THE COMPOSITION OF THE GOSPEL OF THOMAS

This book addresses two central questions in current research on the
Gospel of Thomas: what was its original language, and which early
Christian works influenced it? At present, theories of Thomas as a
Semitic work abound. Simon Gathercole dismantles these approaches,
arguing instead that Thomas is Greek literature, and that the matter of
Thomas’s original language is connected with an even more controver-
sial question: that of the relationship between Thomas and the canon-
ical New Testament. Rather than arguing that Thomas is independent
of Matthew, Mark and Luke (as in most Western Aramaic theories of
Thomas) or thoroughly dependent on the four Gospels (as in most
Syriac approaches), Gathercole develops a newly refined approach to
how Thomas is influenced by the Synoptic Gospels. Thomas can be
seen to refer to Matthew as a Gospel writer, and evidence is discussed
showing that Thomas incorporates phraseology distinctive to Luke,
while also extending that special Lukan language.
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INTRODUCTION

1 Theme: the composition of Thomas

In some ways, the Gospel of Thomas needs, as the old cliché goes, no
introduction. Its place in the origins and development of the Jesus-
movement is one of the most hotly debated topics in early Christian
studies at present. It has already been the subject of hundreds of books
and articles, but the present volume does nevertheless hope to make a
fresh contribution for the reasons set out below. It may well be asked
why we should have another study of Thomas at this particular moment,
especially a study which is in part concerned with the old canard of
Thomas’s relationship with the Synoptic Gospels. For many scholars,
as we shall see, this matter is settled. In reality, however, the two prin-
cipal (and intersecting) subjects of this book are very much still bones
of contention.

The title of the present book can obviously encompass a range of dif-
ferent topics: “‘composition” is on its own not a terribly illuminating
term. The English word is ambiguous in being able to refer either to the
process by which a work is composed or the factors involved therein (the
“composing”), or that of which a work consists (what it is composed
of). So it is necessary to specify that the present book is focused in two
areas, first Thomas’s original language, and second the early Christian
influences upon Thomas.

1.1 Original language

The first matter, then, is that of the original language of Thomas, cov-
ered in Part I. The only surviving complete manuscript of the Gospel of
Thomas is in Coptic, but no scholars consider Thomas to be an original
Coptic composition. It may be a surprise to those outside of the small
Thomasine guild that the work’s original language could be such an
emotive issue, but opposing positions have — since the very beginnings
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of Thomas scholarship — been vigorously argued on various different
sides. One reason for this is that conclusions on this matter can impinge
upon the questions of the date and provenance of Thomas, as well as of
its relationship to the canonical Gospels. This is because, as we shall
see in more detail later, a Western Aramaic original for Thomas, or parts
thereof, often means that it occupies a position in the study of Christian
origins at least as important as that of the Synoptic Gospels, and per-
haps an even more important one.! A Syriac Thomas, on the other hand,
often means Thomas is consigned to the long grass of the late second
century — where it is often three stages removed from Jesus, via not only
the Gospels but also Tatian’s Diatessaron as well.? Part I of the present
book argues that both of these extreme views are dependent on a number
of (often similar) misjudgements about Aramaisms whether in general
or in particular instances. An argument will be made here instead for a
Greek original. This first part of the present book is, as far as I know, the
first time that a sustained critique of the Aramaic/Syriac hypothesis has
been mounted in combination with positive evidence being given for a
Greek original.

1.2 Influences from other early Christian literature

This has several implications (spelled out in Chapter 5) for the subject of
Parts II and III, which focus on works which — it will be argued — have
exerted an influence upon Thomas: Matthew and Luke, as well as Paul,
Hebrews and the early Christian “Two Ways” tradition. In brief, two of
the implications of Part I can be mentioned at this stage. (1) The putative
early Aramaic Thomas credited by some scholars would be unlikely to be
influenced by the Synoptics, but with a Greek Thomas the question of the
relationship between it and the Greek Gospels (and epistles) arises more
naturally. (2) If divergent Greek translations of sayings from Aramaic
can be identified in the Synoptics on the one hand and Thomas on the
other, then this would speak in favour of Thomas being independent of
the Synoptics: Chapters 2—3 show, however, that such divergent transla-
tions are difficult to find.

' A.D. DeConick, The Original Gospel of Thomas in Translation: With a Commentary
and New English Translation of the Complete Gospel (LNTS 287; London/New York: T&T
Clark International, 2006), for example, argues for a very early (mid-first-century CE)
Aramaic core of Thomas.

2 See e.g. N. Perrin, Thomas and Tatian: The Relationship between the Gospel of
Thomas and the Diatessaron (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2002).



Introduction 3

Part II of the book aims to cut through another dichotomy which
has plagued Thomas scholarship, namely that of scribal versus oral
approaches to Thomas. To take an extreme example of the former,
Quispel (or, “early Quispel”, at least) took the Gospel in its entirety to
be a combination of two literary sources (the Gospel of the Hebrews
and the Gospel of the Egyptians) and nothing else. On the other hand, it
is rather more fashionable now to talk of Thomas’s independence from
earlier literary productions and to focus on Thomas as essentially an oral
composition.

The present book aims to avoid an overly “scribal” approach to
Thomas’s relationship to its sources, while also raising problems with
views of Thomas’s independence. This latter approach is fraught with
difficulties. The most significant of these are discussed in Part II (in
Chapter 5 in particular), where subsequently (in Chapter 6) a positive
method is set out through which reliable results on “Thomas and the
Synoptics” question might be obtained. On this matter of Thomas’s rela-
tionship to the Synoptics, the present book has two aims. First, the inten-
tion is to make a case which has the best chance of persuading scholars
of where Thomas has incorporated Matthew’s and Luke’s redaction of
Mark: this is regarded as the most reliable method for identifying influ-
ence, because we are dealing with three more or less known literary
works. Second, a subsidiary aim is to establish how great a proportion of
Thomas’s material might be influenced by the Synoptics, that is, whether
the influence is trifling or significant. After this focus on the Synoptic
Gospels, some additional briefer studies in Part III will touch upon pos-
sible lines of influence upon Thomas from the other works mentioned
above. It should be noted here that Parts II and III of this book do not of
course provide any sort of systematic attempt to identify all the sources
of Thomas, as if that were possible.

2 Some incongruities in current Thomas scholarship
and an alternative approach

As noted above, a cadit quaestio should not yet be pronounced on
the matter of Thomas’s independence from the Synoptics. Similarly, the
problem of Thomas’s original language is far from solved. Part of the
impulse for the present book stems from a need to see these prob-
lems in the light of a number of tectonic shifts which have taken place
in recent years not only (or even primarily) in Thomas research but
also in scholarship on early Judaism, New Testament/early Christian
studies more widely and Classics. Rather than providing a tedious
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history of research into Thomas here, we will sketch some of the most
important of these tectonic shifts, and the problems they raise for the
assumptions held in some sections of Thomas scholarship.

2.1 The revival of Semitic theories of Thomas’s composition
in light of recent scholarship on Semitisms

As we will see illustrated in Part I of this study, on the problem of
Thomas’s original language, there is now a resurgence of interest in argu-
ing for Semitic backgrounds both to Thomas as a whole and to individual
sayings. This was already prominent in the late 1950s and into the 1960s,
but since then the only scholar who consistently continued to push this
agenda in any sustained manner was Gilles Quispel. (David Scholer’s
bibliographies list 41 articles and books by Quispel on Thomas, almost
all of which touch in some way upon Thomas’s Semitic background and
relationship to the Gospel of the Hebrews.) An emphasis on a Semitic
substratum (though without any particular attachment to the Gospel of
the Hebrews) has come to the fore again in recent times, but in two quite
distinct ways. On one side, DeConick has recently begun to champion
an early (Western) Aramaic core of Thomas (originating in Jerusalem
before 50 CE). At the other end of the spectrum, arguments for Thomas’s
Aramaic original have been advanced by Perrin’s contention that Thomas
was composed in Syriac and drew upon Tatian’s Diatessaron. Since the
original language of Thomas has once more become a crucial factor in
identifying the place of Thomas in early Christianity, these two theses
will be discussed in some detail in Part I.

