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INTRODUCTION

The Rise of Christian Literature

I. ORAL TRADITION AND PRELITERARY FORMS

Twenty years passed between the death and resurrection of Jesus ca. 30 C.E.

and the emergence of the earliest Christian literature. Jesus’ proclamation of his
teaching had been exclusively oral, and even the earliest communities initially did
not see any need for a literary record, all the more so since the eyewitnesses who
personally knew and heard Jesus lived among them and authentically attested to
his gospel. Furthermore, they expected the promised return of the Messiah and
the ultimate establishment of his kingdom to be realized in the lifetime of the
first generation of disciples (imminent expectation). During this period of time,
however, as is probably true of all peoples whose oral transmission of stories,
myths, and wisdom gives rise to peculiar structures, there developed so-called
pre-literary forms, which we know to the extent that they found their way into
later literature. They grew in the soil of the five most important contexts of life of
the early communities composed of Jewish and Gentile Christians with their
mixtures of culture and environment:

a. In everyday life, as exhortations and instructions for the Christian life
(paraenesis), among them the famous catalogs of vices and virtues (Gal 5:19–23),
the household codes (Col 3:18–4:2), as well as the doctrine of the two ways, which
originated in Judaism, as reflected in the Letter of Barnabas and the Didache, chal-
lenging Christians to walk in the way of good or evil, of light or darkness. The lit-
erary paraenesis has its roots and parallels in the popular wisdom tradition of
Judaism and in Hellenistic popular philosophy and basically serves to recall and
repeat the oral paraenesis.

b. In liturgy, as prayers, hymns, and acclamations, such as “amen,” “hallelu-
jah,” “hosanna,” the Lord’s Prayer (Matt 6:9–13), the Magnificat (Luke 1:46–55),
and the Benedictus (Luke 1:68–79).

c. In catechesis, for the purpose of passing on the faith within the commu-
nity and instructing new converts, especially in preparation for baptism, such as
the earliest short forms of the confession of faith (Acts 8:37) and the baptismal
formula (Matt 28:19).

d. In missionary proclamation, as kerygmatic formulas summarizing mis-
sionary sermons (1 Thess 1:9f.) or delimiting Christian monotheism, by polemics
and proclamation, over against polytheism (ei3q acclamations, 1 Cor 8:6).



Study: P. Vielhauer, Geschichte der urchristlichen Literatur: Einleitung in das Neue Testa-
ment, die Apokryphen, und die Apostolischen Väter (Berlin and New York: de Gruyter,
1975), 9–57.

e. The oral tradition of the words and deeds of Jesus, representing a sepa-
rate literary category that has largely, though not entirely, found its way into the
four canonical gospels. There are the so-called agrapha (a7grafoq = unwritten),
dominical sayings that are not preserved in the canonical gospels but in other,
often much later sources, such as the remaining writings of the NT (e.g., Acts
20:35: “remembering the words of the Lord Jesus, how he said, ‘It is more blessed
to give than to receive’”), the NT apocrypha, the writings of the church fathers,
and even Islamic works. The papyri excavated in 1897–1927 in Oxyrhynchus (130
miles south of Cairo) and the gnostic Gospel of Thomas, representing a collection
of 114 dominical sayings (cf. ch. 1.I.C) and discovered at Nag Hammadi in 1945,
are particularly profitable.

Many agrapha came about as free, tendentious fabrications of certain
groups and sects in order to support their own heretical teachings, while others
developed as embellishments and derivations of the canonical gospels. Neverthe-
less, a small number remain that are considered authentic and may be placed
alongside the canonical gospels. Although they do not yield any new insights be-
yond those of the canonical gospels, they do confirm the authentic witnesses to
the proclamation of Jesus.

In the agrapha, what is true of the entire oral tradition of Christianity be-
comes especially clear, namely, that it does not end with the rise of Christian liter-
ature but instead parallels it, especially in liturgy and catechesis throughout the
centuries. Thus we must continually reckon with oral tradition’s influence upon
the writings and the theology of the Fathers.

Bibliography: J. H. Charlesworth, The New Testament Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha: A
Guide to Publications, with Excursuses on Apocalypses (ATLA.BS 17; Metuchen, N.J.:
Scarecrow, 1987), 138–55.

Editions: A. Resch, Agrapha: Aussercanonische Evangelienfragmente (TU 5.4; Leipzig:
Hinrichs, 1889). – Idem, Agrapha aussercanonische Schriftfragmente (TU 30.4; Leip-
zig: Hinrichs, 1906). – M. Asin y Palacios, Logia et agrapha Domini Jesu apud
moslemicos scriptores asceticos praesertim usitata, (2 vols. PO 13.3; Paris: Firmin-
Didot, 1916–1926), 1:327–431; 2:529–624. – Apocrypha 2: Evangelien (ed. E. Kloster-
mann; KlT 8; Berlin: de Gruyter, 1929); Apocrypha (ed. E. Klostermann; KlT 11;
Berlin: de Gruyter, 1911). – Los evangelios apócrifos: Colección de textos griegos y lati-
nos: Versión crítica, estudios introductorios, comentarios, e ilustraciones (ed. A. de
Santos Otero; 7th ed.; BAC 148; Madrid: Biblioteca de Autores Cristianos, 1991),
108–22.

