AK/HUMA1710 Roots of Western Civilization I

Nov. 10: The Gospels

Read for today’s class: Gospel of Matthew 1-2, 5-7; Gospel of Luke 1-2; Gospel of John 1-3; Infancy Gospel of Thomas (Reader), Gospel of Thomas (Reader); Gospel of Mary (Reader); Jesus’ Digestive System (Reader); Birth of Augustus (Reader).

Tutorial Preparation: Read the Infancy Gospel of Thomas. This text was not included in the New Testament, presumably because its portrayal of Jesus is not consistent with other New Testament texts. What do you find in the text that is different from what we find in the New Testament gospels? What is similar? Why do you think it was not included in the Bible?


Last class we looked at how scholars use various materials, primarily the New Testament gospels, to reconstruct the life of Jesus. We also looked at one of these gospels: the Gospel of Mark, which the majority of scholars believe was the first of the NT gospels to be written. We’ll continue our look at gospels by looking at the remaining NT gospels—Mattthew, Luke and John—then we’ll discuss a handful of non-canonical gospels, texts about Jesus that are not found in the NT, and technically texts that Christian institutions would prefer you didn’t read; but we operate here as historians, not theologians, and the goal is to learn as much as we can about early Christianity in all of its forms. They also help us to understand better how Christianity developed when we can see both what it asserts as the truth about Jesus and what it declares false.

1. From Oral Tradition to Written Gospels


Christianity began as a Jewish movement but over time, the Jesus movement had less and less success convincing Jews that Jesus was the messiah; they began to turn their attention more and more to Gentiles. Tensions with the Jewish community became so great that the group were being pushed out of the synagogues and began to be called Christians. Romans allowed the Jews autonomy to practice their traditions; but once Christians were pushed out of the synagogues, they were no longer Jews; Romans expected them to worship the state gods but they would not. Arguments between Jews and Christians led to an expulsion of Jews/Christians in 52, and a major persecution of Christians under Nero’s reign. Christians were dying and the kingdom had not yet come. Then, with the Jewish War of 66-70 and the fall of the Temple, Christians asked: how could God let this happen? Was Jesus truly the Messiah? Will he ever come back?


This led to a re-evaluation of the message of Jesus; Christians now had to live in the world, not expect its transformation. Jesus’ message became more this-worldly than other-worldly; efforts were made to blame the Jews for Jesus’ death not the Romans (to avoid Roman persecution) and Christians were told to be good citizens. All of the gospels reflect this new situation in Christian communities; note the plural: there was not one Christian group but many and they display a large amount of variety in their views on Jesus (thus we have many different gospels). Mark we have looked at already. The author is often represented in images as a lion, reflecting the royal view of Jesus in the text. Written ca. 66-70 by a Gentile, perhaps in Rome, with insufficient knowledge of Judaism.

Matthew’s author is represented as a man for the human way Jesus is portrayed. He combined Mark with a sayings gospel we call Q and other unique material. Among the material unique to Matthew is an infancy narrative. This infancy narrative reflects a different view on how Jesus is “Son of God.” In Mark, Jesus is “adopted” by God; Jesus is otherwise a normal human being. Matthew’s sonship is more literal: Jesus is conceived of a human woman and God himself. Where did this idea come from? Isaiah. Matthew likes to describe events in Jesus’ life as the fulfillment of prophecies. This is particularly apparent in the infancy narrative, where four times (e.g., the birth in Bethlehem, the flight to Egypt) Matthew says “this happened in order to fulfill the words of the prophet…” We must question whether Jesus’ life actually conformed to prophecies or Matthew merely filled in the details of his life by using prophecies (Jesus was the Messiah, therefore he must have been born in Bethlehem, etc.).

