallization of faith into set forms’. Both are 
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indicative of a second-generation movement, where the freedom of the charismatic pioneer to create 

and experiment with fresh forms and formulations comes increasingly to be seen as a threat to the 

forms and formulations which had proved to be most effective in the first generation.
731

 

------ 

The Pastorals reflect what will become increasingly characteristic of Christianity in the second 

through the fourth centuries: an ever-sharpening insistence on orthodoxy (correct faith content), 

combined with orthopraxy (correct behavior)
 732
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THE CATHOLIC EPISTLES: JAMES, PETER, JUDE, JOHN 

The so-called “Catholic Epistles”—James, 1 and 2 Peter, 1, 2 and 3 John, and Jude.
733

 

THE MEANING OF “CATHOLIC” 

“Catholic” means “universal” and it indicates “wholeness” 

Most agree that the Greek-speaking church called these letters “catholic” (derived from the adverbial 

“in general” or “universal”) because, in contrast to Paul’s letters to particular churches and 

individuals, these bear a “general” or “universal” address.
734

 

------ 

The term catholic in this usage is therefore linked with the idea of the essential unity of the church; it 

is characterized not simply by universality, but also by wholeness in opposition to division.
735

 

The letters attributed to Peter and Jude are called “catholic” 

The letters attributed to Peter and Jude have been called the catholic epistles (from katholikos, 

general), because they are addressed to Christians in general, not to a particular congregation. First 

Peter is addressed to the “exiles of the dispersion”; Jude to “those who are called.
736

 

The exact date of 2 Peter and Jude cannot be determined 

Exactly when these letters were written cannot be established. Polycarp refers to 1 Peter in his Letter 

to the Philippians (135 C.E.), so a date earlier in the second century can be assigned to it. But for Jude, 

the only clues we have are that it matches other early second-century literature and that it was copied 

by 2 Peter. There is, unfortunately, no reference to 2 Peter in other second-century texts. The first 

mention of 2 Peter occurs in Origen’s Commentary on John from the third century. However, its view 

of the Christian faith fits well with other Christian literature of the mid-second century, and scholars 

have traditionally assigned it a date from 124 to 150 C.E.  

All three letters bear the marks of second-century authorship and erudition: excellent Greek, formal 

education, facile use of the Greek Old Testament (Septuagint) and other literature, fully developed 

christologies, a treatment of the sayings of Jesus as if they were standard, Greek-like maxims, and a 

view toward the past that is clearly one of distance and leisurely contemplation.
737

 

The Catholic Epistles are the work of a second-century author 

The Catholic Epistles collection is actually the work of the mid- or late second-century author of the 

letter of James, who seeks to forge a single collection dominated by the venerable figures of the 

“pillar” apostles, James, Peter and John—a collection which would serve as a canonical 

counterbalance to the Pauline dominance whose dangers had been exposed by Marcionism.
738

 

Irenaeus (125-202 CE) is the first orthodox theologian to cite any proto-
Catholic Epistle as authoritative 

Irenaeus’s Against Heresies … is the first writing by an orthodox Christian theologian to cite any of 

the proto-CE by name as recognized, authoritative texts for the church. … [Irenaeus] offers the first 

unambiguous quotations of 1 Peter and 1–2 John. He does not show any knowledge of James, 2 Peter, 

3 John, or Jude.
739
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The Emergence of the Catholic Epistle Collection 

While the gospel and the Pauline collections achieved a relatively fixed form through the second 

century, it seems that the CE collection was not formed until the later third century, and did not find 

widespread acceptance until the late fourth.
740

 

The Catholic Epistles achieved canonical status in the third and fourth 
centuries 

What is particularly striking in all of this is the way in which James, 2 Peter, 2–3 John, and Jude, texts 

that were previously “disputed,” quickly rose to “canonical” status in the late third and early fourth 

centuries as components of the CE collection. James and 2 Peter are the real enigmas among these 

five, for they appear to have arrived latest. Trobisch’s work suggests that 2 Peter found acceptance 

because it was a good fit in a larger Western redactional strategy aimed at an anti-Marcionite 

reconciliation of Peter and Paul. Given that both James and the seven letter CE collection make their 

first appearance in the East, we are left with the strong hunch that the rise of the CE collection as a 

whole is attributable to a similar phenomenon as that which gave rise to the acceptance of 2 Peter in 

the West. As Origen’s use of James in the Commentary on Romans suggests, once James was added 

to the other letters, a “fit” was made that enabled a particularly potent anti-Marcionite reading strategy 

grounded in the structure of the NT letter collection itself.
741

 

The “Catholic” Epistle collection was not stable until the end of the fourth 
century 

Though 1 Peter, 1–2 John (almost certainly along with 3 John), and Jude were clearly known and used 

by the end of the second century, James and 2 Peter were not. In fact, the first overt witness we have 

of James, 2 Peter, and 2–3 John is Origen of Alexandria, writing in the early to mid-third century, and 

the first witness we have to a known seven letter collection called the CE is Eusebius, writing at the 

beginning of the fourth century. Indeed, as the evidence will show, though the Gospel and Pauline 

collections were fixed for the most part by the end of the second century, the CE collection remained 

unstable until the end of the fourth.
742

 

The shape of the Catholic Epistles was a literary witness to Jerusalem 

Others have already isolated several features of the final form of the CE collection that bear the strong 

impression of design. Two are widely noted: first, the sequence “James–Peter–John” does not make 

sense according to stichoi length and appears designed to echo Paul’s listing of the “Pillars” of the 

Jerusalem church in Galatians 2:9 

 Second, since the collection begins with a letter from “James, a servant of God and the Lord Jesus 

Christ,” and ends with one from “Jude, a servant of Jesus Christ and brother of James,” one might 

easily conclude that the collection as a whole is delivered in the “embrace” of letters from Jesus’ 

brothers according to the flesh. From there it is not too great a stretch to posit that the outward shape 

of the collection was intended to signify the letter group as a literary witness to the Jerusalem 

apostolate.
743

 

JAMES 

First clear reference to James is from the first half of the third century 

First, there is no clear reference to the letter of James prior to Origen, writing in the first half of the 

third century. … Second, the “implied author” of the letter of James has significant traits in common 

with the James-image of other second- or third-century texts.
744

 

------ 
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The first church father to offer any overt evidence for the existence of James [epistle] was Origen. … 

If in fact James was known to most of the Christian writers between Clement of Rome and Origen, it 

is impossible to explain why there is not a single unmistakable reference to the book during this 

period. … 

Apostolic letters were cited in support of moral exhortation as much as for theological debate. This is 

particularly the case for Tertullian and Clement, who are as much moralists as theologians; they 

consistently cite 1 Peter and 1 John in support of calls to an embodied faith, a distinctive social ethic, 

and concern for the poor, yet there is no reference whatsoever to the related passages in James.
745

 

No evidence in the second century of the letter from James 

There was an explosion of hagiographical writings attached to James in the second century; yet in all 

of this there is no evidence of the letter we now attribute to him. 