Encyclopedia Articles: O. Hofius, TRE 2:103–10. – M. G. Mara, “Agraphon,” EECh 1:18. –
G. A. Koch, “Agrapha,” EEC 1:27–28.

Studies: J. H. Ropes, Die Sprüche Jesu, die in den kanonischen Evangelien nicht überliefert
sind: Eine kritische Bearbeitung des von D. Alfred Resch gesammelten Materials (TU
14.2; Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1896). – J. Jeremias, Unknown Sayings of Jesus (2d English ed.;
London: SPCK, 1964); trans. of Unbekannte Jesusworte (BFCT 45.2; Gütersloh:
G. Mohn, 1980). – F. Bovon and H. Koester, Genèse de l’écriture chrétienne (Brussels:
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Brepols, 1991). – J. K. Elliott, “Non-canonical Sayings of Jesus in Patristic Works and
in the New Testament Manuscript Tradition,” in Philologia sacra: Biblische und
patristische Studien für Hermann J. Frede und Walter Thiele zu ihrem siebzigsten
Geburtstag (ed. R. Gryson; VL 24.2; Fribourg, Switz.: Herder, 1993), 343–54.

II. LITERARY GENRES OF APOSTOLIC LITERATURE

The earliest work of Christian literature we possess is the Apostle Paul’s
first letter to the Thessalonians, written in 51/52 in Corinth, followed by the re-
maining authentic Pauline letters to the Galatians, Corinthians, Philippians,
Philemon, and Romans. Here it is easy to see how Christian literature came
about: not with the intention of writing a work of literature but for reasons of
practical necessity. The growing expansion of Christianity made personal contact
increasingly more difficult; it had to be replaced by the literary form of the letter.
The primary letter, however, is not itself considered literature. It becomes so only
as it is preserved. This does not mean that letters need to be nonliterary in their
form. Long before Christianity existed, Greek and Roman society had developed
a culture of writing letters with established literary criteria to which a trained
writer adhered, quite apart from such forms as prescript, salutations, forms of
greetings, etc. (cf. ch. 4.IV.excursus 2). At the same time, the primary letter dem-
onstrates a certain range, from the private letter, addressed to an individual, to the
public letter, addressed to the entire population. Occasionally the author already
knows or assumes that his letter will be preserved and given literary status and
thus stylizes it accordingly. These distinctions can also be observed in the early
Christian letters, some of which are addressed to entire communities, intended to
be read publicly in the church service and to be passed on to other communities.
Hence they bear the marks of a general Christian letter of proclamation and
exhortation.

Roughly twenty years later, beginning ca. 70 C.E., a second genre of Chris-
tian literature—the gospels—emerged as a result of a different need for com-
munication, namely, the preservation of the authentic teaching of Christ for
posterity. Forty years after Christ’s death and resurrection, the Christians were
disappointed in their “imminent expectation” of the soon return of the Messiah.
More and more of the eyewitnesses died, and with increasing frequency individ-
ual groups appealed to divergent oral traditions. This led to the need for the true
gospel to be recorded, a task that different authors undertook at different loca-
tions and with different presuppositions. Thus the Gospel of Mark was the first
one to emerge, in a Hellenistic community ca. 70 C.E., followed by the Gospel of
Luke ca. 80 C.E., the Gospel of Matthew in a Jewish-Christian community be-
tween 90 and 95, and the Gospel of John ca. 100. They provide an account of the
life and teaching of Jesus from his birth, or from his first appearance, to his resur-
rection, not from a chronological and historicizing interest but inspired by belief,
based on the communities’ theological reflection and experience, and for the pur-
pose of a theological and catechetical statement of faith. Mark, for instance, in-
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tends to explain the messianic secret and for this reason begins with John the
Baptist’s preparation for the first appearance of the Messiah and with the baptism
of Jesus. By contrast, Matthew intends to explain how the OT is fulfilled in the NT,
emphasizes the divine Sonship and sovereignty of Jesus, and therefore begins
with the genealogy of Jesus, starting with the patriarchs. All of the gospels offer
their own selection of content, structure, and manner of presentation, at the
same time using the pieces of tradition available to them.

Luke’s intention can be seen in that he wrote his gospel as the first book of a
two-volume work, of which the Acts of the Apostles was an integral part. The
book of Acts itself created a new, third literary genre of the NT. As Luke himself
specifies in the proem of his gospel (1:1–4), he intends to provide an accurately
researched, historical account of salvation, beginning with the proclamation of
the Messiah and culminating with his ascension and the resultant spread of salva-
tion in the whole world through the apostles’ actions.