It is notable, however, that at the same time as segments of scholar-
ship have grown more confident in finding Semitic substrata to Thomas,
scholarship in cognate fields has become more suspicious of paral-
lel enterprises. One of the difficulties underlying both DeConick’s and
Perrin’s constructions is that they treat the discovery of Semitisms and
Semitic Vorlagen as though it were an easy task. Nearly thirty years ago
now, Wilcox emphasised the fact that one must have a sufficient body of
Aramaic or Syriac literature from the period to provide a grammar and a
lexicon upon which to draw.? In her discussion of the Coptic translations
of the LXX, Perttild has discussed a number of the difficulties involved
in identifying a Greek Vorlage through the retroversion of a Coptic text.*

3 M. Wilcox, ‘Semitisms in the New Testament’, ANRW 2.25.2 (1984), 978—1029.

4 E. Perttild, ‘How to Read the Greek Text behind the Sahidic Coptic’, in A. Voitila and
J. Jokiranta, eds. Scripture in Transition: Essays on Septuagint, Hebrew Bible, and Dead
Sea Scrolls in Honour of Raija Sollamo (Leiden/New York/Cologne: Brill, 2008), 367-77.
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Furthermore, a recent article by Davila on Old Testament Pseudepigrapha
highlights further difficulties with identifying Semitic Vorlagen.> One
must identify problems in the Greek (or in our case Coptic) — something
which you need to be quite good at the language to do; one must know
that the surviving text has been translated literally; one must be sure
that the Semitisms are not Egyptianisms or Septuagintalisms, and so on.
None of these factors is sufficiently discussed by DeConick or Perrin.
This particular shift in Thomas scholarship is in my view a misguided
one, and one which needs to be re-evaluated in the light of work such
as that of Davila. As has been noted already, this whole area will be the
subject of discussion in Chapters 1-4 in Part I.

2.2 Continued attachment to form-critical “laws” in light of the
exposure of their subjective nature and even falsification

A different kind of tectonic shift is the accumulation of suspicions which
have been raised about form criticism. To be sure, form criticism is no
mere twitching corpse, but it is clear that it cannot hold its head as high
as it once could, now that so many of its old certainties can no longer be
trusted. Bultmann had talked of recognising the ‘GesetzmaBigkeit’ of the
development of material and of ‘the laws governing popular narrative and
tradition’.S Jeremias in the 1950s and 1960s developed his ‘laws of trans-
formation’, thus using Bultmann’s weapons against him.” In connection
with the Gospel of Thomas, Quispel could thus easily write in 1966 of
‘a law of text-criticism, form-criticism and source criticism that short
forms tend to become longer’.? Although few would state such things
so categorically now, it is clear that many still operate whether tacitly
or expressly with similar assumptions. In 2008, Plisch commented that
elements of Thomas’s parable of the mustard seed (GTh 20) are ‘simpler
and more original’ over against their Synoptic counterparts.® In his 2009
commentary, Pokorny similarly accepts the premise that Thomas’s par-
able of the sower is simpler than that of the Synoptics, and is therefore

> J.R. Davila, ‘(How) Can We Tell if a Greek Apocryphon or Pseudepigraphon Has Been
Translated from Hebrew or Aramaic?’, JSP 15 (2005), 3-61.

¢ R.K. Bultmann, Die Geschichte der synoptischen Tradition (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, 1931), 7. The latter phrase is the title of Chapter 4 in R. Bultmann and K. Kundsin,
Form Criticism: Two Essays on New Testament Research (New York: Harper, 1962).

7 J. Jeremias, The Parables of Jesus, rev. ed, (London: SCM Press, 1963), 114.

8 G. Quispel, ‘Gospel of Thomas and the Gospel of the Hebrews’, NTS 12 (1966),
371-82 (378).

 U.-K. Plisch, The Gospel of Thomas: Original Text with Commentary (Peabody, MA:
Hendrickson, 2008), 79.
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independent.!® The influence in particular of John Dominic Crossan and
Helmut Koester has been marked here.

Two contributions in the late 1960s, however, should have led to
much greater caution in this area. First, in 1968, Michael Goulder’s
neglected article on the parables showed that there was no “graph”
along which one could plot linear developments in the literary evolution
of parables: for example, while Matthew’s parables are more allegorical
than Mark’s, Luke’s are less so.!! In the following year, E.P. Sanders
showed beyond reasonable doubt that in so much as there are ‘tenden-
cies in the Synoptic tradition’, they are highly variable, and rules such
as those expressed by Quispel sometimes apply, but sometimes do not.'?
Sanders’ importance for the present study is that his conclusions show
that a simplistic application of the simple/orderly/elegant — complex/
disorderly/convoluted evolution is unsustainable when comparing, for
example, a parable in Matthew and Thomas. This applies not only to
those who use this criterion to show the primitivity of Thomas’s say-
ings (as the “laws” are most often used) but also to those who seek to
show Thomas’s dependence. Thomas scholarship has been rather slow
in catching up with these crucial developments most strikingly seen in
the work of Goulder and Sanders, a point to which we return at greater
length in Chapter 5.

2.3 Confident assessments of oral factors in Thomas in light
of scepticism elsewhere about their predictability
and distinctiveness

On the other hand, it seems rather anomalous that precisely at the moment
in which confidence in form criticism has been on the wane, there has
been a rise in confidence in Thomas scholarship in what characterises
oral transmission and oral performance. It is all too common to find
scholars remarking upon turns of phrase in Thomas as ‘the result of oral
transmission rather than literary development’,' or as ‘understandable

10 P. Pokorny, A Commentary on the Gospel of Thomas: From Interpretations to the
Interpreted (London/New York: T&T Clark, 2009), 49, on the grounds of its lacking alle-
gorical interpretation.

' M. Goulder, ‘Characteristics of the Parables in the Several Gospels’, JTS 19 (1968),
51-69.

12 E.P. Sanders, in The Tendencies of the Synoptic Tradition (SNTSMS 9; Cambridge
University Press, 1969), may have been premature in his application of these literary obser-
vations to oral tradition as well, but to this we will return later.

13 DeConick, The Original Gospel of Thomas in Translation, 129.
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within an oral climate’,' or as ‘normal developments of an independ-
ent tradition in an oral environment’." In his discussion of the parables,
Koester operates with a sharp bifurcation of oral and literary modes of
transmission: ‘parables are told, sometimes with suggestive alterations;
or else parables are copied and allegorized. ... In the first instance, the
conscious use of written sources and their redaction is highly unlikely; in
the latter case, written materials are probably always utilized and delib-
erately edited.’!'® Two particular difficulties with such assertions have
emerged, however, in the light of wider tendencies in scholarship. These
will be discussed further in Chapter 9, though they can be noted here.

First, the rise in “oral factors” is anomalous not because orality and
performance are elements irrelevant to the study of Thomas but because
their effects are probably impossible to measure. We can at least meas-
ure literary and scribal tendencies, even if there are no consistent results.
But it is in the nature of the case impossible to identify these distinctive
tendencies of orality of which some scholars are so confident. As we
shall see in Chapter 9, orality is itself culturally specific: not only is it
impossible to distil anthropologically universal features of oral transmis-
sion, but such features have even been shown to vary according to how a
particular culture treats a particular kind of material. To relate this again
to our previous point about form-critical principles: if we can no longer
rely on the old certainties about the ‘laws of transformation’ in literary
settings for which we have tangible evidence, a fortiori how can we have
any degree of confidence in what constitute “oral factors”?

Second, and just as problematically, it is very difficult to identify not
only what is characteristic of oral transmission but also what is distinct-
ive about it. That is, even if we could pinpoint tendencies in oral trad-
ition, would these necessarily be different from the features of literary
adaptation or scribal copying? Whittaker’s essay on literary adaptation
in Greek literature (especially the Platonic tradition) has drawn attention
to the ways in which later authors, even with full access to their literary
sources, can be seen to add, subtract, substitute, re-order and engage in
all manner of other sorts of revision with respect to the material on which

4 A.J. Dewey, ‘Keep Speaking until You Find ...: Thomas and the School of Oral
Mimesis’, in R. Cameron and M.P. Miller, eds. Redescribing Christian Origins (Atlanta:
Society of Biblical Literature, 2004), 109-32 (111).

