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COMPLEX ORIGINS OF CHRISTIANITY 

There is no simple evolutionary pattern 

Christian teaching about Jesus does not follow a simple evolutionary pattern.1 

An unimaginably diverse and complicated Christian world 

As [Elaine Pagels] worked with many other scholars to edit and annotate these Nag Hammadi texts, 

we found that this research gradually clarified—and complicated—our understanding of the origins of 

Christianity. For instead of discovering the purer, simpler “early Christianity” that many of us had 

been looking for, we found ourselves in the midst of a more diverse and complicated world than any 

of us could have imagined.2 

------ 

Many people have tried to impute a single, definitive meaning shared by all “early Christians”; but 

first-century evidence—much of it from the New Testament—tells a different story. Various groups 

interpreted baptism in quite different ways; and those who ate bread and drank wine together to 

celebrate “the Lord’s supper” often could not confine the meaning of their worship to any single 

interpretation.3 

------ 

The discovery of Thomas’s gospel shows us that other early Christians held quite different 

understandings of “the gospel.” For what John rejects as religiously inadequate—the conviction that 

the divine dwells as “light” within all beings—is much like the hidden “good news” that Thomas’s 

gospel proclaims. Many Christians today who read the Gospel of Thomas assume at first that it is 

simply wrong, and deservedly called heretical. Yet what Christians have disparagingly called gnostic 

and heretical sometimes turn out to be forms of Christian teaching that are merely unfamiliar to us—

unfamiliar precisely because of the active and successful opposition of Christians such as John.4 

Christian groups validated themselves by declaring allegiance to an apostle or 
disciple 

How could anyone who heard John’s message—or that of Mark, Thomas, or any of the others, for that 

matter—decide what to believe? Various Christian groups validated their teaching by declaring 

allegiance to a specific apostle or disciple and claiming him (and sometimes her, for some claim Mary 

as a disciple) as their spiritual founder.5 

Internal Christian politics decided which texts were “heretical” 

Why had the church decided that these texts were “heretical” and that only the canonical gospels were 

“orthodox”? Who made those decisions, and under what conditions? As my colleagues and I looked 

for answers, I began to understand the political concerns that shaped the early Christian movement.6 

THE THOMAS COMMUNITY 

The Acts of Thomas (c. 200 C.E.), probably written in Syriac, claims that Thomas himself 

evangelized India, and to this day there are Thomas Christians in India who call Thomas the founder 

of their faith.7 

------ 

                                                      
1
 Beyond Belief, page 45 

2
 Beyond Belief, pages 33-34 

3
 Beyond Belief, page 15 

4
 Beyond Belief, page 73 

5
 Beyond Belief, page 65 

6
 Beyond Belief, page 33 

7
 Beyond Belief, page 39 
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The ancient Jews and Christians were deeply religious and believed they experienced 
the sacred 

They sought revelation and vision. This God-Experience included journeys into the heavenly realms 

to see Jesus (GThom 37) and worship before God’s throne (GThom 15), but was also described as an 

internal experience of meeting Jesus within (GThom 24).8 

------ 

The ancient Jews and Christians believed that they experienced the sacred, and they wrote about it. 

These people were deeply religious people whose texts are filled with feelings about and hopes for 

religious experience as they understood and imagined it. 

In this regard, Paul’s own first-hand testimony cannot be emphasized enough, because it demonstrates 

that the first Christian Jews believed that they were recipients of ecstatic experiences both in the form 

of rapture events and invasions of heaven (Gal 1:12; 1 Cor 15:8; 2 Cor 12:2-4). In the context of this 

latter discourse, Paul also implies that he knows of other Christian Jews … who boast of mystical 

experiences (2 Cor 11:21-12:11). This is implied by the author of Colossians too (Col 2:16-18). We 

have a quite strong tradition that the disciples and members of Jesus’ family who formed the initial 

church in Jerusalem had visions of Jesus following his death (1 Cor 15:5-7).9 

The were no longer waiting for death or the eschaton in order to enter the Kingdom 

All in all, the accretions10 tell the story of a Christian community in Syria whose members are no 

longer waiting for death or the eschaton in order to enter the Kingdom or achieve immortality. Instead 

of waiting for heaven to come to them, they are invading Eden, sincerely believing that the 

eschatological promises of God are able to be fulfilled in the present. Their apocalyptic expectations 

have collapsed, shifting their theology away from hopes of an imminent eschaton to mystical pre-

mortem experiences of God. They were already Adam and Eve in Paradise.11 

------ 

Christianity in eastern Syria in the first couple of hundreds of years demanded celibacy and asceticism 

for admission into the Church. The literary evidence … points to a form of Christianity in Syria which 

was encratic12, honouring the solitary life over the marital. 

The larger catholic Church, particularly in the West, did not favour this position, so our historical 

memory of these people is that of sectarians and even heretics. But they were neither. For these 

Christians, baptism followed by daily washings and renunciation of the body extinguished desire and 

made it possible for them to begin to restore their souls to the glorious Image of God.13 

The Gospel of Thomas is a witness to early Syriac Christianity 

The Coptic gospel is not so much a witness to the historical Jesus, but instead a witness to early 

Syriac Christianity.14 

The Thomas people were initially a branch of the Jesus movement 

The Thomas people were initially a branch of the Jesus movement, composed under the individual 

leadership of Thomas, based on his own revelation and belief.15 

                                                      
8
 Mysticism and Thomas, page 217 

9
 Mysticism and Thomas, page 215 

10
 accretions: Growth or increase by the gradual accumulation of additional layers or matter. 

(https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/accretion accessed 31 March 2017) 
11

 The Gospel of Thomas, DeConick, page 13 
12

 encratic: Of or pertaining to self-control and self-denial, especially in the forms of continence and fasting or 

abstinence from animal food. (https://www.wordnik.com/words/encratic accessed 31 March 2017) 
13

 The Gospel of Thomas, DeConick, page 13 
14

 The Fifth Gospel?, page 68 
15

 Thomasine Metamorphosis, page 14 

https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/accretion
https://www.wordnik.com/words/encratic
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WHAT THE GOSPEL OF THOMAS IS 

We asked who wrote these alternative gospels, and when. And how do these relate to—

and differ from—the gospels and other writings familiar from the New Testament? 

These discoveries challenged us not only intellectually but—in my case at least—

spiritually. 