------ 

There was an explosion of hagiographical writings attached to James in the second century; yet in all 

of this there is no evidence of the letter we now attribute to him.
746

 

No scholarly consensus on the date of James 

The majority of mainstream scholars do not think the author [of James] was the brother of Jesus. … If 

the author was not the brother of Jesus, then its date becomes wide open. There is no scholarly 

consensus. Estimates range from the 70s or 80s to as late as the early 100s.
747

 

It is difficult to date the letter of James 

The Letter of James has been difficult for scholars to place within the various Jesus and Christ 

traditions of the first and second centuries. There are two reasons for this. One is that the Letter of 

James seems to have been difficult to place for early Christians as well. It apparently was not read or 

even noticed by authors in the centrist tradition before Origen in the third century. The other reason is 

that James sounds like a treatise written against the Pauline notion that the Christian faith opposed the 

“works of the law.”
748

 

James’ epistle is pseudepigraphic 

Many scholars remain convinced that [James’] letter contains elements that point unavoidably to a 

pseudepigraphic origin.
749

 

The language of the letter is considered a stumbling block to accepting 
authenticity 

Lack of attestation is not the only good reason to consider James to be a pseudepigraph. The language 

of the letter has long been considered a stumbling block to accepting authenticity. The Greek of the 

text is among the most sophisticated of the NT, and though it includes various Aramaisms, 

Hebraisms, and Semitisms, its complex catchword organization requires a Greek original document. 

… Even if we can account for the widespread use of Greek in James’ day, the letter was written by a 

writer for whom Greek was clearly Muttersprache. Further, the letter was produced by a true literary 

stylist, someone who had quite likely received secondary rhetorical education. Especially when one 

notes the comparatively simple Greek of Paul’s letters, it seems unlikely that James of Jerusalem 

could have produced such a document. … It is still the case that the language of the epistle is 

supporting evidence in favor of pseudonymity. 

A more persuasive consideration has to do with the letter’s attitude toward the law and the Gentiles. 

The contrast between the content of the letter and the portrait of James we receive from canonical and 

non-canonical sources are too great for many to accept that the person described wrote the letter 
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attributed to him. Of primary concern is the letter’s lack of interest in the ritual aspects of the law: As 

we will explore more closely below, (a) the James of Acts is concerned that both Jewish and Gentile 

Christians observe the appropriate purity laws; (b) Paul tells of “certain men from James” (Gal 2:12), 

whom he associates with “the circumcision party”; (c) Josephus says Torah-observant Jews (possibly 

Pharisees) defended James at his execution (Ant. 20:199f.); and (d), Hegesippus’s portrayal of James 

presents him as a figure especially revered for his legal purity and temple observance (Hist. Eccl. 

2.23). 

In contrast to this well-attested traditional characterization, our author focuses entirely on the moral 

aspects of the law (1:25; 2:8-13; 4:11-12), ignores any ritual aspect, and characterizes the law as “the 

law of liberty” (1:25). The fact that he can exhort his readers to fulfill “the entire law” (2:10) without 

referring in any way to ritual and purity regulations makes it clear that he has a very different concept 

of “law” in mind.
750

 

James’ epistle contains many troubling and ambiguous features 

No other letter [i.e., James’ epistle] in the NT contains as many troubling and ambiguous features, and 

to this day no scholarly consensus exists regarding its point of origin. Modern scholarship has long 

been divided on the authorship of the letter: The majority of twentieth century interpreters consider it 

pseudonymous, though a substantial minority has argued for authenticity, and some posit theories of 

partial authorship. The letter has been dated as early as the decade of the 40s C.E., as late as the mid- 

to late second century, and all points in-between.
751

 

------ 

No twentieth century consensus on the date of James’ epistle 

To this day there exists no scholarly consensus on the authorship and provenance of [James’] letter. 

… A survey of twentieth-century positions on its dating reveals opinions ranging from as early as 40 

C.E. all the way to the middle of the second century. Proposed places of origin are equally 

widespread, placing the letter in Jerusalem, Antioch, Rome, and elsewhere. If anything like a 

scholarly consensus does exist, it is that the letter appears to resist easy historical assessment. … I 

seek to strengthen the claim that the letter of James is a pseudepigraph of the second century.
752

 

The second stage of James is harder to date 

It is likely that much of the material in the epistle [of James] stems from the mid-40s and circulated 

orally or in rough Greek translations for a decade or so before being put in final form. The second 

stage of the work, the final edited version, is harder to date. It is probably earlier than A.D. 66, for the 

flight of the church to Pella would have ended the continuity with Jerusalem and James the Just 

needed to collect a tradition.
753

 

James had an editor 

Just as Paul used secretaries to write his epistles and they had a good deal of freedom, and Luke 

improves the Greek of sayings of Jesus (when compared to Mark or Matthew), so James had an 

editor—either a trusted colleague, or a leader of the church after his death— who preserved his 

teaching for future generations.
754

 

1 PETER AND 2 PETER 

Both letters in Peter’s name probably composed after his death, with 2 
Peter probably the latest NT writing 

The two letters written in Peter’s name were probably composed after Peter’s death, traditionally 

understood to have occurred in the 60s CE during Nero’s attack on believers in Rome. The 
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sophisticated Greek of 1 Peter and reference in 2 Peter to a previous generation of apostles (3:2) 

probably rule out Peter as the author of either letter, even though they evoke his name and authority to 

honor him and make apparent autobiographical references (1 Pet. 5:1; 2 Pet. 1:16-18). Some think 2 

Peter may be the latest writing in the New Testament, from about the 120s to 130s CE.
755

 

1 PETER 

1 Peter fell under Pauline influence 

1 Peter is widely regarded as very Pauline in language and character. … 1 Peter seems to have fallen 

under Pauline influence.
756

 

------ 

We know so little of what was distinctive about Peter’s preaching and teaching from our other NT 

sources that it remains also unclear as to whether we can regard 1 Peter as representing the 

distinctiveness, of Peter.
757

 

------ 

The puzzle as to whether [1 Peter] was written to Jewish believers or to Gentile believers
758

 

Weak case for Petrine authorship of 1 Peter 

We do not really know what a Petrine theology or letter would look like. Unlike Paul and James, 1 

Peter has virtually nothing to be compared with, nothing which would enable us to make with 

confidence the sort of case made for Ephesians and the letter of James. … Indeed, the more 

‘authenticity’ is attributed to the Petrine speeches in Acts, the weaker (not stronger) the case for 

Petrine authorship of 1 Peter! …  

As with the letter of James, the consensus of modern scholarship is that this letter cannot have been 

written by Peter himself and is probably pseudonymous, coming from the pen of a second-generation 

Christian. The recent magisterial commentary by Paul Achtemeier can serve as indicating the main 

arguments which have proved too weighty for most to ignore or discount. 