15 G.J. Riley, ‘The Gospel of Thomas in Recent Scholarship’, Currents in Research 2
(1994), 227-52 (235).

16 H. Koester, ‘Three Thomas Parables’, in A. Logan and A. Wedderburn, eds. New
Testament and Gnosis: Essays in Honour of Robert McLaughlan Wilson (Edinburgh: T&T
Clark, 1983), 195-203 (195).
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they are drawing.'” In short, the way in which these authors use their
sources, as we will see in Chapter 9, is remarkably difficult to distinguish
from the vagaries of oral transmission.

2.4 The assumption of detailed knowledge of Q in
light of recent “unfreezing of the Synoptic problem”

Another important aspect of recent scholarship is a further mani-
festation of what J.A.T. Robinson in 1975 called the ‘unfreezing
of the Synoptic problem’.!® He was referring to the persistence of
W.R. Farmer and his students in arguing that the Griesbach hypoth-
esis provided a viable alternative to Markan priority. In our time,
this defrosting is of a rather different kind from that referred to by
Robinson. Markan priority probably holds at least as robust a position
in Synoptic studies as it ever has, and the Griesbach hypothesis has not
really had any strong support recently. On the other side, it is prob-
ably true to say that Q scepticism is stronger now than it has been at
any time since the Second World War. What was in the times of Farrer
and Goulder viewed as somewhat eccentric has now, in large measure
through the work of Goodacre, become a more mainstream if certainly
still a minority position.'”

This has obvious implications for the study of Thomas, in part because
of the widely heralded similarity of Thomas to Q, the two together evin-
cing the importance of both the “sayings-Gospel” genre and wisdom the-
ology, as opposed to a theologia crucis, in early Christianity. In the past,
confident reconstructions of the contents of Q have played an important
part in arguments for the independence of Thomas from the Synoptics.
Koester, for example, has argued that certain sayings of Thomas preserve
a more primitive form than the version in Q which is used by Matthew
and Luke.?®

17°J. Whittaker, ‘The Value of Indirect Tradition in the Establishment of Greek
Philosophical Texts or the Art of Misquotation’, in J.N. Grant, ed. Editing Greek and Latin
Texts: Papers Given at the Twenty-Third Annual Conference on Editorial Problems (New
York: AMS Press, 1989), 63-95.

8 JLA.T. Robinson, ‘Parable of the Wicked Husbandmen: A Test of Synoptic
Relationships’, NTS 21 (1975), 443-61 (443).

19 Most recently, Goodacre’s influence is evident in e.g. F.B. Watson, ‘Q as Hypothesis:
A Study in Methodology’, NTS 55 (2009), 397-415, and the survey of Q scepticism in
J.C. Poirier, ‘The Synoptic Problem and the Field of New Testament Introduction’, JSNT
32 (2009), 179-90.

2 H. Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels (Philadelphia: Trinity Press International,
1990), esp. 89-90.
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On the other hand, Tuckett has argued that certain Matthean and Lukan
redactions of Q have found their way into Thomas.*' Thus Thomas can
be shown to be dependent upon the written Gospels in so far as these
have edited Q. Tuckett himself acknowledges some of the difficulty here,
however: the process requires that Matthew and Luke have Q in exactly
the same form.

There are thus two principal difficulties in employing reconstructions
of Q to solve the problem of Thomas’s relationship to the Synoptics. The
first is the existence of Q in the first place, which is coming increasingly
into question, even though the majority view is clearly in favour of its
existence. The second problem is a more serious one, however. Although
recent years have seen the publication of the actual text of Q — you can
now hold in your hands the critical edition! — one must be sceptical about
how reliably we can reconstruct its text. It needs to be remembered that
comparisons between a saying in Q and Thomas are usually between a
reconstruction of Q on the basis of decisions about Matthew and Luke on
the one hand, and a retroversion of the Thomas saying from the Coptic
on the other. Even as certain a Q advocate as Patterson has remarked:
‘The reconstruction of the text of Q is a difficult task that often produces
results that are only tentative at best.’?> Combined with parallel uncer-
tainties in the reconstruction of the original text of Thomas, this is hardly
great grounds for confidence. As such, it behoves scholars now, in my
opinion, to eschew reliance on Q in assessments of Thomas, as is the
case in the present book. Or at the very least in the current climate, it is
probably necessary for arguments built upon Q to take a distant back seat
in the process.

2.5 Persistent polarisation of “independent oral tradition” vs
“literary dependence” despite some questioning within
Thomas scholarship

Most scholars would agree that, as Riley has put it, ‘The single most
controversial issue facing scholars is whether or not the GTh is a genuine

2l See e.g. C.M. Tuckett, ‘Thomas and the Synoptics’, NovT 30 (1988), 132-57; Tuckett,
‘Q and Thomas: Evidence of a Primitive “Wisdom Gospel”? A Response to H. Koester’,
ETL 67 (1991), 346-60.

22 S.J. Patterson, ‘The Gospel of (Judas) Thomas and the Synoptic Problem’, in P. Foster,
A. Gregory, J.S. Kloppenborg and J. Verheyden, eds. New Studies in the Synoptic Problem:
Oxford Conference, April 2008. Essays in Honour of Christopher M. Tuckett (Leuven/
Paris/Walpole, MA: Peeters, 2011), 783-808 (791); cf. S.J. Patterson, ‘Yes, Virginia, There
Is a Q’, Bible Review 11.5 (1995), 39-40!
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witness to an independent stream of tradition reaching back to Jesus.’*
From the very beginning of scholarship on Thomas, the relation between
Thomas and the canonical (especially Synoptic) Gospels has been the
most divisive issue. At that time, the division was not necessary binary:
while Quispel argued vociferously for independence and McArthur for
dependence, Wilson replied by saying that the matter was not black and
white, but rather comprised ‘several shades of grey’.?* Despite Wilson’s
caution, however, much of the rhetoric was antithetical, the most egre-
gious example being Quispel: for him, Thomas’s independence was
simply ‘established’. In response to Kasser’s assertions to the contrary,
Quispel questioned ‘the level of his mind’, just as he castigated the edi-
torial board of ZNW for printing the ‘biased nonsense’ in Krogmann’s
criticisms of him.?

One of the interesting points of the earlier phase of debate, however,
was that — unlike the majority of discussion today — the disagreement
was not between “conservatives” in favour of dependence and “liberals”
for independence. For Quispel, Jeremias and others, Thomas provided
not a Gospel in competition with the Synoptics, but rather — in a context
of Bultmannian scepticism — a kind of external corroboration of them.
Hence Quispel’s statement: ‘the Gospel of Thomas confirms the trust-
worthiness of the Bible’.?° At the same time, however, Sieber’s disser-
tation, and the early work of Koester and Crossan (both by this time
in the United States) began to promote Thomas as an alternative to the
Synoptics, and as containing more primitive versions of the sayings of
Jesus by comparison.

In the 1970s there emerged the beginnings of what Stephen Patterson
has called a ‘continental drift’, a growing difference in attitude to Thomas
between Europe on the one hand and North America on the other.” With
Quispel’s advocacy of independence gaining relatively little ground in
Europe, most scholars in Britain and on the continent argued that Thomas

2 Riley, ‘The Gospel of Thomas in Recent Scholarship’, 232.
4 R.McL. Wilson, ‘Thomas and the Synoptic Gospels’, ExpT 72 (1960), 36-9 (36).

2 Quispel, ‘The Discussion of Judaic Christianity’, 85.

% G. Quispel, ‘The Gospel of Thomas and the New Testament’, VigChr 11 (1957),
189-207 (207).

27 S.J. Patterson, The Gospel of Thomas and Jesus (Sonoma, CA: Polebridge, 1993),
10. Interestingly, writing in Canada, Horman felt in 1979 that he had to argue that the
dependence question was not settled, feeling strongly that there was near consensus about
the dependence of Thomas on the Synoptics. J.F. Horman, ‘The Source of the Version of
the Parable of the Sower in the Gospel of Thomas’, NovT 21 (1979), 326-43. It is notable
perhaps, however, that the various scholars whom he cites as evidence are (with the excep-
tions of Grant and Freedman) all European.

w2
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was influenced by the Synoptics, Haenchen and Schrage being perhaps
particularly influential. J.-M. Sevrin noted that those arguing for total
independence were few in number.”® On the other hand, Trajectories
through Early Christianity by Koester and Robinson discussed Thomas
briefly, advocating its independence, while also setting a wider frame-
work for that independence through its advocacy of a Bauerian perspec-
tive on gospel origins.