I [Elaine Pagels] had come to respect the work of “church fathers” such as Irenaeus, 

bishop of Lyons (c. 180), who had denounced such secret writings as “an abyss of 

madness, and blasphemy against Christ.” Therefore I expected these recently 

discovered texts to be garbled, pretentious, and trivial. Instead I was surprised to find in 

some of them unexpected spiritual power—in sayings such as this from the Gospel of 

Thomas, translated by Professor MacRae: “Jesus said: ‘If you bring forth what is 

within you, what you bring forth will save you. If you do not bring forth what is within 

you, what you do not bring forth will destroy you.’ The strength of this saying is that it 

does not tell us what to believe but challenges us to discover what lies hidden within 

ourselves; and, with a shock of recognition, I realized that this perspective seemed to 

me self-evidently true. (Beyond Belief, page 32) 

 

The Gospel with a career that is both famous and infamous 

If there is one early Christian gospel that has a career both famous and infamous, it is the Gospel of 

Thomas. It has been called a ‘direct and almost unbroken continuation of Jesus’ own teaching – 

unparalleled anywhere in the canonical tradition’ – as well as a ‘perversion of Christianity by those 

who wanted to create Jesus in their own image’. It has been understood as an early Jewish Christian 

document, preserving independent Jesus traditions older than the New Testament gospels, as well as a 

late Gnostic gospel entirely dependent on the canonical gospels. On the one hand it has been lauded as 

the ‘fifth gospel’, while on the other it has been dismissed as ‘heretical’.16 

 

 

                                                      
16

 The Gospel of Thomas, DeConick, page 1 
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Jesus teaches ‘hidden sayings’ and ‘mysteries’ to a chosen few 

In the Gospel of Thomas, Jesus does not simply teach ‘everyday’ wisdom to the common folk. He is 

characterized as a ‘living’ mystagogue
17

, a hierophant
18

, teaching ‘hidden sayings’ and ‘mysteries’ to 

a chosen few.19 

The Gospel of Thomas consists of 114 sayings 

The text of the Gospel of Thomas exists in its entirety only in the Coptic version discovered as part of 

the Nag Hammadi library, which was buried in the fourth century and unearthed in Egypt in 1945. 

Greek fragments were first found among the Oxyrhynchus papyri and published in 1897 and 1904. 

While the Coptic version dates to the early fourth century, some scholars estimate that the original 

text may have been composed late in the first century C.E., probably in Syria. In most versions, it 

consists of 114 sayings.20 

------ 

See the translation at: http://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/daily/biblical-topics/bible-versions-and-

translations/the-gospel-of-thomas-114-sayings-of-jesus/  Also: Beyond Belief, pages 227-242 

A good deal of the Gospel of Thomas dates to the first century 

As with all gospel text, with this one in particular, we have to remember that these texts were fluid, 

that scribes could add, that scribes could leave out things, that scribes could add comments, or add an 

interpretation. So we cannot with certainty reconstruct what did the Gospel of Thomas look like 

around the year 100 or earlier. But it is very likely that it existed at that time, and that a good deal of 

the material that’s now in that manuscript was already in a Greek manuscript that dates back to the 

first century.21 

------ 

A consensus is emerging in American scholarship that the Gospel of Thomas is a text independent of 

the synoptics and that it was compiled in the mid to late first century.22 

                                                      
17

  mystagogue: (1) Someone who instructs others before initiation into religious mysteries or before 

participation in the sacraments. (2) A person whose teachings are said to be founded on mystical revelations. 

(http://www.dictionary.com/browse/mystagogue, accessed 30 March 2017) 
18

 hierophant: 1. (In ancient Greece) an official expounder of rites of worship and sacrifice. 2. Any interpreter of 

sacred mysteries or esoteric principles; mystagogue. (http://www.dictionary.com/browse/hierophant?s=t, 

accessed 30 March 2017) 
19

 The Gospel of Thomas, DeConick, page 5 
20

 Thomas as “Christzen” 
21

 Intro Essays on Thomas 
22

 Christology and Protology of Thomas 

http://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/daily/biblical-topics/bible-versions-and-translations/the-gospel-of-thomas-114-sayings-of-jesus/
http://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/daily/biblical-topics/bible-versions-and-translations/the-gospel-of-thomas-114-sayings-of-jesus/
http://www.dictionary.com/browse/mystagogue
http://www.dictionary.com/browse/hierophant?s=t
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The Syrian genesis of the Gospel of Thomas 

 

These scholars, who are generally interested in the time of writing, provenance, and original language 

of the Logia text, have proposed their own conclusions about the Thomasine community. These are 

often contradictory because the external content of the text is not formed in a chronological or 

narrative way, but in a doctrinal style as an early Christian-community instruction.23 

The Gospel of Thomas was most likely composed in Greek, probably in Syria 

Most likely the Gospel of Thomas was composed in Greek, probably in Syria, perhaps at Edessa, 

where Thomas was revered and his bones venerated. A reasonable case can be made for a first-

century date for a first edition of the Gospel of Thomas, though some scholars prefer a second-century 

date.24 

------ 

In the earliest decades of Thomas research, a number of scholars have detected signs of the collection 

having been first composed in Syriac or at least of having passed through a Syriac-speaking stage of 

transmission.25 

------ 

That the Coptic collection can be seen in toto as a translation of a Syriac text can in fact be borne 

out.26 

The Gospel of Thomas reflects a knowledge of Jewish mystical traditions 

The Gospel of Thomas contains logia [sayings] that reflect a knowledge of Jewish mystical traditions, 

especially sayings 15, 27, 37, 50, 59, 83, and 84. [See these sayings below.] The presence of these 

sayings suggests that the community that produced Thomas advocated a mystical experience of God. 

This belief is most evident in statements such as Gospel of Thomas 59, in which Jesus specifically 

commands the reader to seek a vision of God: “Look for the Living One while you are alive, lest you 

die and seek to see him and you will be unable to see [him]”  (my translation and italics).27 

                                                      
23

 Thomasine Metamorphosis, pages 17-18 
24

 Gnostic Gospels, page 5 
25

 The Fifth Gospel?, pages 70-71 
26

 The Fifth Gospel?, page 71 
27

 John Rivals Thomas, page 305 
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Saying/logion 1528 

Jesus says: “When you see one who was not born of woman, fall on your face (and) 

worship him. That one is your Father.” 

The etiquette for [their] ecstatic visionary experiences is found in Gospel of Thomas 15: “When you 

see the one who was not born of woman, prostrate yourselves on your faces and worship him. That 

one is your Father.” Such advice is consistent with the Jewish mystical portrayals of the divine 

throne room, in which God’s manifestation or kavod is often depicted as seated on a throne in the 

midst of an entourage of angels. It is common in such literature to find descriptions of the mystic 

entering the throne room and prostrating himself before the divine King (cf. 1 Enoch 14:24; 2 Enoch 

22:4). The Thomasites lived a severely ascetic lifestyle in preparation for this ecstatic encounter.29 

Saying/logion 27 

(1) “If you do not abstain from the world, you will not find the kingdom. 

(2) If you do not make the Sabbath into a Sabbath, you will not see the Father.” 

Saying/logion 37 

(1) His disciples said: “When will you appear to us, and when will we see you?” 