As with the letter of James, the quality of the Greek of 1 Peter puts a question mark against the 

likelihood that this letter was written by a Galilean fisherman. Although warning against exaggerating 

the quality of 1 Peter’s Greek, Achtemeier judges 1 Peter as belonging ‘stylistically with the best 

prose of the NT’. The author had evidently ‘enjoyed some level of formal education’, so that it is 

‘rather difficult to imagine someone like the Peter described in the Gospels as having possessed such 

knowledge and skills’. These considerations are as weighty as they are in the case of James.
759

 

JUDE 

Jude is dated at late first century 

A date late in the first century seems as early as Jude can be comfortably dated.
760

 

------ 

Jude was written a generation after the apostles, when the Church needed to ground its authority in the 

past.
761

 

------ 

Though precision is impossible, most date [Jude at] around 100. … Jude and 2 Peter share so many 

distinctive phrases in common.
762

 

                                                      
755

 Events that Shaped, page 122 
756

 Neither Jew nor Greek, page 676 (also page 728) 
757

 Neither Jew nor Greek, page 727 
758

 Neither Jew nor Greek, page 728 
759

 Beginning from Jerusalem, pages 1147, 1148 
760

 Neither Jew nor Greek, page 99 
761

 Cambridge Companion, page 603 



The Catholic Epistles: James, Peter, Jude, John 

150 

Tertullian (150-225 CE) is the first witness to Jude 

Tertullian is the earliest Western witness to the letter of Jude.
763

 

Jude probably significant in the early Judaean churches 

The letter Jude is probably pseudonymous, though the fact that it is Jude, brother of James, to whom 

the letter was attributed, probably indicates that he had a stature and significant role in the early 

(Judaean) churches which has been lost to us. … Its very strongly Jewish character certainly indicates 

a Jewish author, but also one deeply into Jewish apocalyptic reflection on present evil and its future 

judgment.
764

 

Jude quotes 1 Enoch 

The fact that Enoch is quoted [in Jude] as Scripture reminds us that this book [1 Enoch] was highly 

regarded in Jewish as well as in Christian circles during the first century. … Its use here in Jude also 

indicates that the decisions as to which of the Jewish writings were to be considered authoritative by 

Jews and by Christians had not yet been firmly reached.
765

 

2 PETER 

2 Peter likely emerged in the second century 

Most likely, then, 2 Peter first emerged in the second century, very likely the only NT writing to be 

firmly dated after 100. When it first appeared is as difficult to resolve as its place of origin and 

intended recipients. Some time in the first half of the second century is probably as good as we can 

now guess.
766

 

------ 

It remains highly probable that 2 Peter was written some time in the first half of the second century.
767

 

2 Peter, written in the second century, observes that Paul’s writings had 
become problematic 

The author of 2 Peter, writing probably in the mid-second century, observed that Paul’s letters were 

hard to understand and that “the ignorant and unstable twist [thorn] to their own destruction, as they 

do the other scriptures” (2 Pet 3:16). This author, who writes in the name of Peter, reveals that the 

writings of Paul had become problematic for second-century Christians, but the writer’s irritation is 

probably only the tip of the iceberg. Paul himself was clearly the subject of a good deal of controversy 

during his lifetime, and his death did little to resolve it. It has long been observed that the deutero-

pauline letters serve to show that controversy about Paul continued for many decades.
768

 

2 Peter depends on Jude 

The two letters of Jude and 2 Peter can be considered in close company, since the general view is that 

the two letters are literally interdependent, most deducing that 2 Peter has drawn on Jude.
769

 

------ 

Jude seems to have been still less known. This little letter was used heavily but without 

acknowledgment by the author of 2 Peter (cf. 2 Pet. 2:1-18 and Jude 4-16), writing around 140(?). 

Otherwise, Jude is attested only late in the second century by Clement of Alexandria, Tertullian, and 
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the Muratorian list, but the geographical diversity of these witnesses suggests that Jude must have had 

some broad currency in the preceding period.
770

 

Peter was not the author of 2 Peter 

There are several factors which point firmly to the conclusion that Peter was not the author of 2 Peter. 

… There is very little alternative to the conclusion that 2 Peter is pseudonymous.
771

 

------ 

One of the most remarkable features of 2 Peter is that it paraphrases or quotes thirteen verses from 

Jude (cf. Jude 4-16 with 2 Peter 2:1-18), an index of the widespread practice of pseudepigraphy 

within the Church at the close of the period of the New Testament. The author, writing in the name of 

Peter, shares the basic apocalyptic outlook of Jude, but he modified Jude in significant details.
772

 

------ 

Defection from the faith is a major problem for the author of 2 Peter. In several essential ways, 

however, the author of 2 Peter differs from the outlook of the first-generation apostles. First, he deals 

with the delay in the triumphant return of Christ to earth by telling his readers that God has a different 

way of calculating time than human beings do (2 Peter 3:8)
 773

 

------ 

The author of 2 Peter … uses terms derived from Hellenistic culture, such as the reference to the pits 

of gloom where the fallen angels are incarcerated in a form of Tartarus (2:4), a technical term in 

Hellenistic mythology for the realm of the dead. Similarly, when he describes the destiny of the 

faithful, he uses terms from the mystical tradition of Hellenistic religion, such as eusebeia (1:3,6; 3:1; 

a term for piety never used by Paul or in the Gospel tradition).What constitutes true piety is spelled 

out in a passage in which a string of virtues are linked in a style familiar in Hellenistic moral treatises. 

In 1:16, the technical term epoptes (eyewitness) is used, which is a central element in Hellenistic 

mystical religion. It claims to offer divine illumination to the initiates or devotees of a god. In 1:19, 

the mythical image of the morning star is employed to point to the fulfillment of prophetic 

expectations. 

Using language and concepts that have counterparts in Hellenistic philosophy (such as that of 

Epictetus, ca. 55-135 C.E., a contemporary of the author of 2 Peter), the author deals with such 

questions as, Why does God allow the suffering of the righteous to continue? And how and when will 

God call to account the wicked, as the Stoics were asking? …  

The writer and his readers are from a cultural setting significantly different from that of the readers of 

the Pauline letters and the Gospels.
774

 

------ 

The issues of correct doctrine and authorized interpretation of the Scriptures are interrelated at this 

stage in the life of the Church and are of paramount concern. The availability and wide use among the 

churches of the range of writings with their diverse perspectives that came to constitute the New 

Testament required the development of overarching creedal and theological formulations that would 

offer conceptual unity in the midst of the evident diversity among the documents. Some leaders tried 

to solve the problem of diversity by choosing a smaller group of writings and establishing them as 

normative. A major example of this was Marcion, the second-century Gnostic who rejected the 

Scriptures of Israel and reduced the New Testament to his own expurgated versions of Luke, Acts, 

and the letters of Paul. The church as a whole rejected this kind of solution, however. … The Church 
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has entered a stage — probably at the dawn of the second century — where the norms of right 

doctrine and right behaviour are the central issues.
775

 

2 Peter was created to strengthen link between Paul and Peter, against 
Marcion 

Dennis Farkasfalvy argued, “the pseudepigraphy of Second Peter stands under the control of a 

canonical concern.” In linking his text with the known “scriptural” texts of his day, the author was 

“creating scripture” by “matching the status of already canonical epistles.” This creation of scripture 

was motivated by a particular concern that, according to Farkasfalvy, was interested “first of all” in 

strengthening the link between the Pauline and Petrine traditions in a unified struggle against heresy. 