Finally, the fourth genre of apostolic literature to arise was the apocalypse,
the first one being Revelation, or the Apocalypse of John, at the end of the first
century. Such prophetic revelations of the end times are meant to warn of the im-
pending end of the world but also to provide encouragement during the persecu-
tions and sufferings of this end time. In content and style, they follow the literary
examples of apocalyptic writings developed largely in late Judaism.
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APOSTOLIC AND POSTAPOSTOLIC LITERATURE

CHAPTER ONE

Biblical Apocrypha

Studies: L. Leloir, “Utilité ou inutilité de l’étude des apocryphes,” RTL 19 (1988): 38–70. –
E. Junod, “La littérature apocryphe chrétienne constitue-t-elle un objet d’études?” REA
93 (1991): 397–414. – J.-D. Kaestli and D. Marguerat, eds., Il mistero degli apocrifi:
Introduzione a una letteratura da scoprire (Milan: Massimo, 1996); trans. of Mystère
apocryphe: Introduction à une littérature méconnue (Geneva: Labor & Fides, 1995).

INTRODUCTION: FORMATION OF THE BIBLICAL
CANON

A. New Testament

Although the twenty-seven writings making up today’s canon (kanw/n =
“standard”) of the NT belong to the earliest Christian works of literature, the
development of the canon took several centuries. The first five centuries yielded
multiple works of the four literary genres of the NT, all of them with the initial
intention of providing a literary record of the authentic teaching of Christ. The
apostolicity of a writing became the decisive criterion of reliability, since it was
able to appeal directly to Christ. Hence, if a writing did not originate from an
apostle or an apostolic associate, it was attributed to them, not in the sense of a
forgery or a deception but rather to subordinate it to apostolic authority and to
indicate that it vouched to contain faith-related truths. Granted, not all writings
demonstrated the same quality and reliability, with the result that individual
communities, with local variations, admitted only a portion of these writings for
public proclamation in the liturgy and acknowledged them as Holy Scripture. By
the middle of the second century, therefore, an initial consensus emerged from
the tradition, forming a decisive criterion in the formation of the NT canon.

During the second century, heterodox strands in the church—especially
the gnostics—began to write and revere “holy books” that they likewise placed
under apostolic authority in order to legitimate their heretical doctrines. For this
reason, the church was forced to determine authoritatively what books contained
the authentic truth of the faith, deserved reverence as Holy Scripture, and could
be used in public proclamation. By the end of the second century, this process was



largely complete, even if the final boundary of the twenty-seven canonical books
was not established until the fourth century. Until then, individual communities
or regions had to reckon with minor divergences in what was considered to be ca-
nonical. The earliest witness of the NT canon, which demonstrates a remarkably
final form, is the Canon Muratori (Muratorian Canon), named after Ludovico
Antonio Muratori (1672–1750), who discovered it before 1740 in an eighth-
century codex in the Bibliotheca Ambrosiana in Milan. This is a list, probably
written in Rome ca. 200,1 that already contains twenty-two of the twenty-seven
canonical writings; the only ones missing are Hebrews, James, 1 and 2 Peter, and
one of the Johannine letters. The final shape of the NT canon of the Greek church
is found first in the thirty-ninth Festal Letter of Athanasius at Easter, 367. Its
counterpart in the West is contained in part two of the Decretum gelasianum, the
first three parts of which probably originated in a Roman synod under Pope
Damasus in 382, as well as in the documents of a synod held in Hippo Regius in
North Africa in 393.

All other works that, in their titles, content, or form, are related to the NT

and likewise claim apostolic authority but are not part of the canon are called
“apocrypha” by the church. The church thereby adopted a concept that Gnosti-
cism, in continuity with the esoteric mystery religions of antiquity, used for its
own sacred writings. Gnosticism held them in such high esteem that only the
fully initiated members of the gnostic communities were allowed to attain knowl-
edge from them; they were withheld from everyone else as secret (a]po/krufoq).
Whereas the term “apocryphal” therefore signified the highest regard within
Gnosticism, this term took on, for the orthodox church in its defense, the mean-
ing of “false, heretical, reprehensible.” The term was then further applied to all the
writings whose origin was unknown, whose attribution was false, or whose con-
tent was heretical and finally to all the extracanonical writings in general. The
term “apocryphal” itself therefore does not necessarily mean “heretical”; many
apocryphal writings contain reliable bases of ecclesiastical theology and piety,
such as Mariology, but they were not canonized, partly because they are over-
grown with legends and abstruse miracle accounts and, on the whole, therefore
do not demonstrate the same reliability as the canonical books.

According to their genre, the biblical books, both canonical and apocry-
phal, belong to the Christian history of literature, even though this classification
is certainly subject to debate. Because of their own significance as foundation for
the Christian faith, the biblical writings are treated as a separate theological sub-
ject; for this reason, the canonical books of the NT, unlike the apocryphal writ-
ings, are not considered part of patrology.

With the fixing of the canon of Scripture, naturally the purpose of the sub-
sequently emerging writings changed, but they continued to relate to the NT in
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terms of their attribution, content, and form. Beginning with the second century,
there are three types to be distinguished:

a. books, especially gospels and acts of apostles, that in many ways intend to
supplement the incomplete accounts of the canonical books, motivated by
theological interests or popular piety (e.g., the childhood of Mary and
Jesus, or the fate of an apostle);

b. writings in competition with the canonical books, seeking to legitimate the
heretical doctrines of specific groups or sects, or even local customs and
traditions;

c. a later group of writings seeking to solve current apologetic or dogmatic
problems on the basis of an assumed apostolic authority.