(2) Jesus said: “When you undress without being ashamed and take your clothes (and) 

put them under your feet like little children (and) trample on them, 

(3) then [you] will see the son of the Living One, and you will not be afraid.” 

Saying/logion 50 

(1) “If they say to you: ‘Where do you come from?’ (then) say to them: ‘We have 

come from the light, the place where the light has come into being by itself, has 

established [itself] and has appeared in their image.’ 

(2) If they say to you: ‘Is it you?’ (then) say: ‘We are his children, and we are the 

elect of the living Father.’ 

(3) If they ask you: ‘What is the sign of your Father among you?’ (then) say to them: 

‘It is movement and repose.’” 

Saying/logion 83 

(1) “The images are visible to humanity, but the light within them is hidden in the 

image. 

(2) {} The light of the Father will reveal itself, but his image is hidden by his light.” 

Saying/logion 84 

Jesus says: (1) “When you see your likeness you are full of joy. 

(2) But when you see your likenesses that came into existence before you — they 

neither die nor become manifest — how much will you bear?” 

The Gospel of Thomas does not fit the definition of Gnosticism 

While the Gospel of Thomas has some features in common with gnostic gospels, it does not seem to 

fit the definition of gnosticism. … I [Marvin Meyer] prefer to consider the Gospel of Thomas to be a 

gospel with an incipient30 gnostic perspective. According to the incipit (or prologue) of the Gospel of 

Thomas, the sayings are hidden or secret sayings spoken by the living Jesus and recorded by Judas 

Thomas the Twin. … The sayings included in the Gospel of Thomas include a variety of aphorisms31, 

parables, stories, and other utterances of Jesus.32 

------ 
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The theology of the Gospel of Thomas does not jive with any particular system of Gnosis be it 

Naaseene, Valentinian, Basilidian, Carpocratian, or otherwise. … The traditional markers of Gnostic 

ideas are not present. There is no Sophia, Demiurge, Pleroma, Error, Aeons, or Archons.33 

------ 

The believer could gaze on God before death in order not to die (GThom 59). In heaven, they would 

meet their divine doubles, their lost Images, their true selves (GThom 84). They would directly 

encounter the Living God - God the Father and Jesus his Son. They believed that these experiences 

would bring about their full transformation into their primal bodies of Glory, so that they would no 

longer die. There is nothing about this mystical spirituality that is “heretical” or “Gnostic” even by 

traditional definitions.34 

------ 

This reading of the Gospel of Thomas places it squarely within early orthodoxy rather than outside. 

The Gospel of Thomas does not represent the voice of some late generic Gnostic heresy or some early 

unique sapiential35 Christianity. Rather it is quite cogent with early Syrian Christianity as described in 

the oldest literature from the area.36 

------ 

Although part of what is generally referred to as a Gnostic Library, [The Gospel of] Thomas is not 

simply a Gnostic text. Some ascribe the Gnostic aspects of it to a redactor. Harold Bloom, in his 

“Afterword” to Marvin Meyer’s translation, is a cheerleader for Thomas as a thoroughgoing Gnostic. 

In his introduction, Meyer demurs. He notes that Thomas clearly has other, equally important 

identifying marks. For example, it is part of the ancient genre of collections of sayings and is of a 

piece with Jewish Wisdom literature.37 

Sayings of Thomas derive from a different tradition 

Although [the Gospel of Thomas] contains many sayings of Jesus that Luke and Matthew also include 

in their gospels, it contains other sayings that apparently derive from a tradition different from that of 

the synoptic gospels.38 

The Gospel of Thomas is quite different from the New Testament gospels 

The Gospel of Thomas is quite different from the New Testament gospels in that it is a gospel of 

sayings of Jesus. Most sayings are introduced with the simple attribution “Jesus said,” one listed after 

the other. Narrative is practically absent from the Gospel of Thomas, at least in terms of the type of 

narrative details and elaborate settings for the sayings that we find in the New Testament gospels.39 

The Gospel of Thomas does not fit conventional categories 

The Gospel of Thomas … just doesn’t fit the conventional categories or constructs. … It doesn’t make 

sense to us in the interpretative framework we are familiar with from our training as biblical scholars. 

… Jesus’ words aren’t remembered in the same way that they are recorded in the Synoptics. He talks 

about revealing “mysteries” to a few worthy people, rather than preaching ethics openly to crowds. 

He focuses on internal spirituality, turning upside down traditional apocalyptic images. He speaks 

favorably about singlehood, not just preferring it to marriage, but demanding it. And so forth.40 

------ 

Finally I [April DeConick] came to the realization that it isn’t that the Gospel of Thomas is “off,” 

rather it is our categories and reconstructions that are off. What if we didn’t try to fit the Gospel of 
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Thomas into any of our known categories? What if we stopped worrying about whether the Gospel 

was dependent on the canonical gospels or contained authentic Jesus sayings like the canonical 

gospels? What if we let the text be itself and listened to it as a voice of its own? What would happen, I 

wondered? What might it tell us about early Christianity? 

Rereading the Gospel this way, I noticed several things. First, the questions that the disciples were 

asking Jesus really struck me. “Tell us, how will our end come about?” (GThom 18.1). “Tell us, what 

is the Kingdom of Heaven like?” (GThom 20.1). “Will we enter the Kingdom as babies?” (GThom 

22.3). “When will you appear to us? When will we see you?” (GThom 37.1). “When will the dead 

rest? And when will the new world come?” (GThom 51.1). “When will the Kingdom come?’’ (GThom 

113). These appeared to me to be very serious mitigative questions raised by this Gospel. Why would 

a community of Christians be asking these particular questions? What might these questions reveal 

about this community of Christians and the problems they were facing? 

These Christians were trying to resolve the fact that their expectations about the future were not 

matching their present experience. They were wondering when and how God would fulfill his 

promises about the immediacy of the coming eschaton and new world, a problem not unfamiliar to 

Christians across the Mediterranean world in the mid to late first century. They were concerned that 

the End of the World, the establishment of the Kingdom, the final rest (or: resurrection) of the dead, 

and the return of Jesus had not yet happened. They were a community in the midst of a memory crisis. 

The presence of answers to these questions, answers endorsed by the living Jesus, show that these 

Christians appear to have resolved their memory crisis. How? By shifting their apocalyptic 

expectations from the eschatological dimension to the mystical.41 

THE SOTERIOLOGY OF THE GOSPEL OF THOMAS 

Salvation comes through wisdom, knowledge, insight, and creative thought 

People are called upon to recall who they are, open their minds, and think, and in this way they can 

experience salvation. This is the good news of the gnostic texts.  