At times, there has been not only lack of agreement, but even a lack
of agreement about the level of agreement. Yamauchi noted in 1984 two
entirely contradictory statements by MacRae and Kaestli about whether
the majority of scholars was in favour of (respectively) independence
from or dependence on the Synoptics.? (This is also perhaps explic-
able on the basis of MacRae’s North American outlook and Kaestli’s
Swiss viewpoint.) From the United States, Davies commented that the
independence of Thomas was not only a majority view but actually a
consensus: it is noteworthy, however, that he refers to only two foreign-
language publications in his entire book.** Some misperceptions of
where consensus lay had a rhetorical purpose, though of course while
some seek solace in the ‘accepted’ view some prefer to be an embattled
minority! In part, it began to be quite difficult to identify where major-
ity opinions existed on particular issues in Thomas study because of
the sheer volume of scholarship. 1971 saw the first volume of David
Scholer’s Nag Hammadi Bibliography (1948-69), of which items
1789-2244 (i.e. 456 items) consisted of studies of Thomas. Between
1970 and 1994, 465 items were added, and a further 448 items came
from 1995 to 2006.

Nevertheless, what remained clear was the continued division of opin-
ion. 1985 saw the convening of the Jesus Seminar, which not only placed
the Gospel of Thomas (as well as the Gospel of Peter and other works) on
an even footing with the Synoptic Gospels, but also pronounced various
new Thomas sayings (e.g. GTh 97,98, 113) as authentic.* In 1988, Tuckett

28 J.-M. Sevrin, ‘L’Evangile selon Thomas: paroles de Jésus et révélation gnostique’,
Revue théologique de Louvain 8 (1977), 265-92 (277-8).

2 E.M. Yamauchi, ‘Pre-Christian Gnosticism, the New Testament and Nag Hammadi in
Recent Debate’, Themelios 10 (1984), 227 (24).

30 S.L. Davies, The Gospel of Thomas and Christian Wisdom (New York: Seabury Press,
1983), 5.

31 See R.W. Funk and R.W. Hoover, eds. The Five Gospels: The Search for the Authentic
Words of Jesus (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1993), for what the Jesus Seminar
thinks authentic, and J.D. Crossan, The Historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean
Jewish Peasant (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1991), xiii—xxvi, for what he views as
dominical in Thomas.



12 The Composition of the Gospel of Thomas

warned of the danger of continuing polarisation.’? A Forschungsbericht
of Fallon and Cameron from the same year notes that scholars remained
‘sharply divided’.*® Neirynck’s sense in 1989 was that the debate was
‘still very lively’,* and in another history of research from 1994, Riley
still comments: ‘Scholars remain divided on fundamental issues con-
cerning the theological character of the GTh and its relationship to the
canonical Gospels.”* In 1995, Wilson commented that Tuckett’s concern
had not been laid to rest, given the opposing positions exhibited in the
monograph by Patterson and the commentary of Fieger.*

Neirynck also refers to polarisation on the basis of two totally oppos-
ing views of Davies’ monograph The Gospel of Thomas and Christian
Wisdom, Crossan having described it as the best book on Thomas,
Blomberg referring to it as egregiously one-sided.*” The years 1989 to
1990 saw conflicting essays in a special issue of Second Century (issue 7,
1989-1990) by Snodgrass and Hedrick. Snodgrass also distinguishes
between the shifting position in the US and the clear view of depend-
ence in Britain and continental Europe.® In something of a dismissive
fashion, Robinson comments that this is not so much a substantive differ-
ence, but merely that European scholarship has been late in catching
up with North American scholarship’s appreciation of the importance
of the Nag Hammadi discoveries.* Contrastingly, Petersen in 1999
talked of how ‘diese Einschitzung der Thomas-Parabeln entspricht einer
Tendenz der amerikanischen Forschung’.*® Still in 2001, Liebenberg

3 Tuckett, ‘Thomas and the Synoptics’, 132.

3 ET. Fallon and R. Cameron. ‘The Gospel of Thomas: A Forschungsbericht and
Analysis’, ANRW Principat 2.25.6 (1988), 4195-251 (4213). On the same page, the
authors provide a list of scholars taking Thomas to be dependent.

3 F. Neirynck, ‘The Apocryphal Gospels and the Gospel of Mark’, in J.-M. Sevrin, ed.
New Testament in Early Christianity: La réception des écrits néotestamentaires dans le
christianisme primitif (Leuven University Press/Peeters, 1989), 123-75 (133).

3 Riley ‘Gospel of Thomas in Recent Scholarship’, 244.

3% R.McL. Wilson, ‘The Gospel of Thomas Reconsidered’, in C. Fluck, L. Langener
and S. Richter, Divitiae Aegypti: Koptologische und verwandte Studien zu Ehren von
Martin Krause (Wiesbaden: Reichert, 1995), 331-6 (335-6), in re M. Fieger, Das
Thomasevangelium: Einleitung, Kommentar und Systematik (Miinster: Aschendorff, 1991),
and Patterson, The Gospel of Thomas and Jesus.

3 Neirynck, ‘The Apocryphal Gospels and the Gospel of Mark’, 133.

3 Snodgrass, ‘The Gospel of Thomas: A Secondary Gospel’, SecCent 7 (1989-90),
19-38 (20); cf. later C.M. Tuckett, ‘The Gospel of Thomas: Evidence for Jesus?’, NTT 52
(1998), 17-32 (22).

% J.M. Robinson, ‘The Study of the Historical Jesus after Nag Hammadi’, Semeia 44
(1988), 45-55 (48-9).

40°S. Petersen, ‘Adolf Jiilicher und die Parabeln des Thomasevangeliums’, in U. Mell,
ed. Gleichnisreden Jesu 1899-1999: Beitrige zum Dialog mit Adolf Jiilicher (Berlin:
Walter de Gruyter, 1999), 179-207 (184), adding that the majority of German scholarship
thinks in terms of Thomas’s dependence upon the Synoptics.
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wrote, in reference to the dependence vs independence question, of a
‘transcontinental stalemate’.*! Similarly, in 2005, Wood commented: ‘At
present, the question over the origin of Gos. Thom. appears to be at a
stalemate or, less optimistically, a shouting match.’+

At times scholars — seemingly always those in favour of independ-
ence — have attempted to pronounce the debate over. Sieber has com-
mented: ‘Most of those who have championed the view that Thomas is
dependent on the New Testament for its synoptic sayings did their work
in the early 1960s.’#* Sellew also consigned the matter to ancient history
in his reference to ‘the 1960s and early 1970s with the famous debates
about Thomas’s relationship with the NT Gospels’.* This is a rather
cheeky rhetorical ploy, however, as clearly the debate has continued. In
the same edited volume as this comment of Sellew, Sevrin protested:
‘Despite the increasing success of the critical approach that considers the
Gospel of Thomas as independent of the Synoptics, the discussion over
its sources cannot be considered concluded.’* With some trepidation, the
present study enters this continued fray.

There are nevertheless some ways — some “tectonic shifts” already to
some extent apparent within Thomas scholarship — which might have the
potential to defuse this polarisation, and of which the present volume
aims to take full account.

First, one of the polarities in the past generation has tended to be that
of an oral, independent Thomas over against a Thomas which is directly
dependent upon the Synoptics in a rather woodenly scribal manner. To
quote Kaestli as an example of the polarity:

From where did the author of the GTh take the words of Jesus
which agree with the Synoptic Gospels? Has he drawn them dir-
ectly from Mt, Mk and Lk? Or has he used a parallel tradition,

4 J. Liebenberg, The Language of the Kingdom and Jesus: Parable, Aphorism, and
Metaphor in the Sayings Material Common to the Synoptic Tradition and the Gospel of
Thomas (Berlin/New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2001), 519.