In the most recent edition of his translation of the NT apocrypha, Wilhelm
Schneemelcher provides the following summary definition of this literary type:

The New Testament apocrypha represent those writings which originated in the
earliest centuries of the history of the Church and have a certain relationship with
the New Testament writings in terms of title, type or content. In the individual
apocrypha the relationship with the canonical works is quite varied and has to be
determined in each case. Likewise the motives that led to the development of the
apocrypha are by no means uniform. The determination of what constitutes New
Testament apocrypha has to be particularly attentive to the essential historical
framework. This applies not only to the boundary with regards to the hagiographic
literature but is especially significant with reference to the relationship to the devel-
oping or closed canon of the New Testament. The literature in question involves the
following:

Gospels, which are not only conspicuous because they did not become part of the
New Testament but, more importantly, which in part wanted to claim the same
position as the canonical gospels (this applies to the earliest texts) or in some way
intended to augment the canonical texts.

Pseudepigraphic letters that were largely intended to disseminate doctrinal supple-
ments and corrections.

Acts of the apostles, in which the information and legends of the apostles was
shaped like a novel (often in great detail) and thereby intended to supplement the
inadequate understanding of the apostles’ destiny to be gained from the New Testa-
ment. This was often influenced by propaganda-related motives of certain theologi-
cal teachings.

Apocalypses which partly reworked Jewish texts but partly also further developed
the form of “revelations” assumed from Judaism.2
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Greek New Testament

Bibliography: Elenchus bibliographicus biblicus (Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1920–).
[EBB]

Editions: Nestle-Aland, Novum Testamentum Graece (27th rev. ed.; Stuttgart: Deutsche
Bibelstiftung, 1993). – Institut für Neutestamentliche Textforschung, ed., Novum Testa-
mentum graecum: Editio critica maior (Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1997–).

Reference Works and Concordances: W. F. Moulton and A. S. Geden, A Concordance to the
Greek Testament, according to Westcott and Hort, Tischendorf and the English Revisers
(5th ed., rev. H. K. Moulton; Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1978). – A. Schmoller, Hand-
konkordanz zum griechischen Neuen Testament (15th ed.; Stuttgart: Württember-
gische Bibelanstalt, 1973). – H. Bachmann and W. Slaby, Konkordanz zum griechischen
Neuen Testament von Nestle-Aland, 26 Auflage, und zum Greek New Testament, 3d Edi-
tion (3d ed.; Berlin: de Gruyter: 1987). – J. R. Kohlenberger III, The Exhaustive Con-
cordance to the Greek New Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995). – R. E.
Whitaker and J. R. Kohlenberger III, eds., The Analytical Concordance to the New Re-
vised Standard Version of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000).

Dictionaries: R. C. Trench, Synonyms of the New Testament (9th ed.; London: Macmillan,
1880; repr., Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1953). – J. H. Moulton and G. Milligan, The Vo-
cabulary of the Greek Testament, Illustrated from the Papyri and Other Non-literary
Sources (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1930; repr., Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1985;
repr., Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 1997). – G. Kittel et al., eds. Theological Dictio-
nary of the New Testament (trans. G. W. Bromiley; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964–
1976). – F. W. Danker, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early
Christian Literature (3d ed.; Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000). – C. Spicq,
Theological Lexicon of the New Testament (ed. and trans. J. Ernest; 2 vols.; Peabody,
Mass.: Hendrickson, 1994). – D. N. Freedman, The Anchor Bible Dictionary (6 vols.;
New York: Doubleday, 1992).

Grammars: J. H. Moulton and N. Turner, A Grammar of New Testament Greek (4 vols.;
Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1906–76). – F. Blass, A. Debrunner, and R. W. Funk, A Greek
Grammar of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature (Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1961) – W. D. Mounce, Basics of Greek Grammar (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 1993). – D. B. Wallace, Greek Grammar beyond the Basics (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 1996).

Studies: B. M. Metzger, The Text of the New Testament: Its Transmission, Corruption, and Res-
toration (4th ed.; New York: Oxford University Press, 2005). – K. Aland, ed., Die alten
Übersetzungen des Neuen Testaments—die Kirchenväterzitate und Lektionar: Der gegen-
wärtige Stand ihrer Erforschung und ihre Bedeutung für die griechische Textgeschichte
(ANTF 5; New York: de Gruyter, 1972). – B. M. Metzger, The Early Versions of the New
Testament: Their Origin, Transmission, and Limitations (Oxford: Clarendon, 1977).