These gospels are gospels of wisdom, not gospels of the cross; the Jesus of this good news is the 

source of wisdom and knowledge, not first and foremost the crucified savior; and people come to 

salvation through insight and creative thought, not primarily through faith.42 

Knowledge is more important than faith, unlike gospels of the cross 

The Gospel of Thomas and other gnostic texts often call upon readers to know themselves. In gnostic 

texts, unlike gospels of the cross, knowledge is more important than faith, and knowledge of oneself 

leads to salvation. In the Gospel of Thomas 3:4 Jesus says, “When you know yourselves, then you 

will be known, and you will understand that you are children of the living father”; in the Book of 

Thomas 138 Thomas himself is described as “one who knows oneself.” … 

If knowledge in gnostic thought is salvation, then knowing oneself is coming to salvation through 

oneself. That is the gnosis of Jesus.43 

Knowledge in The Gospel of Thomas is often explicitly mystical 

The knowledge communicated through the sayings of Jesus with his disciples is often explicitly 

mystical. In the Gospel of Thomas Jesus says, “Whoever drinks from my mouth will become like me; 

I myself shall become that person, and the hidden things will be revealed to that person” (108).44 

------ 

The knowledge Jesus communicates in the gnostic gospels and related texts is a knowledge both of 

what is outside and of what is inside. … 
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In the Gospel of Thomas Jesus says that the kingdom is inside and outside (3:3), and the inner may be 

like the outer and the outer like the inner (22:4).45 

------ 

If the fullness is within, so, in the Gospel of Thomas, is the kingdom within, or spread out upon the 

earth, unseen by people (3:3; 113:4).46 

The “living Jesus” challenges his hearers to find the way for themselves 

Thomas’s gospel offers only cryptic clues—not answers—to those who seek the way to God. 

Thomas’s “living Jesus” challenges his hearers to find the way for themselves: “Jesus said, ‘Whoever 

finds the interpretation of these words will not taste death,’” and he warns the disciples that the search 

will disturb and astonish them: “Jesus said, ‘Let the one who seeks not stop seeking until he finds. 

When he finds, he will become troubled; when he becomes troubled, he will be astonished and will 

rule over all things.”47 

------ 

According to Thomas, Jesus rebukes those who seek access to God elsewhere, even—perhaps 

especially—those who seek it by trying to “follow Jesus” himself. When certain disciples plead with 

Jesus to “show us the place where you are, since it is necessary for us to seek it,” he does not bother to 

answer so misguided a question and redirects the disciples away from themselves toward the light 

hidden within each person: “There is light within a person of light, and it lights up the whole universe. 

If it does not shine, there is darkness.” In other words, one either discovers the light within that 

illuminates “the whole universe” or lives in darkness, within and without.48 

Jesus demands a lifestyle of righteous living, with rewards of personal transformation 

The Jesus that emerges in the Gospel of Thomas is not entirely foreign to the New Testament 

portrayals, particularly as we see him emerge in the Gospel of John – but also, as we see him in Mark, 

teaching publicly to the crowds and privately his mysteries to a few close followers. His message is 

either similar to the New Testament Jesus, or contiguous with him. He teaches against carnality and 

succumbing to bodily desire. He’s an advocate for celibacy. He preaches that the Kingdom of God is 

here, that people must make a choice whether to enter it or not, that this choice requires an exclusive 

commitment to him and God, that the going is tough and few will be able to make it. He demands a 

lifestyle of righteous living, promises rewards including personal transformation and revelation.49 

God’s light shines not only in Jesus but potentially in everyone 

Thomas teaches that God’s light shines not only in Jesus but, potentially at least, in everyone. 

Thomas’s gospel encourages the hearer not so much to believe in Jesus, as John requires, as to seek to 

know God through one’s own, divinely given capacity, since all are created in the image of God. For 

Christians in later generations, the Gospel of John helped provide a foundation for a unified church, 

which Thomas, with its emphasis on each person’s search for God, did not.50 

Everyone in creation receives an innate capacity to know God 

The cluster of sayings [that Elaine Pagels] takes as the key to interpreting Thomas suggest … that 

everyone, in creation, receives an innate capacity to know God.51 

Discover that you and Jesus at a deep level are identical twins 

[In the Gospel of Thomas], this Jesus comes to reveal that you and he are, if you like, twins.... And 

what you discover as you read the Gospel of Thomas, which you’re meant to discover, is that you and 

Jesus at a deep level are identical twins. And that you discover that you are the child of God just as he 
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is. And so that at the end of the gospel Jesus speaks to Thomas and says, “Whoever drinks from my 

mouth will become as I am, and I will become that person, and the mysteries will be revealed to him.” 

Here, Jesus does not take the role of authority and teacher. In the Gospel of Thomas, the disciples say 

to Jesus, “Tell us, what do you want us to do? How shall we pray? What shall we eat? How shall we 

fast?” Now if you look at Matthew and Luke, Jesus answers the questions52 

------ 

Finally Jesus reveals to Thomas that “whoever drinks from my mouth will become as I am, and I 

myself will become that person, and the mysteries shall be revealed to him.” This, I believe, is the 

symbolic meaning of attributing this gospel to Thomas, whose name means “twin.” By encountering 

the “living Jesus,” as Thomas suggests, one may come to recognize oneself and Jesus as, so to speak, 

identical twins.53 

You are the child of God just like Jesus 

In this gospel, this Jesus does not answer. He says, “Do not tell lies, and do not do what you hate, for 

everything is known before heaven.” Now this answer throws you and me upon ourselves.... Here 

Jesus, in effect, turns one toward oneself, and that is really one of the themes of the Gospel of 

Thomas, that you must go in a sort of a spiritual quest of your own to discover who you are, and to 

discover really that you are the child of God just like Jesus.54 

You have to recognize yourself. You have to know yourself 

What is typical about these sayings is that in each instance, these sayings want to say that if you want 

to understand what Jesus said, you have to recognize yourself. You have to know yourself, know who 

you are.55 

------ 

[When one truly knows oneself], one understands that one is divine, but also one understands that one 

is mortal. In such a way, you recognize that this mortality is really meaningless, as physical existence 

is meaningless. And therefore, death is no longer a problem, but death is a solution, because in death 

finally all this mortality will fall away, and the true self will be liberated.56 

Anyone who apprehends the light and kingdom inside and outside is a son of the 
living father 

Thomas’s most striking christological affirmation, “Jesus said: ‘I am the light...” (saying 77) is 

perhaps not exclusive to Jesus; after all, anyone who apprehends the light and kingdom inside and 

outside is a son of the living father (saying 3) and the unisexual image of God (saying 22).57 

The Gospel of Thomas pays little attention to the cross 

The gnostic gospels and related texts may not be gospels of the cross, but the historical tradition of the 

crucifixion of Jesus does not go completely unnoticed in these texts. How the gnostic gospels deal 

with the crucifixion, however, is another matter. Some of these texts, like the Gospel of Thomas, pay 

little or no attention to the cross; the sole reference to the cross in the Gospel of Thomas occurs in 

saying 55, where the image of one bearing a cross seems to be used in a metaphorical sense.58 

Logion/Saying 55 

Jesus says: 

(1) “Whoever does not hate his father and his mother cannot become a disciple of 

mine. 
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(2) And whoever does not hate his brothers and his sisters (and) will not take up his 

cross as I do, will not be worthy of me.” 