Miraculous birth stories were very common in antiquity. We see one of them in the Birth of Augustus. Signs before birth, divine conception, attempt on the child’s life, promises of future greatness are all motifs common to birth stories of venerable men in antiquity. We saw a similar phenomenon in the birth stories of Moses and Sargon. What else do we learn about Jesus from Matthew’s infancy stories? For first time we hear the name of Jesus’ father (Joseph; of Davidic lineage; Davidic connection made even more explicit by having Jesus born in Bethlehem); Matthew repeatedly uses the title “Son of David” for Jesus. We also get a birthdate for Jesus (in the reign of Herod the Great). Certain events in the infancy story set up a comparison between Jesus and a famous figure from ancient Judaism: Moses (attempt on life by slaughter of children by wicked ruler; movement to Egypt and a return; sermon on the law takes place on a mountain). Matthew sees Jesus as a super prophet, a new Moses for a new people transformed by Jesus’ message. Matthew therefore is considered the most Jewish of the gospels, likely written for a mixed Jewish and Gentile audience ca. 80-90 CE, perhaps in Palestine. The Jewishness is also apparent in the Sermon on the Mount:

5 17“Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets. I have not come to abolish these things but to fulfill them. 18I tell you the truth, until heaven and earth pass away not the smallest letter or stroke of a letter will pass from the law until everything takes place. 19So anyone who breaks one of the least of these commands and teaches others to do so will be called least in the kingdom of heaven, but whoever obeys them and teaches others to do so will be called great in the kingdom of heaven. 20For I tell you, unless your righteousness goes beyond that of the experts in the law and the Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. 
Jesus hear upholds the Torah (the Law), rather than expecting his followers to abandon it. Also in the sermon, Jesus intensifies the law by asking more of his followers than Moses did in the Ten Commandments:

21“You have heard that it was said to an older generation, ‘Do not murder,’ and ‘whoever murders will be subjected to judgment.’ 22But I say to you that anyone who is angry with a brother will be subjected to judgment. And whoever insults a brother will be brought before the council, and whoever says ‘Fool’ will be sent to fiery hell.

27“You have heard that it was said, ‘Do not commit adultery.’ 28But I say to you that whoever looks at a woman to desire her has already committed adultery with her in his heart. 


The representation of the author of Luke is the ox, representing the servility of Jesus. It is believed to be written ca. 90-100 CE by a Gentile. The same author wrote the book of Acts. Like Matthew, Luke combined Mark and Q and his own materials. Like Matthew, Luke has an infancy story but it is quite different from Matthew’s (e.g., a different reason to get to Bethlehem, shepherds not kings, angelic visitation to Mary not Joseph, etc.). They agree only in placing Jesus’ birth in the reign of Herod, Joseph as the father of Jesus, virgin birth based on Isaiah, and birth in Bethlehem. There is some shared tradition between the two writers but so different that they likely did not know each other’s version of the story. Luke also places Jesus’ birth in the greater world context by mentioning the emperor Augustus and the “worldwide census” which occasioned the move from Nazareth to Bethlehem. The following inscription related to Augustus  shows he too considered himself a saviour of the world; but Luke is saying Jesus is the true world-saviour:

Whereas Providence…has…adorned our lives with the highest good: Augustus…and has in her beneficence granted us and those who will come after us [a Savior] who has made war to cease and who shall put everything [in peaceful] order…with the result that the birthday of our God signaled the beginning of the Good News for the world because of him…

The author of John is represented as an eagle, reflecting the divinity of Jesus, which is emphasized in this gospel. It is believed to have been written ca. 100 CE by a Jew for a mixed Jewish-Gentile audience. This gospel begins not with baptism nor infancy story but an elaborate hymn of the pre-existent Word of God:

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was fully God. The Word was with God in the beginning. All things were created by him, and apart from him not one thing was created that has been created. In him was life, and the life was the light of mankind. And the light shines on in the darkness, but the darkness has not mastered it…The true light, who gives light to everyone, was coming into the world. He was in the world, and the world was created by him, but the world did not recognize him. He came to what was his own, but his own people did not receive him. But to all who have received him – those who believe in his name – he has given the right to become God’s children – children not born by human parents or by human desire or a husband’s decision, but by God.

The “Word of God” is an aspect of God active in the creation event; similar to Sophia in Proverbs, who is said to have been at God’s side throughout creation. This word becomes flesh, though we are not told exactly how. By the time of the writing of John, Jesus’ sonship is pushed back before his birth; he is no longer a union of flesh and spirit but spirit taking on the appearance of flesh. Jesus is now almost completely divine; soon he will be considered equal to God. A second-century writer named Valentinus struggled with the idea of the divinity of Jesus. In an excerpt from one of his works he states that Jesus never had to go to the bathroom:

He was continent, enduring all things. Jesus digested divinity: he ate and drank in a special way, without excreting solids. He had such a capacity for continence that the nourishment within him was not corrupted, for he did not experience corruption. (From  
Jesus’ Digestive System
The words of Jesus from John are the most cherished among Christians and form part of liturgy. For example,

6:35 Jesus said to them, “I am the bread of life. The one who comes to me will never go hungry, and the one who believes in me will never be thirsty. 6:36 But I told you that you have seen me and still do not believe. 6:37 Everyone whom the Father gives me will come to me, and the one who comes to me I will never send away. 6:38 For I have come down from heaven not to do my own will but the will of the one who sent me. 6:39 Now this is the will of the one who sent me – that I should not lose one person of every one he has given me, but raise them all up at the last day. 6:40 For this is the will of my Father – for everyone who looks on the Son and believes in him to have eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day.” 

The gospels represent four quite different interpretations of who Jesus was; differences tend to be obscured when placed together in a collection. It has been left to 2000 years of interpretation to harmonize the four portrayals into one.

2. New Testament Apocrypha

Most of our discussion so far has focused on the New Testament texts, particularly the gospels. But the New Testament as a corpus did not exist before the fourth century. In the first two or three centuries after Jesus’ death, numerous gospels circulated among Christians. Like the NT gospels, they are attributed to apostles: Thomas, Peter, Mary Magdalene, Philip, Batholomew, and James; even Judas is said to have written a gospel. There are also additional letters not included in the New Testament, some of these claim to be written by Paul, one is said to be written by Jesus himself. And there were various Acts of individual apostles and apocalypses in the style of the book of Revelation. All of this material was potentially available to Christians in antiquity.

A Christian at this time could have valued any of these texts as expressions of her or his faith. If we want to learn about the Roots of Christianity, then we must look at all available literary evidence, not just stick to the canonical texts. We end up seeing much variety in early Christianity, many ways of looking at Jesus (indeed the four gospels themselves show four distinct ways of interpreting Jesus), and different descriptions of paths to salvation.

Where do these texts come from? Happy accidents. In the 4th century, when the limits of the canon were becoming established, an edict went out throughout the newly Christianized Empire to burn all non-canonical texts (and those who owned them). Some less offensive texts were purged of offensive material (e.g., the Apocryphal Acts retained the miraculous stories of the apostles, but not the strange speeches they delivered in their travels), some continued to be copied and read in monasteries; the most offensive material was buried or thrown in the garbage. We can recover this material through library searches and archaeology .

We were going to discuss the assigned texts in class. We will have to be content with a few notes on each of them:

A. Gospel of Thomas

We have two witnesses to the text: a few pages in Greek dating to around 150 CE (which is quite early) and a full Coptic text dating from the 4th century. There is  significant variation between the two, suggesting the original may have been less esoteric. It is essentially a collection of sayings with no real order, though some are in clusters. There is very little narrative; some simply have “Jesus said,” sometimes he replies to a question of the disciples. Much of the text is familiar (see numbers 31 and 32, 54 which are the same as some NT gospel material), some are bizarre (read numbers 7, 42.

Some scholars believe the text is very early (ca. 50 CE, predating the NT gospels) and preserves independent traditions about Jesus. Some see it as later (like a greatest hits package). Jesus is presented in the text as an envoy of personified wisdom (Sophia from Proverbs); the world is seen as evil, to be transcended; Jesus brings the knowledge required to do so:

Jesus said, “I took my place in the midst of the world, and I appeared to them in the flesh. I found all of them intoxicated; I found none of them thirsty. And my soul became afflicted for the sons of men, because they are blind in their hearts and do not have sight; for empty they came into the world, and empty too they seek to leave the world. But for the moment they are intoxicated. When they shake off their wine, then they will repent.” (Gos. Thom. 28)

The belief is that people are intoxicated by the material things of the world; they are led astray; awareness, repentance comes from shaking off the wine, turning your back on the material world. The knowledge required comes from within:

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. Rather, the kingdom is inside of you, and it is 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.” (Gos. Thom. 3)

The kingdom of God in Thomas is a state of mind; when you recognize your inner nature, you join the kingdom.