Apocrypha

Bibliographies: Initia biblica, apocrypha, prologi (vol. 1 of Repertorium biblicum medii aevi;
ed. F. Stegmüller; Madrid: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas, Instituto
Francisco Súarez, 1950–). – Supplementum (vol. 8 of Repertorium biblicum medii aevi;
ed. F. Stegmüller; Madrid: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas, Instituto
Francisco Súarez, 1950–). – G. Delling et al., Bibliographie zur jüdisch-hellenistischen
und intertestamentarischen Literatur, 1900–1965 (TU 106; Berlin: Akadamie, 1969). –
J. H. Charlesworth et al., The New Testament Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha: A Guide
to Publications, with Excursuses on Apocalypses (ATLA.BS 17; Metuchen, N.J.: Scare-
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crow, 1987). – J. H. Charlesworth, “Research on the New Testament Apocrypha and
Pseudepigrapha,” ANRW 2.25.5:3919–68.

Editions: Corpus Christianorum: Series apocryphorum (Turnhout, Belg.: Brepols, 1983–). –
J. A. Fabricius, Codex apocryphus Novi Testament (2d ed.; 2 vols.; Hamburg: B. Schiller
and J. C. Kisner, 1719–1743). – A. Birch, Auctarium codicis apocryphi N.T. Fabriciani
(Copenhagen: Arntzen & Hartier, 1804). – M. R. James, ed., Apocrypha anecdota: A Col-
lection of Thirteen Apocryphal Books and Fragments (TS 2.3; Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press; New York: Macmillan, 1893; repr., Nendeln, Liechtenstein: Kraus Re-
print, 1967). – M. R. James, ed., Apocrypha anecdota: Second Series (TS 5.1; Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1897). – E. Preuschen, ed. and trans., Antilegomena: Die
Reste der ausserkanonischen und urchristlichen Überlieferungen (2d ed.; Giessen: Töpel-
mann, 1905). – E. Klostermann, Apocrypha (KlT 3, 8, 11; Berlin: de Gruyter, 1911–
1933). – Die apokryphen Briefe des Paulus an die Laodicener und Korinther (ed. A. von
Harnack; 2d ed.; KlT 12; Berlin: de Gruyter, 1931).

Translations: W. Schneemelcher, ed., New Testament Apocrypha (trans. R. McL. Wilson;
2 vols.; 2d ed.; Cambridge: J. Clarke; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1991–1992).
– J. K. Elliott, The Apocryphal New Testament: A Collection of Apocryphal Christian
Literature in an English Translation (Oxford: Clarendon; New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1993). – J. K. Elliott, The Apocryphal Jesus: Legends of the Early Church (Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press, 1996).

Studies of New Testament Literature and the Canon

Encyclopedia Articles: G. Bardy, “Apokryphen,” RAC 1:516–20. – G. Schrenk, “bibli/on,”
TDNT 1:615–20. – H. W. Beyer, “kano/n,” TDNT 3:596–602. – A. Oepke and R. Meyer,
“kru/ptw ktl,” TNDT 3:957–1000. – R. M. Wilson, “Apokryphen II,” TRE 3:316–62. –
W. Schneemelcher, “Bibel III,” TRE 6:22–48. – W. Künneth, “Kanon,” TRE 17:562–70.
– J. Gribomont, “Scripture, Holy,” EECh 2:762–4. – M. G. Mara, “Apocrypha,” EECh
1:56–58. – D. M. Scholer, “Apocrypha, New Testament,” EEC 1:74–76. – L. M. Mc-
Donald, “Canon,” EEC 1:205–11.

Manuals: A. Sand, Kanon: Von den Anfängen bis zum Fragmentum Muratori (HDG 1.3a1;
Fribourg, Switz.: Herder, 1974). – P. Vielhauer, Geschichte der urchristlichen Literatur:
Einleitung in das Neue Testament, die Apokryphen, und die Apostolischen Väter (Berlin
and New York: de Gruyter, 1978). – F. Gori, “Gli apocrifi e i Padri,” in Complementi
interdisciplinari di patrologia (ed. A. Quacquarelli; Rome: Città Nuova, 1989), 223–72.
– A. Ziegenaus, Kanon: Von der Väterzeit bis zur Gegenwart (HDG 1.3a2; Fribourg,
Switz.: Herder, 1990). – P. L. Schmidt and K. Zelzer, HLL 4:378–410.

Collections of Essays: L. M. McDonald and J. A. Sanders, eds., The Canon Debate (Peabody,
Mass.: Hendrickson, 2002). – Aug 23 (1983): 19–378. – ANRW 2.25.1–6.