Jesus’ crucifixion is the ultimate example of a person crucifying the flesh and its 
appetites 

I think that the allusions to Jesus’ crucifixion (GThom 55, 56, 58, 80, 87, 112) understand it in terms 

very different from Western Christianity. It represents the ultimate example of a person crucifying the 

flesh and its appetites. They seem to have taught that we receive the Holy Spirit at baptism, which 

helps us to fight the apocalyptic battle internally, overpowering our inner demons (GThom 21, 29, 

70).59 

The crucifixion is crucial to Paul and irrelevant to Thomas; the kingdom is yet fully to 
come for Paul but present now for Thomas 

The crucifixion is crucial to Paul and irrelevant to Thomas and the kingdom is yet fully to come for 

Paul but present now for Thomas. Nevertheless, even such substantial differences should not obscure 

the points of agreement between them. Both may agree that the kingdom of God is the establishment 

in the world of the condition of the image of God in the primordial time of creation, and that is no 

small matter.
60

 

Seriously genuine Christians conquered the body and imitated Jesus 

These Christians took seriously the call to celibacy, believing that sexual renunciation would serve to 

recreate their bodies in Adam’s image before the Fall (G.Th. 4.1, 4.3, 11.2–4, 16.4, 21.1–4, 21.6–9, 

22, 23.2, 27.1, 37, 49, 64.12, 75, 85, 101, 105, 106, 110, 111.2, 114). They taught each other that it 

was necessary to renounce the world, to fast from the world, and to guard against temptations and 

worldliness (G.Th. 27, 21.6–8, 110). Imitation of Jesus conquering his passions at his crucifixion was 

encouraged (G.Th. 55, 56, 58, 80, 87, 112). Participation in the eucharist appears to have aided in the 

person’s transformation since the gospel mentions on several occasions the power of divine food and 

drink to render the person ‘equal’ to Jesus (G.Th. 13, 61, 108).  

Once the body had been conquered and Jesus imitated, the believer was encouraged to study and 

meditate on the words of Jesus (G.Th. 1). Through this praxis, they sought revelation and vision. This 

mystical apocalypse included journeys into the heavenly realms to see Jesus (G.Th. 37) and worship 

before God’s throne (G.Th. 15). Knowledge of the passage through the heavenly realms was 

memorized (G.Th. 50) so that the believer could gaze upon God before death in order not to die 

(G.Th. 59). In heaven, the believer would meet his or her divine twin, the lost image, the true Self 

(G.Th. 84). The Christians who participated in this praxis believed that the immediate and direct 

vision of God would result in their full transformation into their original bodies of glory, so that they 

would no longer ‘die’.61 

The Thomasites believed in a mystical ascent and vision of God 

The Thomasites believed that the mystical ascent and vision of God was a transformational 

experience. Note, for example, Gospel of Thomas 108: “Jesus said, ‘Whoever drinks from my mouth 

will become like me; I myself shall become that person, and the hidden things will be revealed to him” 

(see also 19b, 22, 84). 62 

Saying/logion 19 

Jesus says: (1)”Blessed is he who was, before he came into being. 

(2) If you become disciples of mine (and) listen to my words, these stones will serve 

you. 

(3) For you have five trees in Paradise that do not change during summer (and) 

winter, and their leaves do not fall. 

(4) Whoever comes to know them will not taste death.” 
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Saying/logion 22 

(1) Jesus saw infants being suckled. 

(2) He said to his disciples: “These little ones being suckled are like those who enter 

the kingdom.” 

(3) They said to him: “Then will we enter the kingdom as little ones?” 

(4) Jesus said to them: “When you make the two into one, and when you make the 

inside like the outside and the outside like the inside and the above like the below — 

(5) that is, to make the male and the female into a single one, so that the male will not 

be male and the female will not be female — 

(6) and when you make eyes instead of an eye and a hand instead of a hand and a foot 

instead of a foot, an image instead of an image, (7) then you will enter [the 

kingdom].” 

This early Christian mysticism is not heretical. It is an early form of eastern orthodoxy 

The spirituality in the Gospel of Thomas is a form of early Christian mysticism. It was a 

contemplative type of Christianity that grew in Syria as well as Alexandria. The idea was that each 

person had the choice to grow into God’s Image or to remain stunted due to Adam’s decision. If the 

person chose to grow, then the divinization process was gradual and included not only ritual activities 

like baptism and eucharist, but also instructional and contemplative activities. Part of the process then 

was living as Jesus lived - it was imitative. … Eventually the faithful would become like Jesus, 

replacing their fallen image with the image of God. This contemplative Christianity is not heretical, 

but an early form of eastern orthodoxy! 63 

The perceived power of the Eucharist 

They appear to have placed great stock in the power of the eucharist, mentioning on several occasions 

the power of divine food and drink to render the person “equal” to Jesus (GThom 13, 61, 108).64 

------ 

When the [modern-day] Orthodox Christian eats the eucharist, they think they are ingesting a divine 

body and achieving atonement with God. The Incarnation, not the death of Jesus, is the focus of this 

tradition, when the human and divine united allowing for the rekindling of the soul’s progress into its 

glorious Image. Orthodox believers are called to self-knowledge, renunciation of the flesh through 

temperance in marriage or monasticism, spiritual warfare and purification of the passions, the path of 

virtue, contemplation, and personal glorification through “gnosis” and “theoria,” the great vision of 

God in this lifetime. …  

I [April DeConick] have been shocked with how close my descriptions of the theology and praxis 

of the Gospel of Thomas has been to descriptions of the theology and praxis of the Orthodox 

[Church].65 

The Gospel is theologically an infant of Eastern Orthodox theology and practice 

I [April DeConick] am completely convinced that the Gospel of Thomas theologically and practically 

is an infant of Orthodoxy. It is one of our earliest, if not our earliest text showcasing a very old form 

of Orthodox thought. As such, it is very at home in the Syrian environment and represents old Syrian 

religiosity. In this literature, the human being regains Paradise lost through his or her own effort of 

righteous living as revealed by Jesus, not through some act of atonement on Jesus’ part.66 

------ 

Eastern [Orthodox] Christianity is about a mysticism of the heart and the progressive transformation 

of the soul into its glorious Image. In the West, the Augustinian position reigns, so that we know 

about ‘original sin’ severing us from our true Image, leaving us lost and helpless and damned. 
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In the West, the lost are saved through grace and atonement which is completed in the eucharist, a 

sacrificial meal. 