4 JH. Wood, ‘The New Testament Gospels and the Gospel of Thomas: A New
Direction’, NTS 51 (2005), 579-95 (585).

4 J.H. Sieber, ‘The Gospel of Thomas and the New Testament’, in J.E. Goehring,
C.W. Hedrick and J.T. Sanders, eds. Gospel Origins and Christian Beginnings: In Honor
of James M. Robinson (Sonoma, CA: Polebridge, 1990), 64-73 (65).

4 P. Sellew, ‘The Gospel of Thomas: Prospects for Future Research’, in J.D. Turner and
A. McGuire, eds. The Nag Hammadi Library after Fifty Years: Proceedings of the 1995
Society of Biblical Literature Commemoration (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 327-46 (328).

4 J.-M. Sevrin, ‘L’Interprétation de I’Evangile selon Thomas, entre tradition et rédac-
tion’, in J.D. Turner and A. McGuire, eds. The Nag Hammadi Library after Fifty Years:
Proceedings of the 1995 Society of Biblical Literature Commemoration (Leiden: Brill,
1997), 347-60 (359, in the English summary).
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independent of the canonical gospels? It is not surprising that
this question of the sources of the GTh has held pride of place
in the attention of NT exegetes.*®

Although there were some antecedents, Risto Uro has advocated the con-
cept of “secondary orality” as a way through the orality/textuality divide.
On this model, it is not simply that Thomas is copying (for example)
Matthew, but rather that Matthew has influenced the oral tradition which
feeds into Thomas. This may at least have some potential to bring together
those who want to do justice to literary and oral factors, though we will
see that this too may be somewhat speculative. This will come into focus
more in Chapters 6 and 9 below.

Second, there is a growing recognition of what the most important
method for identifying the influence of the Synoptics upon Thomas
will be. In some ways, the “dependence theory” got off to a bad start.
The most substantial study arguing for it in the early days was that of
Schrage, based on the problematic method of comparing Thomas pri-
marily with the Coptic translations of the Gospels.”” Understandably,
Koester pounced, declaring that ‘the wisdom of the methodological pro-
cedure ... is beyond my comprehension’.*® Most on every side now agree
with this sentiment.

Some other attempts to show dependence have been similarly ill-
grounded. We have already touched upon the difficulties with the view of
Perrin, which will be the subject of more detailed discussion in Chapters
2 and 3. More recently still, John Halsey Wood’s study offers a number
of telling criticisms of the form-critical and literary-critical assumptions
of Koester and those who have followed him.** On the other hand, his

4 J.-D. Kaestli, ‘L’Evangile de Thomas: son importance pour 1’étude des paroles de
Jésus et du Gnosticisme chrétien’, Etudes théologiques et religieuses 54 (1979), 375-96
(381): “D’oi I"auteur de I ET tient-il les paroles de Jésus qui concordent avec les Evangiles
synoptiques? A-t-il puisé directement dans Mt, Mc et Luc? Ou bien a-t-il utilisé une trad-
ition parallele et indépendante des Evangiles canoniques? Il n’est pas étonnant que cette
question des sources de I’ETh ait retenu au premier chef 1’attention des exégetes du NT.
Translation mine.

47'W. Schrage, Das Verhdiltnis des Thomas-Evangeliums zur synoptischen Tradition
und zu den koptischen Evangelieniibersetzungen: Zugleich ein Beitrag zur gnostischen
Synoptikerdeutung (BZNW; Berlin: Topelmann, 1964).

4 H. Koester, ‘GNOMAI DIAPHOROI: The Origin and Nature of Diversification in
the History of Early Christianity’, in J.M. Robinson and H. Koester, Trajectories through
Early Christianity (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1971), 114-57 (130-1 n. 45). Cf. Sieber, ‘The
Gospel of Thomas and the New Testament’, 66—8; Fallon and Cameron. ‘The Gospel of
Thomas: A Forschungsbericht and Analysis’, 4216. Perhaps strangely, Sevrin notes that
the reception of Schrage’s book was reasonably positive at the time. Sevrin, ‘L’Evangile
selon Thomas’, 279.

4 Wood, ‘The New Testament Gospels and the Gospel of Thomas’.
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positive proposal is rather too vague to be compelling. He argues that
Thomas fits the profile of the way in which other second-century works
(specifically, the Longer Ending of Mark, the writings of Justin and
Tatian’s Diatessaron) make use of the NT, specifically, by way of ‘redac-
tion, adaptation, and harmonization’ or again, ‘different arrangements,
appparent harmonizations, editing, and augmentation of NT gospel
material’.>® These items are very general, however, and — left undefined —
could include almost any sort of usage. Wood concludes: ‘it may be that
Gos. Thom.s inconsistent and fluid use of gospel material is exactly what
demonstrates its dependence upon the NT gospels’.>! This is open to the
obvious charge that it puts Wood in a win-win situation: if Thomas had
quoted the NT more substantially and exactly, this would have shown
dependence; the fact that it does not shows dependence anyway.

More promisingly, especially with the work of Christopher Tuckett
(though again there are antecedents), the use of the “redactional method”
has been prominent. That is, scholars arguing for Thomas as secondary
have tried to identify places where Matthean and Lukan redaction has
crept into Thomas, and this has certainly become an area of some agree-
ment. There is need for further refinement of this method to make it more
secure, however. In an earlier article I made some attempts at this,>? and
Chapter 6 aims to do this in a more thorough manner.

Thirdly, it has been a noticeable problem with much scholarship on
Thomas that it often fails to engage properly with opposing camps. From
my own British/European vantage point, it seems almost incredible
that books such as Crossan’s Historical Jesus and Patterson’s Gospel
of Thomas and Jesus fail even to mention Tuckett’s important Novum
Testamentum article. Jens Schroter’s significant monograph Erinnerung
an Jesu Worte has also suffered neglect.>® We have already mentioned the
woeful lack of reference to foreign-language literature in Davies’ influ-
ential monograph, which is not improved in the 2005 second edition.
There appears to be something of a sectarian character to a good deal of
Thomas research. Nor is this merely a matter of Europe being neglected
or marginalised by the US. In another context, I have referred to the neg-
lect of Spanish scholarship by other Europeans, particularly the copious
articles of Trevijano.>* Another way in which the divide is not merely

3 'Wood, ‘The New Testament Gospels and the Gospel of Thomas’, 589, 593.

31 'Wood, ‘The New Testament Gospels and the Gospel of Thomas’, 594.

32 S.J. Gathercole, ‘Luke in the Gospel of Thomas’, NTS 57 (2011), 114-44.

33 Neukirchen: Neukirchener, 1997.

3 In S.J. Gathercole, ““The Heavens and the Earth Will Be Rolled Up”: The Eschatology
of the Gospel of Thomas’, in H.-J. Eckstein, C. Landmesser and H. Lichtenberger,
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continental is in the dismissive attitude sometimes displayed by icono-
clastic Bauerians such as Koester to more conservative scholars such as
Snodgrass even within the US. There are nevertheless some pockets of
scholarship on Thomas where there is — even if without any resolution —
at least healthy debate.> There could still be a great deal more, however,
and the present book aims at least to attempt to cover a reasonably full
international spread of scholarship on Thomas.>® This book will not of
course please everybody (or even anybody at all) but it does seek to do
justice to the opposition by tackling the arguments point by point. I am
not naive enough to imagine that I write from a vantage point of unemo-
tional objectivity sine ira et studio, but it is the aim of this book to inject
some sobriety into a debate which — notwithstanding the thousands of
footnotes exchanged — is highly emotive.

eds. Eschatologie — Eschatology: The Sixth Durham-Tiibingen Research Symposium:
Eschatology in Old Testament, Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity (Tiibingen,
September 2009) (WUNT; Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011), 280-302.

> Witness the extensive discussion, involving James Robinson, Christoph Heil, Stanley
Porter and Jens Schroter, on the earliest form of GTh 36.

% T only regret that my Dutch is not sufficient for me to engage properly with that litera-
ture extensively, though comparatively little is untranslated.