Studies: H. von Campenhausen, The Formation of the Christian Bible (Philadelphia: For-
tress, 1972). – W. Farmer and D. Farkasfalvy, The Formation of the New Testament
Canon: An Ecumenical Approach (New York: Paulist, 1983). – H. Y. Gamble, The New
Testament Canon: Its Making and Meaning (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985). – D. G.
Meade, Pseudonymity and Canon: An Investigation into the Relationship of Authorship
and Authority in Jewish and Earliest Christian Tradition (WUNT 39; Tübingen: Mohr,
1986). – B. M. Metzger, The Canon of the New Testament: Its Origin, Development,
and Significance (Oxford: Clarendon, 1987). – F. F. Bruce, The Canon of Scripture
(Glasgow: Chapter House; Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 1988). – L. M. Mac-
Donald, The Formation of the Christian Biblical Canon (rev. ed.; Peabody, Mass.:
Hendrickson, 1995). – M. Pesce, “La trasformazione dei documenti religiosi: Dagli
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scritti protocristiani al canone neotestamentario,” VetChr 26 (1989): 307–36. – E. Junod,
“ ‘Apocryphes du Nouveau Testament’—Une appellation erronée et une collection
artificielle: Discussion de la nouvelle définition proposée par W. Schneemelcher,”
Apocrypha 3 (1992): 17–46. – G. M. Hahneman, The Muratorian Fragment and the
Development of the Canon (Oxford: Clarendon, 1992). – J. Trebolle Barrera, La Biblia
judía y la Biblia cristiana: Introducción a la historia de la Biblia (Madrid: Trotta, 1993);
[ET] The Jewish Bible and the Christian Bible: An Introduction to the History of the
Bible (trans. W. G. E. Watson; Leiden: Brill, 1998). – Y.-M. Blanchard, Aux sources du
canon: Le témoignage d’Irénée (Paris: Cerf, 1993). – J. W. Miller, The Origins of the
Bible: Rethinking Canon History (New York: Paulist, 1994). – J. T. Lienhard, The Bible,
the Church, and Authority: The Canon of the Christian Bible in History and Theology
(Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical, 1995). – J. C. VanderKam and W. Adler, eds., The Jew-
ish Apocalyptic Heritage in Early Christianity (CRINT 3.4; Minneapolis: Fortress,
1996). – J. Barton, The Spirit and the Letter: Studies in the Biblical Canon (London:
SPCK, 1997). – G. N. Stanton, “The Fourfold Gospel,” NTS 43 (1997): 317–46; repr.
in Norms of Faith and Life (ed. E. Ferguson; Recent Studies in Early Christianity 3;
New York: Garland, 1999), 1–30. – John Barton, People of the Book? The Authority of the
Bible in Christianity (London: SPCK, 1998) = Holy Writings, Sacred Text: The Canon
in Early Christianity (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1998).

B. Old Testament

The formation of a “New” Testament canon inevitably paralleled the estab-
lishment of a canon of the “Old” Testament, the Jewish biblical writings that,
until then and on account of the Jewish origin of Christianity, had been its only
Scripture. Indeed, the Hebrew canon was not established until close to the end of
the first century, that is, at a time when the differentiation between Judaism and
Christianity was already progressing. Second-century Christianity, already largely
shaped by the Greek language, did not use the Hebrew text as its authentic OT

text but instead used its Greek translation, the Septuagint (LXX), which originated
in the Judaism of the Hellenistic diaspora between the third and the first centu-
ries B.C.E. The Septuagint was given this name on the basis of the tradition (pre-
served for us in the Letter of Aristeas) that seventy-two inspired scribes from
Palestine translated the Pentateuch on behalf of the Egyptian king Ptolemy II
(286–285 B.C.E.). Since the Hebrew canon at that time had not yet been finalized,
however, it also included a number of OT writings that subsequently were not
adopted in the Hebrew canon and that Christianity considered as so-called
deuterocanonical works. These comprise the Greek additions to Daniel and Es-
ther, Baruch, the Epistle of Jeremiah, 1 and 2 Maccabees, Judith, Tobit, Sirach, and
the Wisdom of Solomon. Protestantism removed them again, deeming them
apocryphal, but the Council of Trent, in the Decretum de libris sacris et de
traditionibus recipiendis (DH 1501), on April 6, 1546, once more affirmed them as
component parts of the Holy Scripture of the Catholic Church. Protestantism
designates the deuterocanonical books of the OT as apocrypha, and all the re-
maining extracanonical writings of the OT as pseudepigrapha (yeudw6q = “falsely,”
e]pigra/fein = “to attribute”). The Catholic Church, conversely, considers all the
extracanonical OT writings as apocrypha.
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Since the canon was not yet closed, the number of OT books Christianity
considered to be canonical varied locally in the early centuries. To the extent that
the church fathers used them and many of them were reworked and expanded
from the Christian perspective, they too are part of the subject of patrology.

Septuagint

Bibliographies: J. W. Wevers, “Septuaginta Forschungen seit 1954,” TRu 33 (1968): 18–76. –
S. P. Brock, C. T. Fritsch, and S. Jellicoe, A Classified Bibliography of the Septuagint
(Leiden: Brill, 1973).

Editions: Septuaginta: Vetus Testamentum graecum, auctoritate Societatis Litterarum Gott-
ingensis editum (11 vols. in 17; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1939–1993). –
A. Rahlfs, Septuaginta, id est, Vetus Testamentum graece iuxta LXX interpretes (2 vols.;
8th ed.; Stuttgart: Württembergische Bibelanstalt, 1965). – N. Fernández Marcos and
J. R. Busto Saiz, with M. V. Spottorno, Díaz Caro, and S. P. Cowe, El texto antioqueno
de la Biblia griega (3 vols.; Madrid: Instituto de Filología, 1989–1996).