In the East, the glorious Image is not lost, but only diminished or stunted by Adam’s decision. It can 

be recovered in part through our own orientation and action. In the East, the eucharist is the ingestion 

of the divine body, aiding the transformation of the soul into the glorious Image.67 

THE CHRISTOLOGY OF THE GOSPEL OF THOMAS 

Jesus assumes very few Christological titles 

In the Gospel of Thomas, Jesus assumes very few Christological titles, and, as Stephen Patterson 

notes, Jesus in this gospel is just Jesus. Jesus in the Gospel of Thomas is not designated the Christ or 

the messiah, he is not acclaimed master or lord, and when he refers to himself once in the gospel, in 

saying 86, as child of humankind or son of man, he does so in the generic sense of referring to any 

person (or to himself) as a human being. If Jesus in the Gospel of Thomas is a child of humankind, so 

are other people called children of humankind (sayings 28 and 106). Jesus in the Gospel of Thomas is 

not presented as the unique or incarnate son of God, and nothing is said of a cross with saving 

significance or an empty tomb. Jesus is named the living Jesus, but God is also said to be a living one, 

and followers of Jesus are called living ones as well. Jesus the living one lives through his words and 

sayings.68 

Thomas was incapable of saying whom Jesus is like 

According to Thomas, when Jesus asks, “Who am I?” he receives not one but three responses from 

various disciples. Peter first gives, in effect, the same answer as he does in the gospels of Mark and 

Matthew: “You are like a righteous messenger,” a phrase that may interpret the Hebrew term messiah 

(“anointed one”) for the Greek-speaking audience whom Thomas addresses. The disciple Matthew 

answers next: “You are like a wise philosopher” —a phrase perhaps intended to convey the Hebrew 

term rabbi (“teacher”) in language any Gentile could understand. (This disciple is the one traditionally 

believed to have written the Gospel of Matthew, which, more than any other, depicts Jesus as a rabbi.) 

But when a third disciple, Thomas himself, answers Jesus’ question, his response confounds the other 

two: “Master, my mouth is wholly incapable of saying whom you are like.” Jesus replies, “I am not 

your master, because you have drunk, and have become drunk from the same stream which I 

measured out.”69 

Jesus reveals wisdom and knowledge so that people may be enlightened 

In the Gospel of Thomas Jesus performs no physical miracles, he discloses no fulfillment of prophecy, 

he announces no apocalyptic kingdom that will disrupt the world order, and he dies for no one’s sins. 

Instead, he reveals wisdom and knowledge so that people may be enlightened.’70 

Thomas presents a different Jesus 

The Jesus of the Gospel of Thomas does appear rather different from the Jesus we encounter in the 

others.71 

------ 

The Gospel of Thomas does not define Jesus’ role by means of christological terminology. Few 

sayings directly discuss Jesus. Still, one may find a “Christology” of light in saying 77 and a 

“Christology” of wisdom in saying 28.72 
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Jesus declares to Thomas that he is not his master 

In Gos. Thom. 13 the disciple Thomas, who evidently apprehends correctly, is equivalent to, or at 

least not subordinated to, Jesus. Jesus declares to Thomas that he is not his master because “you have 

drunk, you have become intoxicated from the bubbling spring which I have measured out.” Gos. 

Thom. 108 shares this motif: “Jesus said, ‘He who will drink from my mouth will become like me. I 

myself shall become he, and the things that are hidden will be revealed to him.’” To drink from Jesus’ 

mouth may be to apprehend what Jesus’ sayings mean (sayings 1, 2), but such understanding is not 

sufficient by itself. One must apprehend the kingdom within and upon the earth, the light within and 

outside; actualize the image of God inside and outside; and thus stand at the beginning.73 

Christological concerns are identified mainly with Jesus’ disciples 

Christological concerns are identified mainly with Jesus’ disciples. Gos. Thom. 24 presents the 

disciples as asking Jesus’ place; the response shifts attention to the place of light within people and 

the world. In Gos. Thom. 37 the disciples seek the revelation of Jesus himself; the response shifts 

attention to the necessity of people acting so as to see the son of the living one which, in the context 

of saying 3, is likely to refer to discovery of their own nature.74 

Jesus is characterized as God’s own light in human form 

While Mark, Matthew, and Luke identify Jesus as God’s human agent, John and Thomas characterize 

him instead as God’s own light in human form. Yet, despite these similarities, the authors of John and 

Thomas take Jesus’ private teaching in sharply different directions. … 

But certain passages in Thomas’s gospel draw a quite different conclusion: that the divine light Jesus 

embodied is shared by humanity, since we are all made “in the image of God.” … 

By claiming that Jesus alone embodies the divine light, John challenges Thomas’s claim that this light 

may be present in everyone.75 

------ 

Unlike Matthew, Mark, and Luke, who say that Jesus warned of the coming “end of time,” both John 

and Thomas say that he directed his disciples instead toward the beginning of time—to the creation 

account of Genesis 1—and identify Jesus with the divine light that came into being “in the 

beginning.”76 

THE KINGDOM OF GOD 

The Gospel offers secret teachings about the Kingdom of God 

[The Gospel of Thomas] does not tell the story of the life and death of Jesus, but offers the reader his 

‘secret teachings’ about the Kingdom of God.77 

------ 

In this gospel, and this is also the case in the Gospel of Luke, the Kingdom of God is not an event 

that’s going to be catastrophically shattering the world as we know it and ushering in a new 

millennium. Here, as in Luke 17:20, the Kingdom of God is said to be an interior state; “It’s within 

you,” Luke says. And here it says, “It’s inside you but it’s also outside of you.” It’s like a state of 

consciousness. It’s hard to describe. But the Kingdom of God here is something that you can enter 

when you attain gnosis, which means knowledge. But it doesn’t mean intellectual knowledge. The 

Greeks had two words for knowledge. One is intellectual knowledge, like the knowledge of physics or 

something like that. But this gnosis is personal, like “I know that person, or do you know so and so.” 

So this gnosis is self-knowledge; you could call it insight. It’s a question of knowing who you really 
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are, not at the ordinary level of your name and your social class or your position. But knowing 

yourself at a deep level.78 

The kingdom of God is the indwelling of light in all things within people and outside of 
them 

For Thomas the kingdom of God is the indwelling of light in all things within people (Gos. Thom. 3, 

24) and outside of them (Gos. Thom. 113, 77). [[Gos. Thom. 113: “Jesus said, ‘If those who lead you 

say to you, “See, the kingdom is in the sky,” then the birds of the sky will precede you. If they say to 

you, “It is in the sea,” then the fish will precede you. Rather the kingdom is inside of you and outside 

of you. When you come to know yourselves, then you will become known and you will realize that it 

is you who are the sons of the living father. But if you will not know yourselves, you dwell in poverty 

and it is you who are that poverty.’”]] When people actualize their inherent ability to perceive through 

primordial light, they perceive the world to be the kingdom of God (Gos. Thom. 3, 113). [[Gos. 