PART I

The original language of Thomas






1

THE PROBLEM OF THE ORIGINAL
LANGUAGE OF THOMAS

‘A series of translation mistakes makes it certain that the original was
written in Aramaic.” So wrote Peter Nagel of the Gospel of Thomas in
1968.! Certainly not all have shared the view that an Aramaic original
is ‘certain’, but the great majority of publications discussing Thomas’s
original language has focused on the subject of Semitisms in the book.
In the earliest days of Thomas scholarship, a variety of opinions about
the original language of the work was put forward. Puech’s notice of
the discovery of the complete Gospel of Thomas proposed, in contrast
to Nagel, that it was ‘sure’ that we were dealing with a Greek original.?
A year later, Guillaumont had already proposed a number of mistransla-
tions, and differences between Thomas and the Synoptics, as arguments
for sayings having been translated from Aramaic.® G. Garitte in 1960
then proposed a Coptic original.* In response Guillaumont reasserted
some of his earlier arguments for a Semitic composition,® to which
Garitte retorted that it is far better to suggest a known version as original,

' P. Nagel, ‘Erwigungen zum Thomas-Evangelium’, in F. Altheim and R. Stiehl, eds.
Die Araber in der alten Welt, vol. V, pt 2 (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1969), 368-92 (379):
‘Eine Reihe von Ubersetzungsfehlern machen jedoch zur GewiBheit, daf das Original ara-
madisch geschrieben war.’

2 H.-C. Puech, ‘Une collection de paroles de Jésus récemment retrouvée: L' Evangile
selon Thomas’, Academie des Inscriptions et Belles Lettres: comptes rendus (1957),
146-67 (147: ‘str’).

3 A. Guillaumont, ‘Sémitismes dans les logia de Jésus retrouvés a Nag Hamadi’, Journal
asiatique 246 (1958), 113-23.

4 G. Garitte, ‘Les “Logoi” d’Oxyrhynque et I’apocryphe copte dit “Evangile de
Thomas™’, Muséon 73 (1960), 151-72, proposing in particular that in GTh 3.1 the Coptic
NETCWK eHT= is much more likely to stand behind the Greek ot €é\xovTeg than vice versa
(156-60), and that the same applies to peepaneye and molelv Oepameiag (GTh 31.2).
These were the two main planks in the argument, to which Garitte added a number of what
he regarded as smaller indications.

> A. Guillaumont, ‘Les “Logia” d’Oxyrhynchos sont-ils traduits du copte?’, Muséon 73
(1960), 325-33. He also presented a case for seeing ol €AkovTeg as going back to a Semitic
origin (327-8), and argued on the basis of a parallel in Plato’s Statesman 298e for moietv
Oepamelag being idiomatic Greek (330).

19



20 The Composition of the Gospel of Thomas

rather than one which is ‘purely conjectural’.® Both this response and
the rejoinder also appeared in the same volume of Le Muséon, as further
did an article by K. Kuhn emphasising that a number of the Semitisms
proposed by Guillaumont were merely biblical idioms which did not
necessitate the conclusion of a composition in a Semitic language.” On
the other hand, Guillaumont’s arguments have been widely cited, influ-
encing Ménard, for example, to conclude that Thomas was a product of
‘a nascent Syriac gnosis’.?

Since this initial melee, a series of articles has sought to strengthen
the case for a Semitic original. Quispel has published a number of pieces
seeking to establish a Semitic origin in a great many sayings, with a view
to confirming his hypothesis that Thomas, like Tatian’s Diatessaron,
was heavily dependent upon the Gospel of the Hebrews.® The article
already mentioned by Nagel pressed the arguments for mistranslations.
In 1981, Guillaumont published an additional article which was at the
same time more nuanced than previous treatments in its attempt to dis-
tinguish the various kinds of Semitisms in Thomas, while also providing
a number of new arguments that additional sayings offer support for a
Semitic original.!® This received some criticism, however, in an essay

¢ G. Garitte, ‘Les «Logoi» d’Oxyrhynque sont traduits du copte’, Muséon 73 (1960),
335-49 (340): ‘purement conjectural’.

7 K. Kuhn, ‘Some Observations on the Coptic Gospel according to Thomas’, Muséon
73 (1960), 317-23.

8 J.E. Ménard, L’Evangile selon Thomas: introduction, traduction, commentaire (NHS
5; Leiden: Brill, 1975), 27: ‘une gnose syriaque naissante’. It is likely here, however, that
Ménard means ‘syriaque’ in a cultural, rather than a linguistic sense. The present book
will use “Syrian” as a geographical, and “Syriac” as a linguistic epithet. Ménard himself
discusses a number of possible cases of Semitisms in ‘Les Problémes de 1’Evangile selon
Thomas’, in M. Krause, ed. Essays on the Nag Hammadi Texts in Honour of Alexander
Bohlig (Leiden: Brill, 1972), 59-73; see also Ménard, ‘Der syrische Synkretismus
und das Thomasevangelium’, in A. Dietrich, ed. Synkretismus im syrisch-persischen
Kulturgebiet (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1975), 65-79, and ‘La tradition syn-
optique et I’Evangile selon Thomas’, in F. Paschke, J. Dummer, J. Irmscher and K. Treu,
eds., Uberlieferungsgeschichtliche Untersuchungen (Berlin: Akademie, 1981), 411-26
(415-17).

° See e.g. (among many other places) the clear statement in G. Quispel ‘The Gospel
of Thomas and the New Testament’, VigChr 11 (1957), 189-207 (194); also Quispel,
‘L’Evangile selon Thomas et les Clémentines’, VigChr 12 (1958), 181-96; Quispel,
‘Some Remarks on the Gospel of Thomas’, NTS 5 (1958-9), 276-90; Quispel, ‘L’ Evangile
selon Thomas et le Diatessaron’, VigChr 13 (1959), 87-117.

10° A Guillaumont, ‘Les sémitismes dans I’Evangile selon Thomas: essai de classement’,
in R. van den Broek and M.J. Vermaseren, eds. Studies in Gnosticism and Hellenistic
Religions Presented to Gilles Quispel on the Occasion of His 65th Birthday (Leiden: Brill,
1981), 190-204: see 190 n. 1 on the aim of differentiation among the various kinds of
Semitisms.
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by Alexander Bohlig covering the Nag Hammadi corpus more widely.!!
Most recently, two large-scale treatments of Thomas have in different
ways offered a barrage of material aiming to establish extensive Semitic
influence pervading the original composition. Nicholas Perrin has
argued that the nature of the catchwords in Thomas points to a Syriac
composition and dependence upon the Diatessaron, and this has found
some influence.'? April DeConick’s recent commentary has assembled
a large body of material favouring a composition in Western Aramaic,
which was subsequently redacted, or reperformed, in a Syriac-speaking
milieu.!* Most recently, Perrin has responded to DeConick’s arguments
in favour of Western Aramaic and argued that some of her cases of
Aramaic originals only work in Syriac.!* In addition to all these publi-
cations which in different ways have aimed at offering a spread of evi-
dence for a Semitic original, various articles have also appeared arguing
for Aramaic or Syriac originals of individual sayings.!® Occasionally

1" A. Bohlig, ‘Das Problem araméischer Elemente in den Texten von Nag Hammadi’, in
F. Junge, ed. Studien zu Sprache und Religion Agyptens, vol. 11, Religion (FS W. Westendorf)
(Gottingen: F. Junge, 1984), 983-1011; reprinted in A. Bohlig, Gnosis und Synkretismus:
Gesammelte Aufsditze zur spdtantiken Religionsgeschichte, pt 2 (WUNT 48; Tiibingen:
Mohr, 1989), 414-53. Subsequent page references are to the 1989 version.

12 N. Perrin, Thomas and Tatian: The Relationship between the Gospel of Thomas and
the Diatessaron (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2002). This has been followed
up by his ‘NHC IL2 and the Oxyrhynchus Fragments (P.Oxy 1, 654, 655): Overlooked
Evidence for a Syriac Gospel of Thomas’, VigChr 58 (2004), 138-51. A summary of the
arguments in the monograph is found in N. Perrin, ‘Thomas: the Fifth Gospel?’, JETS 49
(2006), 67-80. These arguments are accepted in e.g. C.A. Evans, Fabricating Jesus: How
Modern Scholars Distort the Gospels (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2006), 73, and
N.T. Wright, Judas and the Gospel of Jesus (London: SPCK, 2006), 36. C.L. Blomberg,
Jesus and the Gospels: An Introduction and Survey, 2nd edn (Nashville: Broadman &
Holman, 2009), 39, presents Perrin’s theory as an option, as do R. Buth & B. Kvasnica,
‘Temple Authorities and Tithe Evasion: The Linguistic Background and Impact of
the Parable of the Vineyard, the Tenants and the Son’, in R.S. Notley, M. Turnage and
B. Becker, eds. Jesus’ Last Week: Jerusalem Studies in the Synoptic Gospels. Volume One
(Leiden: Brill, 2006), 53—-80 (61).