The author’s community had received a collection of Pauline letters, 1 Peter, and Jude as 

authoritative. Those of Paul were being misread to support an unorthodox eschatology (cf. 2 Pet 3:1-

18), and the eschatological orientation of 1 Peter and Jude were unable to address the new situation. 

Being “convinced that his understanding of Peter and Paul was correct,” and also that “Peter and Paul, 

as apostles of the Lord who were divinely instructed, must be in agreement with each other,” he 

created a letter in Peter’s voice, incorporating elements of the Pauline collection, 1 Peter and Jude, in 

order to bridge the gap that had formerly existed between them. Like Trobisch, Farkasfalvy also 

tentatively associates this compositional event with the church’s struggle against Marcion.
776

 

The pseudepigrapher was creating fiction, but not fantasy 

Implicit in all of these studies is the assumption that 2 Peter is pseudonymous. … The 

pseudepigrapher was indeed creating a fiction, but not a fantasy. … 2 Peter is not simply a 

pseudepigraph, but a canonically motivated pseudepigraph.
777

 

Tertullian (150-225 CE) makes no clear reference to 2 Peter or 2-3 John 

Tertullian makes use of 1 Peter, 1 John, and Jude, but there are no clear references to 2 Peter or 2–3 

John.
778

 

JOHN’S THREE EPISTLES 

1-3 John likely written around the end of the first century 

A date [for 1-3 John] around the end of the first century or very early second century is entirely 

possible and plausible.
779

 

Authorship and dates of 1-3 John are unknown 

Three letters are attributed to “John” in the New Testament. … Who wrote these letters is unknown. A 

consensus of mainstream biblical scholarship agrees that the author was neither the John who was one 

of Jesus’s twelve disciples nor the same person who wrote the gospel of John. …  

There are strong similarities between 1 John and the gospel of John, but also differences. The 

similarities are best explained not by common authorship, but by supposing a “Johannine 

community”. …  

There is no consensus about whether the author of 1 John also wrote 2 and 3 John. Some scholars 

think so, some don’t. But all agree that 2 and 3 John came out of the same early Christian milieu as 

the gospel and 1 John.  

Dating these letters is difficult. There is a consensus that they are later than the gospel of John, most 

likely written around the year 100. But there is no way of knowing whether all were written at about 

the same time or whether they might be separated by a decade or more.
780
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It is doubtful that the author of 1-3 John was the author of the Gospel of 
John 

While there are major stylistic and theological similarities between the Gospel and the Epistles, there 

are also minor differences which make it dubious that the author of the Epistles was the evangelist 

(i.e., the main writer of the Gospel).
781

 

No mention of John as the author of either the Gospel or the Epistles 

Exactly when the name of John came to be associated with the gospel and letters of John, for instance, 

is most unclear. There is no mention of the disciple John in either the gospel or the letters attributed to 

him. The earliest attestation that these were regarded as having been written by “John” is found in 

Irenaeus’ Against Heresies, dated about 180 C.E.
782

 

Parting of the ways within the Johannine community at the turn of the 
second century 

I will argue that a parting of the ways took place in the Johannine community shortly after the turn of 

the second century. One faction thought it best to merge with other Christian groups of a more centrist 

leaning. Another party refused this suggestion, holding to the enlightenment tradition of the 

community and developing in the direction of a Christian gnosticism.
783

 

1 John resulted from the major schism in the Johannine community 

The occasion for writing 1 John was a schism of major proportions in the community. The author of 

the letter took the position that the other side had “left” the community (1 John 2:19) and wrote to the 

“little children” of the community that they should stay with the “logos” that had been in the 

community “from the beginning” (1 John 1:5; 2:7; 3:11). 

But as a matter of fact, both sides had “left” the community that produced the gospel, the author’s 

people moving toward the Christ gospel and centrist mythologies, the other side moving into 

gnosticism. Comparing the two moves, the author’s people had to take the longer step, the gnostics 

the shorter one.
784

 

The author of 1 John is writing against a group that has seceded from the 
Johannine community 

The author of the First Epistle of John never identifies himself, and his work is more of a tractate than 

a personal note. His dominant concern is to reinforce the readers against a group that is doing the 

work of the devil and the antichrist (2:18; 4:1-6), a group that has seceded from the community (2:19) 

but is still trying to win over more adherents. Their errors are both christological and ethical.
785

 

1-3 John share characteristics of John’s Gospel 

1-3 John … share the distinctively Johannine characteristics of the Gospel.
786
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MORE WRITINGS, SOME ALMOST BECOMING SCRIPTURE 

Awash with Christian texts 

The end of the first century CE was awash in Christian texts. Whatever their authors intended, though, 

these texts were rarely seen as “scripture” by the communities that read them.
787

 

A very large number of early Christian writings valued as authoritative 

Without discussing several other documents which had some early currency as scripture (The 

Teaching of the Twelve Apostles, The Gospel of the Hebrews, Acts of various apostles, etc.), it is clear 

that a very large number of early Christian writings were valued as authoritative by the end of the 

second century.
788

 

THE (PAULINE) APOSTOLIC FATHERS789 

The Apostolic Fathers are a group of early Christian authors whose writings date back to the middle 

of the first century. Included among the Apostolic Fathers are St. Clement of Rome, Ignatius of 

Antioch, St. Polycarp of Smyrna, Didache, Barnabas of Alexandria, The Shepherd of Hermas, and 

Diognetus. Though their writings are not included in the New Testament, these Christian leaders are 

believed to have had contact with Jesus’ twelve disciplines. This collection of writings reveals the 

practices and theology of early Pauline Christianity as it developed in churches across different 

cultures.
790

 

------ 

The Apostolic Fathers: I Clement, II Clement, Ignatius, Polycarp, Didache, Barnabas, The Shepherd 

of Hermas, The Martyrdom of Polycarp, The Epistle of Dionetus.
791

 

The “Apostolic Fathers” 

“Apostolic Fathers” describes a narrow collection of early Christian texts dating from the first and 

second centuries CE. These texts were written by leaders of the early church and did not circulate 

originally as a single collection. The term “Apostolic Fathers” is a designation assigned to this 

collection by the seventeenth-century patristic scholar J. B. Cotelier as part of his two-volume work 

on them….  