Thom. 3: “His disciples said to him, ‘When will the kingdom come?’ Jesus said, ‘It will not come by 

waiting for it. It will not be a matter of saying “Here it is,” or “There it is.” Rather the kingdom of the 

father is spread out upon the earth, and men do not see it.’”]]  

The light that is within people and outside of them exists now. As a result, those who search for the 

end are told that the end (i.e., the kingdom of God) is present already (Gos. Thom. 51, 113). When 

asked about the end, Jesus responds in terms of the beginning (Gos. Thom. 18); when asked about the 

kingdom to come, Jesus responds in terms of the kingdom which is already here (Gos. Thom. 113).79 

------ 

According to both the Gospel of Thomas and the Gospel of John, Jesus reveals that the kingdom of 

God, which many believers, including Mark, expect in the future, not only is “coming” but is already 

here—an immediate and continuing spiritual reality.80 

------ 

The Gospel of Thomas teaches that recognizing one’s affinity with God is the key to the kingdom of 

God.81 

------ 

The End had already occurred 

They concluded that the Kingdom had continued to grow since Jesus’ death. Now, at the present time, 

just as Jesus had predicted, it had fully arrived on earth (GThom 20.2-4). The rest (or: resurrection) of 

the dead and the new world had already come (GThom 51.2). Since the Kingdom now was spread out 

among them on earth, Jesus would be revealed to them immediately and directly (GThom 37.2-3; 

113.2-4)82 

------ 

Jesus tells them that the End has already occurred but they just had not recognized it before this. 

GThom 51.1-2. His disciples said to him, ‘‘When will the dead rest, and when will the 

new world come?” He said to them, “What you look for has come, but you have not 

perceived it.”83 

------ 

The apocalyptic mysteries shift from the revelation of secrets about the end times and God’s coming 

Kingdom, to the present and the recreation of Eden on earth. This refocus meant that the moment of 

encounter with God and personal transformation became an immediate experience, a mystical one.84 
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------ 

The persistent core of early Jewish and Christian mysticism is the belief that God or his manifestation 

can be experienced immediately, not just after death or eschatologically on the Last Day.85 

The new world has already come, but they did not recognise it 

Thomas evidently knows of christocentric eschatological traditions carried forward in the name of 

Jesus’ disciples and seeks to undermine those traditions by corrective question-response passages. 

Gos. Thom. 51 provides a particularly clear example: “His disciples said to him, ‘When will the 

repose of the dead come about, and when will the new world come?’ He said to them, ‘What you look 

forward to has already come, but you do not recognize it.’” Further, christological investigation of the 

scriptures is actually condemned in saying 52. In Gos. Thom. 91 when they ask to know who Jesus is, 

they are encouraged rather to know what is in front of them and to know the nature of the present 

time.86 

Apocalyptic questions receive mystical responses 

An Apocalyptic Memory Crisis 

In the Gospel of Thomas, the community poses the following questions on the apocalyptic front: 

Tell us how our end will be. (18.1) 

Tell us what the kingdom of heaven is like. (20.1) 

Shall we then, as children, enter the kingdom? (22.3) 

When will you become revealed to us and when shall we see you? (37.1) 

When will the rest of the dead happen, and when will the new world come? (51.1) 

When will the kingdom come? (113.1)87 

Reconfiguration of Apocalyptic Expectations 

The answers they provide to the very questions they had posed in their Gospel is a logical place to 

start this inquiry: 

Have you discovered, then, the beginning that you look for the end? For where the 

beginning is, there the end will be. Blessed is he who will stand in the beginning. He 

will know the end and will not taste death. (18.2-3) 

It is like a mustard seed, the smallest of all seeds. But when it falls on tilled soil, it 

produces a great plant and becomes a shelter for birds of the air. (20.24) 

When you make the two one, and when you make the inside like the outside and the 

outside like the inside, and the above like the below, and when you make the male 

and female one and the same, so that the male not be male nor the female female; and 

when you fashion eyes in place of an eye, and a hand in place of a hand, and a foot in 

place of a foot, and an image in place of an image, then you will enter [the kingdom]. 

(22.4-7) 

When you disrobe without being ashamed and take up your garments and place them 

under your feet like little children and tread on them, then [you will see] the Son of 

the Living One, and you will not be afraid. (37.2-3) 

What you look forward to has already come, but you do not recognize it. (51.2) 

It will not come by waiting for it. It will not be a matter of saying, ‘Here it is,’ or 

‘There it is.’ Rather, the kingdom of the Father is spread out upon the earth, and men 

do not see it. (113.24) … 

We can see a new apocalyptic hermeneutic replacing an older one. The community members 

maintained in their responses to the questions which they had posed that, indeed, their expectations 
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had not actually been disconfirmed, but had been confirmed when the now “correct” hermeneutic was 

applied to the old traditions. So, in the responses to the questions, they posited that the kingdom had 

already been established on earth but no one had noticed its coming (Gos. Thom. 20, 51,113). Did not 

their Gospel tell them that Jesus, in his lifetime, had taught that the kingdom already had begun to 

break into the world? It was like a tiny seed that had fallen unnoticed on tilled soil and now had 

grown into a large plant (Gos. Thom. 20). They concluded that the kingdom had continued to grow 

since Jesus’ death. Now, at the present time – just as Jesus had predicted! – it had fully arrived on 

earth. The anticipated “rest” of the dead and the “new world” had “already come” (Gos. Thom. 

51,113). 

Since the kingdom was now spread out among them on the earth (Gos. Thom. 113), Jesus would be 

revealed to them immediately and directly (Gos. Thom. 37). Such was the new apocalyptic 

hermeneutic that replaced the previous one. The community members, however, did not perceive this 

hermeneutic to be new; rather, they perceived it as the correct hermeneutic through which Jesus’ 

words should have been understood in the first place.88 

------ 

The shift from eschatological to mystical is quite prominent in saying 37. 

GThom 37.1-3. His disciples said, “When will you appear to us? When will we see 

you?” Jesus said, “When you strip naked without shame, take your garments, put 

them under your feet like little children, and trample on them. The [you will see] the 

Son of the Living One and you will not be afraid.” 

The question expresses concern, perhaps even disappointment that the immediate return of Jesus has 

not yet happened. “When will you appear to us?” “When will we see you?” Now the response is 

remarkable in that it is not eschatological, but mystical. If you want to see Jesus, you won’t do so at 

the end of the worldly kingdoms, but at the end of your former self, when you remake yourself into a 

child who is not afraid or ashamed.89 

Eschatological sayings remade into a call for celibacy 

The old eschatological saying of Jesus about casting fire, sword, and war on earth, has been remade 

into a call for us to choose singlehood or celibacy. 