Translations: L. L. Brenton, The Septuagint with Apocrypha: Greek and English (Peabody,
Mass.: Hendrickson, 1976). – M. Harl et al., La Bible d’Alexandrie (Paris: Cerf, 1986–).

Reference Works—Concordances: E. Hatch and H. A. Redpath, A Concordance to the Septua-
gint and the Other Greek Versions of the Old Testament (including the Apocryphal
Books) (2d ed.; Grand Rapids: Baker, 2005).

Dictionaries: F. Rehkopf, Septuaginta-Vokabular (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht,
1989). – J. Lust, E. Eynikel, and K. Hauspie, with the collaboration of G. Chamberlain,
A Greek-English Lexicon to the Septuagint (2 vols.; Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesell-
schaft, 1992–1996). – T. Muraoka, A Greek-English Lexicon of the Septuagint: Twelve
Prophets (Louvain: Peeters, 1993).

Grammars: H. Thackeray, A Grammar of the Old Testament in Greek according to the Septu-
agint (Hildesheim and New York: Olms, 1987). F. C. Conybeare and S. G. Stock,
Grammar of Septuagint Greek (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 1988).

Encyclopedia Articles: J. L. Coole, “Altes Testament,” RAC 1 (1950): 354–63. – G. Dorival et
al., “Versions anciennes de la Bible,” DEB 2:1302–25. – C. Cox, EEC 2:1048–50.

Introductions: H. B. Swete, R. R. Ottley, and H. S. J. Thackeray, An Introduction to the Old
Testament in Greek (3d ed.; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1913; New York:
KTAV, 1968). – S. Jellicoe, The Septuagint and Modern Study (Oxford: Clarendon,
1968). – N. Fernández Marcos, Introducción a las versiones griegas de la Biblia (2d rev.
ed.; Madrid: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas, 1998). – G. Dorival,
M. Harl, and O. Munnich, La Bible grecque des Septante: Du judaïsme hellénistique au
christianisme ancien (ICA; Paris: Cerf, 1988). – M. Cimosa, Guida allo studio della
Bibbia greca (LXX): Storia–lingua–testi (Rome: Società Biblica Britannica & Foresti-
era, 1995). – P. Lamarche, “The Septuagint: Bible of the Earliest Christians,” in The
Bible in Greek Christian Antiquity (ed. P. Blowers; Notre Dame, Ind.: University of
Notre Dame Press, 1997), 15–33.

Apocrypha

Editions: J. A. Fabricius, Codex pseudepigraphus Veteris Testamenti (2 vols.; Hamburg: Fel-
giner, 1713; 2d rev. ed., 1723). – C. C. L. Schmid, Corpus omnium veterum apocry-
phorum extra Biblia (Hadamar, Ger.: n.p., 1804). – M. R. James, ed., The Testament of
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Abraham: The Greek Text (TS 2.2; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press; New York:
Macmillan, 1892). – R. L. Bensley, ed., The Fourth Book of Ezra (TS 3.2; Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1895; Nendeln, Liechtenstein: Kraus Reprint, 1967).

Translations: J. H. Charlesworth, The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha (2 vols.; Garden City,
N.Y.: Doubleday; London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1983–1985).

Reference Works: A.-M. Denis, Concordance grecque des pseudépigraphes d’Ancien Testa-
ment (Louvain: Université Catholique de Louvain, Institut Orientaliste, 1987). –
W. Strothmann, Wörterverzeichnis der apokryphen-deuterokanonischen Schriften des
Alten Testaments in der Peschitta (GOF 1.27; Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1988). –
W. Lechner-Schmidt, Wortindex der lateinisch erhaltenen Pseudepigraphen zum Alten
Testament (TANZ 3; Tübingen: Francke, 1990). – A.-M. Denis, Concordance latine des
pseudépigraphiques d’Ancien Testament (Corpus Christianorum: Thesaurus patrum
latinorum; Turnhout, Belg.: Brepols, 1993).

Encyclopedia Articles: H.-P. Rüger, “Apokryphen I,” TRE 3:289–316. – G. Wanke and E. Plü-
macher, “Bibel I–II,” TRE 6:1–22. – J. H. Charlesworth, “Pseudepigraphen des Alten
Testaments,” TRE 27:639–45. – K. Zelzer and P. L. Schmidt, HLL 4:367–78. – J. J. Col-
lins, “Apocrypha, Old Testament,” EEC 1:77–78.