Although the list has been fairly fluid since the eighteenth century, the collection today usually 

contains the following authors and documents: Clement of Rome, Ignatius of Antioch, Shepherd of 

Hermas , Polycarp of Smyrna, Papias of Hierapolis, Epistle of Barnabas , Epistle to Diognetus , 2 

Clement (or Pseudo-Clement), and the Didache (or Teaching of the Twelve Apostles).
792

 

The teaching of the Apostolic Fathers 

Their concept of the church still fluctuated, but was definitely developing. … This church 

progressively acquired a growing consciousness of being God’s community, capable of confronting 

the Judaizers, i.e. Christians wishing the continuation of life under the Mosaic Law, the Jews, the 

Gnostic heretics who rejected the bodily reality of Jesus, and the pagans, for whom Christianity was a 

ridiculous superstition.
793

 

------ 

Most important to note are the elements of the Christological image of the Apostolic Fathers. … A 

close reading of the sources reveals progressive steps in the domain of Christology. The most 
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significant of these are connected with the upgrading of Jesus from ‘charismatic Prophet’, ‘Messiah’ 

and undefined ‘Son of God’ to the full status of divinity, chiefly under the impact of Ignatius of 

Antioch, but echoed also by 2 Clement. … Finally, the Epistle to Diognetus is the forerunner of later 

theological speculation founded on the Johannine Prologue.
794

 

The Epistle of Clement to the Corinthians (c. AD 95/96) 

The First Epistle is a lengthy exhortation addressed by the church of Rome to the church of Corinth, 

in which the Romans urge the Corinthians to calm down the troubles caused by the deposition of the 

governing bishops and deacons of their congregation by a local clique of ecclesiastical ‘young lions’. 

The aim of the epistle was the re-establishment of harmony and peace. … The attribution to someone 

named Clement is secondary and extraneous; the letter itself is in fact anonymous.
795

 

Epistle of Clement helps understanding the post-apostolic Christianity 

The main contribution of the Epistle of Clement to the understanding of the changing faces of 

Christianity in the post-apostolic age refers to the early, still ill-defined, hierarchical structure of the 

church. In the portrayal of Jesus, Clement goes beyond the Didache, but does not quite reach the level 

of the Epistle of Barnabas. On the whole, it continues roughly the Pauline theological speculation with 

Jesus being considered as Son of God without any further specification.
796

 

1 Clement, from the late first century 

1 Clement, a letter from the Roman church to the Corinthian church written late in the first century, 

was widely known and valued in the second century and later. Irenaeus spoke of its author as one who 

“had seen the blessed apostles and had been conversant with them,” and who therefore could be said 

“to have the preaching of the apostles still echoing in his ears and their traditions before his eyes”.
797

 

Second Epistle of Clement 

The so-called Second Epistle of Clement … is in fact the earliest Christian homily outside the 

sermons of Peter, Stephen and Paul in the Acts of the Apostles in the New Testament. … [It] is 

thought to originate from shortly before the middle of the second century. The sermon it contains 

enriches the image of post-apostolic Christianity on several important points. It is a moral exhortation 

to the faithful. … The only major innovation regarding the idea of the Christian community is the 

distinction between the mystical true church devised by God … and that other failed house of God.
798

 

------ 

The most important contribution of 2 Clement to the evolution of Christian thought is its implicit high 

Christology, on a par, as will be seen, with that of Ignatius of Antioch. It bursts into the open in the 

very first sentence of the work: ‘Brothers, we must think about Jesus Christ as we think about God’ (2 

Clem. 1.1). … However, no trinitarian allusion can be found anywhere in 2 Clement.
799

 

The Didache was written around 100 CE 

An early Christian document known as the Didache, which many scholars think was written around 

100 and thus earlier than some of the New Testament documents.
800

 

The Didache and the Epistle of Barnabas 

The Didache or the Teaching of the Twelve Apostles, probably composed during the last two or three 

decades of the first century AD, and the Epistle of Barnabas, written before, but presumably not much 

before, the second Jewish rebellion against Rome in AD 132-5. The Didache is the product of Jewish 

Christianity and Barnabas is a typical Gentile-Christian writing. … 

                                                      
794

 Christian Beginnings, page 176 
795

 Christian Beginnings, page 159 
796

 Christian Beginnings, page 162 
797

 NT Canon, page 48 
798

 Christian Beginnings, page 163 
799

 Christian Beginnings, page 165 
800

 Evolution of the Word, page 14 



More writings, some almost becoming Scripture 

156 

The Didache, though it was patently used in antiquity as a model for later church regulations was 

nevertheless classified by the famous church historian Eusebius (c. 260-339) as being among the 

‘spurious’. … The Epistle of Barnabas, on the other hand, came close to being accepted as part of the 

New Testament. .. As such was included in the oldest Greek Bible, the fourth-century Codex 

Sinaiticus. ...  

The Didache and Barnabas furnish a valuable insight, independent from the New Testament, into the 

life and ideas of the early followers of Jesus, the former probably envisaging communities in Palestine 

or Syria, whereas the home ground of the Epistle of Barnabas is supposed to be Egypt, most likely 

Alexandria.
801

 

The Didache 

In 1875 a text was discovered in the Patriarchal library of Jerusalem located at Constantinople. It bore 

the title Didache, or Teaching of the Twelve Apostles, a document that was cited in early Christian 

literature but thought to have been lost of merged with other, later texts. … Some features of the 

Didache bore striking resemblance to 1 and 2 Clement, letters attributed to an early bishop of Rome. 

… The Didache is now included in a small modern collection of early Christian texts that scholars call 

the Apostolic Fathers. …  

The Didache was probably compiled anonymously. It was a manual of instruction for a network of 

congregations, and the instructions were obviously taken from the teachings, views, and practices of 

those congregations. Naturally, the manual was composed with more than a little help from their 

overseers. It is therefore a very important document, for it lets us in on the kind of instructional 

literature written by overseers and eventually attributed to the apostles. It thus fills a niche in the early 

history of the emerging apostolic myth, a period during which acts of the apostles and letters from the 

apostles were being written but before it was thought necessary to spell out their instructions. It was 

written during a period of transition, when the question of authority to offer instruction to the 

churches was not yet critical. There is no mention of the apostles within the work and no internal 

evidence that the author thought it necessary to appeal to “the twelve apostles” as the source for his 

own authority. Thus the title must have been appended at a later time. … 

There are several interesting features of this manual of instruction. One is an overriding concern with 

the practice of alms, gift giving, and the support of dependents, itinerant teachers, and others who may 

ask for a handout. … 

The prayers of thanksgiving (eucharist) for the community meal in [Didache] chapters 9 and 10 are 

also significant. That is because they do not contain any reference to the death of Jesus. Accustomed 

as we are to the memorial supper of the Christ cult and the stories of the last supper in the synoptic 

gospels, it has been very difficult to imagine early Christians taking meals together for any reason 

other than to celebrate the death of Jesus according to the Christ myth. But here in the Didache a very 

formalistic set of prayers is assigned to the cup and the breaking of bread without the slightest 

association with the death and resurrection of Jesus. … 

Drinking the cup symbolizes the knowledge these people have that they and Jesus are the “Holy Vine 

of David,” which means that they “belong to Israel.” Eating the bread symbolizes the knowledge these 

people have of the life and immortality they enjoy by belonging to the kingdom of God made known 

to them by Jesus, God’s child. And it is serious business. No one is allowed to “eat or drink of your 