GThom 16.1-4. Jesus said, “Perhaps people think it is peace that I have come to cast 

upon the world. And they do not know it is division that I have come to cast upon the 

earth –fire, sword, war! For there will be five people in a house. There will be three 

people against two, and two against three, father against son, and son against father. 

And they will stand as celibate people.” 

An older saying (in italics) that evoked a warning about impending Judgment and the dissolution of 

families, is now (in regular type) an injunction from Jesus to abandon their families and take on the 

holy life of the celibate.90 

THOMAS AND JOHN 

Similarities between the Gospel of Thomas with the Gospel according to John 

Analysis of the parallel sayings material in John and Thomas has shown not only the similarity of 

tenor and diction, as Raymond Brown believed. The parallels represent the world, Jesus, discipleship, 

salvation in a very comparable way. Indeed, one may even speak about the common theology of the 

parallels. The summary of the similarities would be as follows:  

1. The image of the living God as an unknown Father (GTh 3, GJn 6:57; GTh 18, GJn 8:44; 

GTh 40, GJn 15:1). Of particular interest is the phrase “the living Father” which occurs in 

both gospels and never in the Synoptics, or anywhere else in the New Testament.  
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2. The world is a carcass (GTh 56, GJn 15:19 & 17:14). It belongs to the devil (GTh 18, GJn 

8:44). It is marked by the contrast between flesh and spirit (GTh 29, GJn 3:6, 6:63).  

3. The beginning and the end of the world are one and the same with the present (GTh 18, 

GJn 8:44, GTh 19, GJn 17:5). Both gospel engage in speculations about the beginning, 

but on a scale nothing like the developed cosmogony of the second century Gnosticism.  

4. The Redeemer received everything from the Father (GTh 61, GJn 3:35 & 13:3). Who 

keeps his words will not taste death (GTh 1 & 111, GJn 8:51).  

5. The Redeemer has come into this world of poverty (GTh 28, GJn 1:10-12)  

6. The Redeemer is light (GTh 77, GJn 8:12).  

7. The Redeemer is the teacher GTh 13, While for the most part in John teacher has a 

negative connotation of a Jewish leader in GJn 13:13-14, the Washing of the Feet episode, 

Jesus reveals what it means to be a dida,skaloj. To be a true teacher, means to be different 

from the socially accepted teachers.  

8. The Redeemer speaks with remarkable assurance. He needs no proof for his testimony 

(GTh 3, GJn 4:42 & 8:13). He is the light (GTh 77, GJn 8:12). He is the living water 

(GTh 13, GJn 4:13). This particular idea, that is, that the redeemer needs no proof for his 

words, parallels the Stoic idea of cataleptic impressions.  

9. The discipleship is about becoming like the Redeemer (GTh 108, GJn 7:38), renouncing 

the world (GTh 110, GJn 7:35), being like a little child (GTh 4, GJn 3:4), and 

worshipping the Father (GTh 15, GJn 4:21-23).  

10. The most important prerequisite of the discipleship is listening to the words of Jesus (GTh 

19, GJn 15:7, see also: GTh 1 & 111, GJn 8:51) and keeping them (GTh 78, 79, GJn 

8:32).  

11. The disciples will never see death (GTh 1, 111, GJn 8:51, GJn 21:23 a tradition that the 

beloved disciple will not die: The saying spread abroad among the brethren that this 

disciple was not to die; yet Jesus did not say to him that he was not to die, but, “If it is my 

will that he remain until I come, what is that to you?”  

12. The Redeemer has departed which makes his words even more important (GTh 38, GJn 

7:34). One has to seek him, and will not always find him.  

Besides using several similar theological concepts like, ‘the beginning,’ ‘light,’ ‘darkness,’ ‘flesh,’ 

‘spirit,’ ‘knowledge,’ ‘understanding,’ ‘living Father,’ ‘to know,’ ‘to seek,’ ‘to find’ John and Thomas 

use similar metaphors for Jesus, some taken from the imagery of agricultural life like: ‘water,’ 

‘spring,’ ‘well,’ ‘vine,’ ‘shepherd,’ ‘sheep,’ ‘fish,’ ‘net.’ This common imagery indicates a common 

sauce-cultural setting, namely, wandering ascetics and their orally transmitted teaching.  

Furthermore, I [Alexander Mirkovic] believe that the parallels have shown that the gospels of John 

and Thomas are not directly dependent. There are only two instances where we have the verbatim 

agreement and where one can suspect the borrowing. These are the sayings 38 and 77:  

GTh 38 Jesus said, ‘Often you have desired to hear these sayings that I am speaking to you, and 

you have no one else from whom t hear them. There will be days when you will seek me and you 

will not find me.’ 

GTh 77 Jesus said, “I am the light that is over all things. I am all: from me all came forth, and to 

me all attained. Split a piece of wood; I am there. Lift up the stone, and you will find me there. 

But this verbatim agreement is not enough to establish a literary dependence. Rather, the phrases look 

very much like favorite sayings of wandering sages. The type of similarity indicates an oral tradition, 

rather than literary dependence.91 
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John’s gospel was written in the heat of controversy 

John’s gospel was written in the heat of controversy, to defend certain views of Jesus and to oppose 

others. … Research has helped clarify not only what John’s gospel is for but what it is against. John 

says explicitly that he writes “so that you may believe, and believing, may have life in [Jesus’] 

name.”92 

John is more like Thomas than is to Matthew and Luke 

Many of the teachings in the Gospel of John that differ from those in Matthew and Luke sound much 

like sayings in the Gospel of Thomas: in fact, what first impressed scholars who compared these two 

gospels is how similar they are.93 

But John appears to refute Thomas 

I [Elaine Pagels] wondered whether John could have written his gospel to refute what Thomas 

teaches. For months I investigated this possibility, and explored the work of other scholars who also 

have compared these sources, and I was finally convinced that this is what happened. As the scholar 

Gregory Riley points out, John—and only John—presents a challenging and critical portrait of the 

disciple he calls “Thomas, the one called Didymus,” and, as Riley suggests, it is John who invented 

the character we call Doubting Thomas, perhaps as a way of caricaturing those who revered a 

teacher—and a version of Jesus’ teaching—that he regarded as faithless and false. … 

Luke specifies that, after the crucifixion, the risen Jesus appeared to “the eleven,” and Matthew agrees 

that he appeared to “the eleven disciples”—all but Judas Iscariot—and conferred the power of the 

holy spirit upon “the eleven.” But John’s account differs. John says instead that “Thomas, called ‘the 

twin’ . . . was not with them when Jesus came.” According to John, the meeting Thomas missed was 

crucial; for after Jesus greeted the ten disciples with a blessing, he formally designated them his 

apostles.94 
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