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possibility is an abrupt transition from a personal (‘we’) to a neutral
(*he’) narrative perspective, but here too, the appropriate response
seems to be scepticism. It is also possible that this pericope does not
come from the same gospel as the other fragments. (In his introduction
to the last quotation at 13.2, cited above, Epiphanius speaks both of
‘the Gospel of Matthew’ and of a ‘Hebrew gospel’. These need not
necessarily be the same text — even if Epiphanius himself thought they
were. )

We have now examined the basic materials which scholars attribute to
the specific Jewish-Christian tradition abour Jesus. We have seen the
fragmentary condition of the texts and the problems involved in
their classification; these make it extremely difficult to evaluare their
tradition-history with any measure of certainty. In general, we may say
that they present a strange mixture of predominantly secondary traits
and many archaic survivals. The threefold baptismal pericope illustrates
this point well. No doubt, most of its material is shared with the
synoptics, and it is broadly based on the canonical gospels — but does
this suffice to explain the question in the pericope whether Jesus might
have committed unwitting sins? Alfred Resch held that: ‘Jewish
Christianity has already come so far at this stage that it dares to take up
the question of Jesus’ sinlessness’, though as yer only ‘in a coy manner’
(Agrapha, 234}, but this view need not be correct. On the contrary, it
seems more plausible that this element derives from an early stage of
tradition and from a milieu where the idea of a Jesus who was aware
of being a sinner was indeed felt to be problematic, but not yet as
offensive and heretical as it later became in the church at large.

Little is gained by calling the Jewish Christianity which produced
these texts ‘heretical” and ‘syncretistic-gnostic’. It would be more helpful
to accept the theological impulses which the texts offer and to make use
of them in today’s dialogue between Jews and Christians.
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4
TWO GOSPELS OF THE EGYPTIANS

It has become misleading to speak of ‘the’ Gospel of the Egyptians in the
singular, since we now possess two unrelated texts with this title. One
‘Gospel of the Egyptians’, some fragments of which are quoted in Greek
by Clement of Alexandria, has been known for a long time, and is found
in every collection of New Testament apocrypha; the second ‘Gospel of
the Egyptians’ is a Coptic text which became accessible only in the mid-
twentieth century, when it was discovered ar Nag Hammadi.

It is true that the literary genre of this second text is not that of a
genuine gospel, and we shall discuss Nag Hammadi in ch. 7 of this
book. Bur the identity in name suggests that we offer a foretaste of
the Nag Hammadi codices (NHC) by presenting their ‘Gospel of the
Egyptians’ in the present chapter.

{a) The Greek text in Clement of Alexandria (EvEg [Gr])
(1) Contextual information

Origen was acquainted with a gospel *According to the Egyptians’, but
refused to make use of it, since it did not belong to the four canonical
gospels (In Lucam 1.2). According to Hippolytus, the gnostic Naassene
group appealed to EvEg in support of their special doctrine about the
soul (Refutatio 5.7.8f.), and Epiphanius mentions its title when he
discusses the sect of the Sabellians in his Panarion (42.2.4), These three
authors evaluate EvEg as a text which is no longer orthodox.

Clement of Alexandria takes a different position. In Book 3 of his
Carpets, where he discusses questions about marriage and sexuality, he
takes issue with encratites, i.e. Christians who abstained from inter-
course even in marriage since they rejected sexuality and procreation.
They had drawn radical inferences from Paul’s incipient recommen-
dations in 1 Cor 7, and appealed to EvEg in support of their views.
Clement intends to refute this argument by demonstrating that they
have misunderstood EvEg. This complicated series of refractions makes
it difficult to uncover the original intention of the statements in EvEg.

Since Clement is familiar with the text, it must have been composed
in the second century, probably before 150. Its title led earlier scholars
to assume that it was the gospel of Gentile Christians in Egypt, as the
Gospel of the Hebrews was the gospel of Jewish Christians in Egypt; but
it is possible that the title ‘According to the Egyptians’ was acquired
only outside Egypt, e.g. in Rome, and recent scholars are more cautious
in their affirmations about the diffusion of EvEg. It suffices to see it as
the basic text of an autochthonous Egyptian group in Alexandria. (On
this and on the following questions, cf. especially Petersen.)