Eucharist except those who have been baptised in the Lord’s name” (Did. 9:5).
802

 

The Epistle of Barnabas acquired an early authority 

The Epistle of Barnabas also acquired an early authority, especially in churches of the east. … The 

early popularity of Barnabas was sustained long enough for it to appear in some eastern canon lists 

from the fourth century.
803
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The Shepherd of Hermas was respected as inspired scripture 

The Shepherd of Hermas, an apocalypse composed in Rome about the middle of the second century, 

rapidly gained respect as authoritative scripture by reason of its claim to be an inspired revelation. It 

was acknowledged without reservation as scripture by Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, and 

Tertullian.
804

 

805
 

The Shepherd of Hermas (c. AD 110—c. 140) 

The apocryphal apocalypse entitled The Shepherd is a work without great depth but with wide popular 

appeal. The Shepherd was the name borne by the angel of repentance who conveyed to Hermas moral 

teachings centred on penance. …  

According to the Muratorian Fragment, … Hermas was the brother of Pope Pius, bishop of Rome 

from AD 140 to 154. His work …  enjoyed considerable popularity in the second and third centuries 

and was considered Scripture by no lesser ecclesiastical authorities than Irenaeus and Tertullian. 

Origen, too, held it to be canonical although seldom read in a liturgical service. By contrast, the 

Muratorian Fragment, while denying its canonical status, considers it as permitted reading in the 

church.
806
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The Letters of Ignatius of Antioch (c. AD 110) 

The letters written by Ignatius of Antioch constitute a particularly rich mine for the investigation of 

early Christian theological thought.
807

 

------ 

The hierarchical structure of the church is presented as essential and the role of the clergy, in 

particular of the monarchic bishop, is depicted as extending over the whole life of the community. For 

example, unlike the vagueness of the author of the Didache or even of Clement, Ignatius places the 

eucharistic meal under the control of the bishop or his delegate.
808

 

------ 

The letters of the bishop of Antioch were the first to declare the divinity of Jesus not just once but 

more than a dozen times, in plain words as well as in images. … Echoing the Johannine imagery, 

Jesus Christ was for Ignatius the manifestation of God. … At the start of the second century AD, 

[Ignatius] produced what seems to be a rudimentary formula of Christian profession of faith.
809

 

The Epistle to Diognetus (c. AD 150-200) 

This epistle contains an apologia for the Christian faith addressed by an anonymous writer to 

Diognetus, a pagan official.
810

 

------ 

[God’s] messenger was not an angel or an ordinary human mediator, but the Demiurge, the heavenly 

Craftsman, through whom the world was created. This term, borrowed from Philo of Alexandria and 

from Platonism, will become part of the Christian theological jargon.
811

 

------ 

Without ever directly naming Jesus, the author of the letter gives here a splendid elaboration of the 

Logos doctrine of the Johannine Prologue, using the technical term Demiurge, which will play a 

prominent role in the Arian controversy at the time of the Council of Nicaea. Although apart from the 

concept of the Demiurge the Epistle to Diognetus does not provide anything wholly new, it furnishes 

an excellent synopsis of the development of Christology in a strictly Graeco-Roman setting by the 

middle of the second century.
812

 

OTHER NON-CANONISED DOCUMENTS 

Gospels continued to be composed through much of the second century 

Although our canonical Gospels were among the earliest to be written, new gospels continued to be 

composed through much of the second century. Christian writers of the second century refer to many 

other gospels besides these four.’ Modern manuscript discoveries have furnished us with texts of 

gospels previously known by name only (e.g., the Gospel of Thomas and Gospel of Peter) and have 

brought to light other gospel-type documents previously unknown (e.g. , the Dialogue of the Savior 

and the Apocryphon of John found among the Nag Hammadi codices in 1945, or the so-called 

Unknown Gospel [Papyrus Egerton] published in 1935). Still other gospels mentioned by second- and 

third-century writers are no longer extant (e.g. , the Gospel of the Hebrews and the Gospel of the 

Egyptians), and it is plausible that a fair number of other gospels which have failed to survive even in 

name were known and used in the early church. This rich multiplication of gospel literature indicates 

that in the first half of the second century the Gospels which we know as canonical were not 
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recognizably unique and had not acquired special authority. … Nothing dictated that the church 

should honor precisely four Gospels, or these four in particular.
813

 

The Apocalypse of Peter was also used as Christian scripture 

The Apocalypse of Peter was also used as Christian scripture in this period. Clement of Alexandria 

commented on it in his Hypotyposeis, and in the Muratorian list it is mentioned with approval along 

with Revelation, though it is also noted that “some of our people do not want it to be read in the 

church”.
814

 

No canon as such at the end of the second century 

Plainly no such canon existed by the end of the second century, for beyond these basic collections 

there was wide variation in other writings similarly valued. Only Acts, 1 Peter, and 1 John had gained 

a really firm foothold. Both the idea and the shape of a Christian canon remained indeterminate.
815

 

APOCRYPHAL GOSPELS 

Lost Gospels 

 Jewish-Christian Gospels 

(a) The Gospel according to the Hebrews 

(b) The Gospel of the Nazaraeans 

(c) The Gospel of the Ebionites 

 The Gospel of the Egyptians 

 The Traditions of Matthias 

 The Preaching of Peter (Kerygma Petrou).
816

 

Birth and Infancy Gospels 

As with much of the material to be found in the New Testament apocrypha as a whole, these infancy 

gospels fill gaps left by the nativity stories in the canonical Gospels.
817

 

 The Protevangelium of James 

 The Infancy Gospel of Thomas 

 The Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew 

 The Arabic Infancy Gospel 

 Arundel 404 (Liber de Infantia Salvatoris) 

 The History of Joseph the Carpenter 

Gospels of the ministry and passion 

 The Gospel of Thomas (Of all the apocryphal gospels this is the one that has probably 

received greatest attention in recent years. This Coptic gospel was found among the codices in 

the so-called Gnostic library discovered at Nag Hammadi in 1945-6.
818

) 

 The ‘Secret’ Gospel of Mark 

 The Gospel of Peter 

 The Gospel of Gamaliel 

 The Gospel of Nicodemus 
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 The Gospel of Philip 

APOCRYPHAL ACTS 

A second popular genre of Christian writing was acts. Like Luke’s Acts of the Apostles, acts were 

narratives of events that occurred (mostly) to Christian heroes and holy people after Jesus’s death. We 

have acts of John, Paul, Thecla, Andrew Thomas, Peter, and even Pilate.
819

 

------ 

The five are the most influential and among the oldest of the apocryphal Acts, although they were not 

composed as a collection. … They are anonymous works, but their literary interrelationship is clear. 