Another interesting aspect of the text is the exchange between Peter and Jesus at the end: 

Simon Peter said to them, “let Mary leave us, for women are not worthy of life.” Jesus said, “I myself shall lead her in order to make her male, so that she too may become a living spirit resembling you males. For every woman who makes herself male will enter the kingdom of heaven.” (Gos. Thom. 114)

The point of the saying is androgyny—i.e., making the two one (as in Gen 1); woman must make herself male as much as males must make themselves female (see saying  22). But there is more going on here. Early Christian groups seemed to align themselves with particular personalities in Jesus’ inner circle; you therefore have writings under the names of Peter, Thomas, James, John, etc. that were not indeed written by them. The community behind each text presumably identifies with these personalities, perhaps reflecting a historical mission to them, and argues with other Christian groups in their name. The apostolic figure becomes a mouthpiece for certain theology of beliefs held by the group; GosThom therefore reflect the views of a Thomas-affiliated group. So in this saying we have a patriarchal form of Christianity represented by Peter in conversation with the group represented by Thomas.

B. Gospel of Mary 

We have three fragmentary manuscripts of this text. We do not have a complete text (6 pages missing from the beginning). In it the apostles ask Jesus a series of questions on sin and matter. He then leaves (the text is set in the period after Jesus’ resurrection but before he ascends into heaven) and they are distressed. Mary Magdalene comforts them by describing a vision (dealing with the ascent of the soul after death) she had while Jesus was alive; they ask her to tell them the words Jesus spoke to her and no-one else. There is a tension between Mary’s vision and what Jesus said to the other apostles, and Mary is challenged by Peter:

…Andrew answered and said to the brethren, “Say what you wish to say about what she has said. I at least do not believe that the Savior said this. For certainly these teachings are strange ideas. Peter answered and spoke concerning these same things.” He questioned them about the Savior: “Did He really speak privately with a woman and not openly to us? Are we to turn about and all listen to her? Did He prefer her to us?” Then Mary wept and said to Peter, “My brother Peter, what do you think? Do you think that I have thought this up myself in my heart, or that I am lying about the Savior?” Levi answered and said to Peter, “Peter you have always been hot tempered. Now I see you contending against the woman like the adversaries. But if the Savior made her worthy, who are you indeed to reject her? Surely the Savior knows her very well. That is why He loved her more than us. Rather let us be ashamed and put on the perfect Man, and separate as He commanded us and preach the gospel, not laying down any other rule or other law beyond what the Savior said”. And when they heard this they began to go forth to proclaim and to preach.

The exchange is similar to Gos. Thom. 114, and suggests that a group of early Christians championed greater roles for women in the church and expressed those views using the figure of Mary Magdalene.

But who is Mary Magdalene? Christian tradition has portrayed her as a prostitute, but she is never presented that way in the gospels. The tradition comes from a fusing of two stories from Luke:

Now one of the Pharisees asked Jesus to have dinner with him, so he went into the Pharisee’s house and took his place at the table. Then when a woman of that town, who was a sinner, learned that Jesus was dining at the Pharisee’s house, she brought an alabaster jar of perfumed oil. As she stood behind him at his feet, weeping, she began to wet his feet with her tears. She wiped them with her hair, kissed them, and anointed them with the perfumed oil (Luke 7:36-38).

Some time afterward he went on through towns and villages, preaching and proclaiming the good news of the kingdom of God. The twelve were with him, and also some women who had been healed of evil spirits and disabilities: Mary (called Magdalene), from whom seven demons had gone out, and Joanna the wife of Cuza (Herod’s household manager), Susanna, and many others who provided for them out of their own resources (Luke 8:1-3).

The sinful woman of ch. 7 gets joined with the description of Mary in ch. 8, but there is no reason to do so. Looking only at ch. 8 it seems that Mary was an important person in Jesus’ following: she is a benefactor, providing for the needs of the group.

C. Infancy Gospel of Thomas

The evidence for this text is great: there are numerous manuscripts available to us in a variety of languages (Greek, Latin, Syriac, Ethiopic, Georgian, Irish). It was likely composed in the early to middle second century. Its stories were later copied over into other texts and widely dispersed throughout the east and west. Often its stories are represented in medieval works of art. 


It is certainly an odd text. Jesus is here presented as a mischievous, precocious, yet mature god-child, blessing and cursing at will, and frustrating his parents and teachers. But note that we have to be careful how we read the text—we should not apply modern sensitivities to it. Indeed, in antiquity it was quite common to portray powerful figures as cursing as well as blessing. Both are displays of power.

PAGE  
1