13" A.D. DeConick, The Original Gospel of Thomas in Translation: With a Commentary
and New English Translation of the Complete Gospel (LNTS 287; London/New York: T&T
Clark International, 2006). The arguments here for Semitisms are mainly an assembly of
the secondary literature noted at 12 n. 17; there is also a very convenient summary of the
data on 14-15. See also A.D. DeConick, Recovering the Original Gospel of Thomas: A
History of the Gospel and its Growth (LNTS 286; London/New York: T&T Clark, 2005),
232-3.

4 N. Perrin, ‘The Aramaic Origins of the Gospel of Thomas — Revisited’, in J. Frey,
J. Schroter and E.E. Popkes, eds. Das Thomasevangelium: Entstehung — Rezeption —
Theologie (BZNW 157, Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2008), 50-9.

15 See below, in the discussions of individual sayings, especially: Baarda (GTh 8);
Quecke (GTh 21); Quispel (GTh 25); Guillaumont, Baker (GTh 27); Baarda (GTh 42);
Gershenson and Quispel (GTh 72); Strobel (GTh 86); DeConick (90); Guey (GTh 100).
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arguments have also been made for some sayings originating in Hebrew,
but these are rare, and have not to my knowledge extended to theories
about a whole composition of Thomas in the language.'®

It is not the case that there is an overwhelming consensus in favour
of an Aramaic or Syriac composition, but clearly all the running has
been made in recent times by those pressing such lines.!” No one to my
knowledge now holds to Garitte’s view of a Coptic original.'® Statements
about composition in Greek have been fairly frequent, but have neither
really engaged with the literature on the Semitic side, nor provided any
positive reasons for concluding in favour of Greek. Early on, Robert
Grant stated unequivocally that ‘the Gospel of Thomas was originally
written in Greek’.!” Helmut Koester does the same in the introduction to
Thomas in the Coptic Gnostic Library edition.?® Valantasis and Pearson
have recently expressed an opinion in favour of Greek.?! Most of those
who have opted for Greek have probably assumed (not unreasonably)
that, given the extant evidence of Greek and Coptic texts, a Greek ori-
ginal should be the default assumption. There has never been, to my
knowledge, any substantive argument for a Greek original, however.

The question of the original language is not only interesting in its
own right, but also has implications for the related questions of prov-
enance and date and therefore for the interpretation of the work and for

16 See the discussions below in Chapter 3 of e.g. GTh 3, 42 and 61.

17 T. Baarda should also be noted as an advocate of a Syriac original, given that he
has written so much on Thomas. See e.g. for an early statement his ‘The Gospel Text in
the Biography of Rabbula’, VigChr 14 (1960), 102-27 (112). He assumes a Greek inter-
mediary, however: see his comment on the Greek Vorlage of the Coptic in his, ““The
Cornerstone”: An Aramaism in the Diatessaron and the Gospel of Thomas?’, NovT 37
(1995), 285-300 (295).

18 J.-M. Sevrin, ‘L’Evangile selon Thomas: paroles de Jésus et révélation gnostique’,
Revue théologique de Louvain 8 (1977), 265-92 (272): ‘Reste 1’hypothése du copte ori-
ginal. Elle n’a guére eu de partisans déclarés.” One exception, according to F.T. Fallon and
R. Cameron, ‘The Gospel of Thomas: A Forschungsbericht and Analysis’, ANRW Principat
2.25.6, 4195-251 (4199), is the study of P. de Suarez, L’Evangile selon Thomas: traduc-
tion, présentation et commentaires (Marsanne: Editions Meétanoia, 1974). E. Haenchen,
‘Literatur zum Thomasevangelium’, ThR 27 (1961), 147-78 (157-60) is effective in its
criticisms of Garitte’s position.

1 R.M. Grant, ‘Notes on the Gospel of Thomas’, VigChr 13 (1959), 170-80 (170).

20 H. Koester, ‘Introduction’ (to the Gospel of Thomas), in B. Layton, ed. Nag Hammadi
Codex 11,2-7, together with XIII,2*, Brit. Lib Or4926(1), and P. Oxy. 1, 654, 655, vol. 1
(NHS 20; Leiden: Brill, 1989), 38-49 (38): ‘The language of composition was Greek.’

21 R. Valantasis, The Gospel of Thomas (New Testament Readings; London: Routledge,
1997), 3; B.A. Pearson, Ancient Gnosticism: Traditions and Literature (Minneapolis:
Fortress, 2007), 267; J.M. Robinson, ‘A Pre-Canonical Greek Reading in Saying 36,
in Robinson, The Sayings Gospel Q: Collected Essays (Leuven University Press, 2005),
845-83 (859), also talks of the ‘Greek original’.
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the wider questions about Christian origins upon which Thomas may
or may not touch. If Thomas was written in Greek, for example, this
gives a much wider range of options for dates and places of compos-
ition than does Syriac. In terms of dating, according to Perrin, a Syriac
composition entails a time of writing ‘no earlier than the mid-second
century’;?* at the other extreme, arguments for a Semitic original play a
role in DeConick’s case that the core of Thomas was a book of speeches
composed in Aramaic and originating in the early Jerusalem mission in
the mid first century.?

The first part of this book presents a criticism of the proposals for an
Aramaic or Syriac original for the Gospel of Thomas and proposes in
turn that a Greek original is much more likely. The argument has three
parts. Chapter 2 will make some cautionary remarks about the possi-
bility of marshalling evidence for a Semitic original. In Chapter 3, the
proposed Semitisms will be systematically — and as comprehensively as
is reasonably possible — evaluated. In Chapter 4, some suggestive argu-
ments with positive evidence for Greek composition will be presented.
This conclusion in favour of a Greek original will pave the way for see-
ing a closer relationship to the New Testament Gospels than is often seen
in current scholarship.

22 Perrin, ‘NHC II,2 and the Oxyrhynchus Fragments’, 151; cf. H.J.W. Drijvers, ‘Facts
and Problems in Early Syriac-speaking Christianity’, SecCent 2 (1982), 157-75 (173), who
also argues for a Syriac original, and a date of around 200 CE.

2 DeConick, Original Gospel of Thomas in Translation, 21. The current debate between
DeConick and Perrin is in many ways a rerun of the very similar series of exchanges
between Quispel and Baarda a generation ago. On the other hand, for Guillaumont the
compositional process is so complicated that the Semitic original of Thomas is apparently
influenced both by Aramaic sayings of Jesus independent of the Synoptics, but also by the
Syriac versions of those same Gospels. Such is apparently implied by Guillaumont, ‘Les
sémitismes dans I’Evangile selon Thomas’, 197.
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METHODOLOGICAL PROBLEMS
WITH SEMITIC THEORIES

Introduction

Before embarking in Chapter 3 on the treatment of individual sayings and
finally in Chapter 4 on the positive evidence for a Greek original, it will
be useful to consider general problems associated with identifying and
reconstructing a Semitic Vorlage for a text extant in a different language.
(Because the Gospel of Thomas survives in three Greek fragments and a
near complete Coptic text, here we are dealing with a Semitic substratum
beneath Greek and Coptic.) This area has already been the subject of a
great deal of discussion, especially in New Testament research, but also
in the study of the OT Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha, as can be seen in
an important recent article by J.R. Davila.!