Language, style, sometimes theology, and occasionally even contents often show close connexions.
820

 

 The Acts of Andrew 

 The Acts of John 

 The Acts of Paul 

 The Acts of Peter 

 The Acts of Thomas 

OTHER APOCRYPHAL ACTS 

The minor Acts, especially those known from the oriental tradition, show the development from rather 

dim historical reminiscences used as a framework for doctrinal teaching to thaumaturgy plus doctrine 

and then to pure thaumaturgy. In these Acts the teaching is conventional, and becomes increasingly 

perfunctory, while the miracles become increasingly sensational, with an obvious borrowing from 

pagan romances. … From a theological point of view these texts are of little significance, but as 

depositories of legend and art they have considerable interest.
821

 

 The Acts of Philip 

 The Passion of Bartholomew 

 The Passion of Matthew 

 The Acts of Barnabas 

 The Acts of Xanthippe and Polyxena 

 Pseudo-Abdias 

 Oriental Acts 

 The Epistle of Pseudo-Titus. 
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APOCRYPHAL EPISTLES (LETTERS) 

The third popular genre was the epistle. The New Testament contains, in addition to Paul’s genuine 

epistles, several others that were most likely written by others but were attributed to Paul. … Scores 

more existed, such as 1 and 2 Clement and the Letter of Barnabas.
822

 

------ 

This form [epistle} was not generally used: writers preferred narrative or an apocalypse as a vehicle 

for their material. Our apocryphal epistles are few and not impressive. In this category, however, 

comes the important Epistle of the Apostles, conventionally included among the epistles but more 

properly assigned to a different category, being a dialogue.
823

 

 The Letters of Christ and Abgar 

 The Letter of Lentulus 

 The Epistle to the Laodiceans 

 The Correspondence of Paul and Seneca 

 The Epistle to the Alexandrians 

 The Epistle of the Apostles (Epistula Apostolorum). 

APOCRYPHAL APOCALYPSES 
The fourth, vaguer genre is that of visions and revelatory texts, such as the canonical book of 

Revelation. We know of a large number of such Christian texts, including the Shepherd of Hermas 

and the apocalypses of Peter and Paul. This is the same genre as books such as 2 Enoch and 4 Ezra, 

usually revelations by divine beings to the author concerning the future.
824

 

------ 

Apocalypse is a genre of revelatory literature with a narrative framework in which a revelation is 

mediated by an otherworldly being to a human recipient, disclosing a transcendent reality which is 

both temporal, insofar as it envisages eschatological salvation, and spatial insofar as it involves 

another, supernatural world. … The Apocalypse of Peter and the Apocalypse of Paul give visions of 

the next world; the Apocalypse of Thomas is a prophecy about the end of this one.
825

 

 The Apocalypse of Peter  

 The Apocalypse of Paul (Visio Pauli) 

 The Apocalypse of Thomas 

 The Questions of Bartholomew and the Book of the Resurrection of Jesus Christ by 

Bartholomew the Apostle 

 The Letter of James 

 The Shepherd of Hermas 

OTHER APOCRYPHAL APOCALYPSES 
 The Apocalypse of Zephaniah 

 The Apocalypse of Elias (Elijah) 

 The Apocalypse of Stephen 

 The Apocalypses of John 

 The Apocalypse of Bartholomew 

 The Apocalypse of Zechariah 

 5 and 6 Ezra 

 The Book of Elchasai 

 The Apocalypses of the Virgin 
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GNOSTIC DOCUMENTS 

Discovery of an ancient library 

In December  1945 an Arab peasant made an astonishing archeological discovery in Upper Egypt. … 

Thirty years later the discoverer himself, Muhammad ‘Ali al-Samman, told what happened. Shortly 

before he and his brothers avenged their father’s murder in a blood feud, they had saddled their 

camels and gone out to the Jabal to dig for sabakh, a soft soil they used to fertilize their crops. 

Digging around a massive boulder, they hit a red earthenware jar, almost a meter high. Muhammad 

‘Ali hesitated to break the jar, considering that a jinn, or spirit, might live inside. But realizing that it 

might also contain gold, he raised his mattock, smashed the jar, and discovered inside thirteen papyrus 

books, bound in leather.
826

 

------ 

What Muhammad ‘Ali discovered at Nag Hammadi, it soon became clear, were Coptic translations, 

made about 1,500 years ago, of still more ancient manuscripts. The originals themselves had been 

written in Greek, the language of the New Testament. … About the dating of the manuscripts 

themselves there is little debate. Examination of the datable papyrus used to thicken the leather 

bindings, and of the Coptic script, place them c. A.D. 350-400. But scholars sharply disagree about 

the dating of the original texts. Some of them can hardly be later than c. A.D. 120-150.
 827

 

------ 

In 1945, a set of codices written in Coptic (a form of late Egyptian written in a modified Greek 

alphabet) was discovered in Nag Hammadi in Upper Egypt. These Coptic writings were, for the most 

part, translations of ancient Greek Christian texts. They contain a variety of different kinds of texts, 

from the Gospel of Thomas—a story of Jesus’s life told through the eyes of his disciple Thomas—to 

writings of Valentinus and his school. … The Nag Hammadi documents complement a large corpus 

of early Christian literature that survived in other forms, mostly as forgotten manuscripts.
828

 

------ 

Professor Helmut Koester of Harvard University has suggested that the collection of sayings in the 

Gospel of Thomas, although compiled c. 140, may include some traditions even older than the gospels 

of the New Testament, “possibly as early as the second half of the first century” (50-100)—as early 

as, or earlier, than Mark, Matthew, Luke, and John.
829

 

------ 

What Muhammad ‘Ali discovered at Nag Hammadi is, apparently, a library of writings, almost all of 

them gnostic. Although they claim to offer secret teaching, many of these texts refer to the Scriptures 

of the Old Testament, and others to the letters of Paul and the New Testament gospels. Many of them 

include the same dramatis personae as the New Testament—Jesus and his disciples. Yet the 

differences are striking.
830

 

------ 

In 1945 an entire library of Gnostic documents was found at Nag Hammadi in Upper Egypt. … They 

include gospels (the Gospel according to Thomas; the Gospel of Truth); acts (Acts of Peter and the 

Twelve Apostles); apocalypses (of Paul, of Peter, of Adam, and two of James); and dialogues (the 

Sophia of Jesus Christ; the Dialogue of the Savior). These documents provide primary evidence of 

Gnosticism. …  

It seems probable that Gnostic teaching about the cosmos and human destiny had antecedents in 

Jewish wisdom speculation as well as in philosophical and religious currents in the early Roman 
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period. Some Christian thinkers during the second century developed this approach further and 

identified Jesus as the agent of divine knowledge whose followers could escape from the material 

world and regain union with the truly divine.
831

 

 

The vast find at Nag Hammadi in particular has added significantly to our knowledge of early 

Christian and Gnostic literature and has profoundly influenced our understanding of those early 

centuries when Christianity was expanding and when the bulk of our apocryphal texts had their 

genesis.
832

 

------ 

There have been two major developments. The first, and still the more important, has been the 

discovery of a library of fourth-century papyrus manuscripts at Nag Hammadi in Egypt in 1945, 

written in Coptic. These (or most of them) are generally regarded as Gnostic in character, and may 

indeed be described as Gnostic documents, expressive of a Gnostic religious world-view or ideology. 

Their importance is immeasurable for historians of religion in particular, since prior to that time our 

knowledge of Gnostic systems was more or less confined to the references to them in patristic 

Christianity. …  

The Nag Hammadi library has provided us with Gnostic documents in their own terms, so that a 

clearer perspective can be gained on what can or should be described as ‘Gnostic’, and on how 

Gnostic ideas interacted with what emerged into the second century as ‘Christianity’.
833

 

GNOSTIC GOSPELS 

[The Gospel of] Thomas was perhaps the most popular of all of the gospels that were not canonized, 

but there were many more. There are gospels attributed to Peter, Mary, Philip, Judas, and James, as 

well as fragments of many other gospels too incomplete to assign.
834

 

Jesus was an important figure for many Gnostic religions 

For many of the Gnostic religions (there were lots of them, and they were all different from one 

another in key ways), Jesus was an important figure—in fact the key figure for salvation. But it was 

not because his death brought an atoning sacrifice for sins. It was because he brought the 
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“knowledge” from above that can provide liberation to souls trapped in this material world in human 

bodies. The Greek word for knowledge is “gnosis”—and that is why these people are called 

Gnostics..
835

 

Jesus gave secrets to Thomas 

In the synoptic gospels, Peter gives his famous response, “You are the Messiah!” (Mark 8:27-30; 

Luke 9:18-21; Mathew 16:13-20). In Matthew, Jesus then designates Peter as the “rock” on which he 

will build his church. … Strikingly, in logion 13 of the Gospel of Thomas, it is Thomas who gives the 

correct response, while Peter incorrectly identifies Jesus as an angel! Jesus then takes Thomas aside 

and reveals three secret teachings to him alone. This is the basis for the claim made in the opening of 

the Gospel of Thomas: “These are the secret sayings that the living Jesus spoke and Judas Thomas the 

Twin recorded.” 
836

 

The Gospel of Thomas may be as old as the oldest canonical Gospel 

[The] “Gospel of Thomas” … is (or is based on) a collection of sayings that can be traced to the first 

century C.E. and, according to some scholars, may be as old as the oldest canonical Gospel. What is so 

peculiar about the Gospel of Thomas is that it is not a “Gospel” at all. It is, quite simply, a collection 

of almost verbatim sayings by Jesus, without any attempt to place these statements in a theological 

context. Some of these quotes can also be found in the canonical Gospels; others are wholly 

original.
837

 

------ 

The most well-known of the Nag Hammadi texts is the Gospel of Thomas, which an increasing 

number of scholars believe may be as old as the canonical gospels.
838

 

------ 

Thomas could thus—quite possibly—be a veritable “first layer” of source material, based on an oral 

source very close to Jesus. Unlike the Gospels, there is no doctrinal claim and—most significant of 

all—no reference to the Passion in the Thomas text. It is, rather, an unbiased and surprisingly modern 

portrait of a Jewish rabbi guided by the spirit of God.
839

 

------ 

In Syria, the sacred literature relating to Thomas is closely related to the wisdom gospel of Thomas; 

Thomas is understood to be the twin of Jesus and the guarantor of his wisdom and knowledge.
840

 

------ 

Of all the noncanonical Gospels discovered in the modern period, none has proved more significant 

than the Gospel of Thomas. … The majority of scholars today would not call Thomas itself a Gnostic 

Gospel. … There are no narratives in the Gospel of Thomas at all. It consists entirely of sayings of 

Jesus. … These sayings are simply given one after the other. … On the whole, the Gospel simply 

gives a sequence of Jesus’s teachings. … There are no stories. … It is nonetheless titled, in the 

manuscript, a “Gospel.” … Here the good news is not about the salvation Jesus brought by dying for 

the sins of the world. It is instead the good news he brought through his secret teachings. Anyone who 

understands these teachings will have eternal life. Jesus’s death appears to have nothing to do with 

it.
841

 

------ 

Before the author launches into the first saying of the collection he gives a brief and telling 

introduction: “These are the hidden sayings that the living Jesus spoke and Didymus Judas Thomas 

wrote down.” … Didymus Judas Thomas, in some circles of the early Christian church, was thought 

to be Jesus’s twin brother. The word didymus means “twin” in Greek; the word thomas means the 
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same thing in Aramaic. So this is a twin. His name is Judas or, as sometimes translated, Jude (it’s the 

same name). So whose twin is he? In the Gospel of Mark we are told that Jesus had four brothers, one 

of whom was named Jude (Mark 6:1-6). This Jude was later thought to have become a leader of the 

church after Jesus’s death and to have written the letter of Jude in the New Testament. In Christian 

circles in ancient Syria, it was thought that he was actually Jesus’s twin. This can be found, for 

example, in the famous Acts of Thomas, where they are identical twins. … This author—like the 

authors of Mark and John—is deeply opposed to Judaism and the Jewish people.
842

 

Gospel of Thomas and the Kingdom of God 

[The Gospel of Thomas] is also opposed to other Christians and Christian communities. In particular, 

it is opposed to those who think that the Kingdom of God will be an actual place to be found in this 

world (a view we found in the Gospel of Mark). Right off the bat in this Gospel, in saying 3, Jesus 

mocks this understanding of the kingdom as literalistic, crass, and wrongheaded.
843

 

The Gospel of Judas 

One of the most recent Gospels to be discovered is the Gospel of Judas, unearthed in Egypt in the 

1970s but published for the first time in 2006. … The Gospel of Judas was instantly recognized as a 

Gnostic Gospel. Also like many of them, it was produced by an unknown author some time in the 

middle of the second century. … Gnosticism was a widely diverse collection of various religions that 

shared certain features. In particular, adherents of these religions maintained that true “knowledge” 

(Greek: gnosis) is what brought salvation from this fallen material world. Jesus was the one who 

provided that knowledge. He came from a divine realm inhabited by an entire range of divinities who 

had all come into existence in eternity past. … The Gospel of Judas shares this view of Jesus and 

remembers him as one who revealed his secret.
844

 

The Gospel of Truth 

In the Coptic Gospel of Truth … we now probably possess a genuine Gnostic work. … The essence of 

this doctrine lies in dualism, with a supreme spiritual Deity facing an inferior Creator or Demiurge 

responsible for the making of the material world, the opposite of the world of spiritual realities. 

Morsels or sparks of the spiritual entered human beings and their redemption consisted in the 

deliverance of the spiritual from the prison of matter through knowledge or gnosis, thus allowing the 

return of the wayward sparks to the supreme immaterial God. The divine Christ descended from on 

high as the bearer of this gnosis. Without assuming real fleshly nature through incarnation and 

without subsequently suffering or dying, he put on a human appearance and dwelt in the unreal body 

of Jesus.
845

 

Further Gnostic Gospels 

 Gospel of Peter 

 The Infancy Gospel of Thomas 

 The Secret Gospel of Mark 

 The Gospel of the Ebionites 

 The Gospel of the Nazareans 

 The Gospel According to the Hebrews 
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