The following set of cautionary considerations falls broadly into
three areas. The first area surrounds the question of how to identify
and assess Semitisms. This involves the consideration of difficulties
with how one might: (1) get an argument for Semitic influence off the
ground by drawing attention to a deficiency or oddity in the Greek
and/or Coptic; (2) identify a corpus of Aramaic/Syriac material which
one might use as the basis for a reconstructed Vorlage; (3) classify the
different Semitisms with a view to (4) assessing their significance for
answering the question of the language of composition. Thereafter, we
will examine the difficulties with identifying the proposed causes of
these Semitisms, namely (5) the identification of a mistranslation or
woodenly literal rendering of the Semitic original, or through (6) the
identification of divergent translations, where differing Greek or Coptic
texts of Thomas, or differing Thomasine and canonical readings, might
be accounted for by reference to a common Semitic Vorlage. Finally

! J.R. Davila, ‘(How) Can We Tell if a Greek Apocryphon or Pseudepigraphon Has Been
Translated from Hebrew or Aramaic?’, JSP 15 (2005), 3-61.

24
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(7-10, cf. also 2), we will examine four additional problems specific-
ally attending the idea of Syriac composition.

1 The need to eliminate Greek and Coptic explanations
before arguing for a Semitism

As has been noted, the difficulties associated with the identification
and evaluation of Semitisms have already been much discussed in New
Testament scholarship. The copious literature on the subject frequently
discusses the difficulty of identifying a construction as Semitic and not
acceptable Greek. To take one recent observation by a classicist, Colvin’s
recent book on the history of Greek notes that Mark’s parataxis is ‘often
invoked as Aramaic (or LXX) influence ... but it seems also to reflect
contemporary vernacular Gk’.> One might add that Aristotle also had a
fondness for it.?

Since a precondition for seeing a Semitism is a problematic Greek or
Coptic construction, distinguishing between acceptable and unaccept-
able Greek or Coptic is a conditio sine qua non. Several factors should
be borne in mind here.

First, it is an especially unwise strategy to posit a Vorlage in another
language when the extant text is acceptable as it stands: perhaps the
least convincing cases of alleged Semitisms in Thomas are those where
the Greek or Coptic is quite in order. We will see in the discussion of the
individual sayings in Chapter 3 that particularly unremarkable are the
phrases ‘in heaven’ (GTh 44), ‘which is in his heart’ (GTh 45), and
the reflexive in ‘he purchased for himself this single pearl’ (GTh 76).

Second, a possibility which at least requires consideration is that of
a problem at the stage of original composition. The appendix in the
grammar of Moulton and Howard notes this in the discussion of NT
Semitisms, commenting that, ‘Even when there is the strongest reason

2 S. Colvin, A Historical Greek Reader: Mycenaean to the Koine (Oxford University
Press, 2007), 269.

3 It may well be, however, that there is in a particular work a Graecism or Copticism
which is at the same time a Semitism, and which can be better explained as deriving from
Semitic influence. In practice, however, determining that the feature is more likely to be a
Semitism is hard. Two cases where it would be particularly difficult to decide are (1) in the
area of simple overlap between Greek/Coptic and Semitic grammar and semantics, but also
(2) in the area of what Psichari called the use of Semitisms which are ‘en quelque sorte,
négatifs’. Here, Semitisms sound archaising or Attic in style, and so come across both as
Semitic and as lofty Greek at one and the same time. See J. Psichari, ‘Essai sur le grec de
la Septante’, REJ 55 (1908), 161-208 (202), giving examples including v ovouaTt for
beshem.
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to suspect a translator’s error, we are often left in doubt whether this is
due to a corruption in the original document [or] to a mistranslation of
the original text.”* The wonderful example which they provide is that of
the appearance of “fireworks” (in place of “fire-brigade”) in the English
version of Mommsen. Was there an error by Mommsen (or the German
printer) which led to the printing of Feuerwerk for Feuerwehr in the
original? Or was the mistake that of the translator? The confusion is of
roughly equal size in each case. Moulton and Howard suggest that one
cannot necessarily presume a flawless original.

Third, scribal corruption is another reason why a text might not make
sense. This will be seen in our discussion of GTh 27, where the odd
phrase vrioTebe1v TOV kOapov is taken by Taylor to be a scribal error,
whereas others see it as a Syriacism. Similarly, the errors in GTh 13.8
and GTh 60.1 have been taken as evidence by some for a Semitic original
and by others as a copyist’s mistake.

Fourth, the difficulty which the appeal to Semitism alleges to solve
may arise out of the fact that the phraseology in question has been mis-
understood. In a case in Acts, for example, Torrey proposed a problem
with ot ipeaPlTepot &deAdol in Acts 15.23 originating in the Aramaic
“1 Acts” source,’ a problem which de Zwaan says ‘is a case of exegesis.
The difficulties may be wholly imaginary and “the elder brethren” the
final solution.’® For our purposes, we will see that GTh 12.2, GTh 69 and
GTh 80 are instances of this.

Finally, it is also possible that the situation is even more diffi-
cult with a work like the Gospel of Thomas, which sets out expli-
citly to be a writing which is not straightforwardly comprehensible:
in a programmatic statement at the beginning of the work, Jesus says,
‘Whoever finds the interpretation of these sayings will not experience
death’ (GTh 1).” Furthermore, according to the saying following, this

4 J.H. Moulton and W.F. Howard (with C.L. Bedale), ‘Appendix: Semitisms in the
New Testament’, in Moulton and Howard, A Grammar of New Testament Greek, vol. 1L
Accidence and Word Formation (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1929), 411-85 (479).

> C.C. Torrey, The Composition and Date of Acts (HTS 1; Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1916), 7, 39, where he describes it as ‘faultless Aramaic idiom’, follow-
ing Harnack’s and Preuschen’s assessment of its difficulty.

¢ J. de Zwaan, ‘The Use of the Greek Language in Acts’, in FJ. Foakes Jackson and
K. Lake, eds. The Beginnings of Christianity, pt 1, The Acts of the Apostles, vol. 11,
Prolegomena II: Criticism (London: Macmillan, 1922), 30-65 (49).

7 “The Gospel purposely obscured its meaning.” Thus C.C. Richardson, ‘The Gospel of
Thomas: Gnostic or Encratite?’, in D. Neiman and M.A. Schatkin, eds. The Heritage of the
Early Church: Essays in Honor of Georges Vasilievich Florovsky (Rome: Pont. Institutum
Studiorum Orientalium, 1973), 65-76 (69). Cf. the view of Sevrin that Thomas is delib-
erately obfuscatory: J.-M. Sevrin, ‘L’Interprétation de 1'Evangile selon Thomas, entre
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interpretation requires “seeking” and “finding” — with perhaps delib-
erately surprising and disturbing results: ‘Let him who seeks continue
seeking until he finds. When he finds, he will become troubled. When
he becomes troubled, he will be astonished” (GTh 2)! A number of
sayings have appeared incomprehensible to scholars as a result, per-
haps, of insufficient tolerance for Thomasine oddity: we will see this
in the treatment of a number of sayings below (including those men-
tioned in the previous paragraph). If we were to remove from Thomas
everything “strange”, we would probably end up with a much abbreviated
version.

2 The need to establish the linguistic base for
identification of Semitisms

It is a serious difficulty for the study of Semitisms in a document, like
Thomas, from the first or second century CE if insufficient attention is
paid to matching a hypothetical underlying expression with linguistic
data from the right time and place; that is, if an Aramaic or Hebrew word
is simply grabbed from a much later period, for example, and supposed to
feature as part of a Gospel’s Vorlage. Without getting into the rights and
wrongs on this particular matter, some views of the Son of Man problem
have been criticised for not paying sufficient attention to chronological
developments in Aramaic.® We will have reason in Chapter 3 below to
question instances of such anachronistic evidence in the case of Thomas,
such as Nagel’s appeals to Mandaic idiom in his discussion of the Aramaic
originals of various sayings (see e.g. on GTh 27.2 below).

Wilcox, on the other hand, rightly notes that as soon as we begin to
suppose Semitic originals for NT documents (the scope of his treatment),
‘this at once raises the question of the materials upon which we should
base our models of First Century A.D. Jewish Aramaic and Hebrew’.’
His criteria for such materials include their geographical and chrono-
logical proximity, the requirement that they themselves be Semitic in

tradition et rédaction’, in J.D. Turner, and A. McGuire, eds. The Nag Hammadi Library
after Fifty Years: Proceedings of the 1995 Society of Biblical Literature Commemoration
(Leiden: Brill, 1997), 347-60 (359-60).

8 See e.g. P. Owen and D. Shepherd, ‘Speaking up for Qumran, Dalman and the Son of
Man: Was B