Journals: Journal for the Study of the Pseudepigrapha (and Related Literature) (Sheffield,
1987–). [JSP]

Collections of Essays: Zum Problem des biblischen Kanons (ed. P. D. Hanson et al.; Jahrbuch
für biblische Theologie 3; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener, 1989). – Journal for the
Study of the Pseudepigrapha: Supplement Series (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1988–).
[JSPSup] – Studia in Veteris Testamenti pseudepigrapha (Leiden: Brill, 1970–)
[SVTP]

Studies: H. von Campenhausen, “Das Alte Testament als Bibel der Kirche vom Ausgang des
Urchristentums bis zur Entstehung des Neuen Testaments,” in idem, Aus der Frühzeit
des Christentums: Studien zur Kirchengeschichte des ersten und zweiten Jahrhunderts
(Tübingen: Mohr, 1963), 152–96. – O. Eissfeldt, Einleitung in das Alte Testament unter
Einschluss der Apokryphen und Pseudepigraphen sowie der apokryphen- und pseude-
pigraphenartigen Qumran-Schriften (Tübingen: Mohr, 1934; 3d ed., 1964), 773–864.
– L. Rost, Einleitung in die alttestamentlichen Apokryphen und Pseudepigraphen (Hei-
delberg: Quelle & Meyer, 1971). – D. Kaestli and O. Wermelinger, eds., Le canon de
l’Ancien Testament: Sa formation et son histoire (Geneva: Labor et Fides, 1984). –
R. Beckwith, The Old Testament Canon of the New Testament Church and Its Background
in Early Judaism (London: SPCK; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1985). – J. H. Charles-
worth, The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha and the New Testament: Prolegomena for the
Study of Christian Origins (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985).

I. GOSPELS

A. Literary Genre

Following the pattern of the canonical gospels, the literary genre of the gos-
pel is shaped by the initially orally transmitted sayings and narrative materials of
the life, deeds, and teaching of the earthly Jesus. An editor then arranged them to-
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gether with theological and community-related reflections so as to preserve them
authentically as well as to strengthen and spread the faith in Christ. Thus, whereas
the shaping of the genre encompasses criteria of content and form, the term
eu]agge/lion originally described only the message itself—a meaning that was not
extinguished when it became common, around the mid-second century, to use
this designation for the book containing the message as well. Hence there are
many NT apocrypha that have been handed down under the label of “gospel” al-
though they do not fit the definition of the genre. At the same time, writings that
do fit the gospel genre are given different titles. Schneemelcher summarizes this
in the broadest sense under “Gospels: Non-biblical Material about Jesus” and
comes to the following conclusion: “Overall it may be said that there is no inde-
pendent and standard genre called ‘apocryphal gospels.’”3 Nevertheless, the texts
compiled here under this designation belong together, not only because their
content is the person and work of Christ, but also because what characterizes
them is the diverse way in which they are determined or influenced by the genre
of gospel. An overall perspective therefore has to take the following criteria into
consideration: content, literary forms, authors, origin, intention, indebtedness,
history of transmission, etc., content being the most important aspect on account
of the theological nature of the literature.

a. Closest to the canonical gospels are those likewise following the synoptic
tradition, partly by drawing upon the same sources and partly by assimilating the
three canonical gospels, such as the Gospel of Peter, the Gospel of the Nazarenes,
and the Gospel of the Ebionites.

b. Concerning their origin, the latter two gospels belong to the Jewish Chris-
tian gospels, which are close to the Gospel of Matthew and which preserve pri-
marily Jewish traditions or originate from Jewish Christian sects.

c. Heterodox gospels aim to legitimate their doctrines that diverge from
those of the church at large. This is particularly true of the gnostic movement,
from which we possess a wealth of gospel writings since the discovery of the Nag
Hammadi library, such as the Pistis Sophia, the two Books of Jeu, the Gospel of
Thomas, the Gospel of Bartholomew, and many others.

d. Since, in many ways, the canonical gospels did not satisfy popular piety’s
thirst for knowledge nor later desires for more detailed theological clarity, there
arose a large group of writings that supplemented the canonical gospels.

They concern mostly the prehistory of the birth and childhood of Jesus be-
cause the canonical gospels leave considerable room in these areas. The infancy
gospels not only answer the questions about Jesus’ ancestors and the more de-
tailed, marvelous circumstances of his birth and the years of his childhood; in
their theological intent they also stress the deity of the child, which was evident
from the beginning, and the true virginity of Mary before, during, and after the
birth of Jesus. Most significant among them is the Protoevangelium of James, fol-
lowed by the Arabic Gospel of the Infancy, the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew, and the
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Infancy Gospel of Thomas. The circle of people treated is then expanded to the
parents and relatives of Jesus, such as in the History of Joseph the Carpenter. No in-
fancy gospel, however, goes beyond Jesus at the age of twelve; the conception of
Jesus’ development, as indicated in Luke 2:52, “Jesus increased in wisdom and stat-
ure,” has no place in the apocryphal infancy gospels for a God-man (jei6oq a]nh/r).

In liturgy, popular piety, and art these works have had extraordinary conse-
quences. This is the origin, for instance, of the names of Mary’s parents, namely,
Joachim and Anna; of the ox and donkey at Jesus’ manger; of the number and
names of the magi. They have been retold again and again even in modern
times—for instance, in Selma Lagerlöf ’s Legends of Christ (1904) and Felix
Timmerman’s Das Jesuskind in Flandern (1917).

By comparison, the number of gospels that supplement the passion narrative
of Jesus remains small because the canonical gospels address this much more ex-
tensively. Theological reflection and popular pious phantasy, however, concern
themselves with the fate of the individuals involved and with Jesus’ descent into
Hades in the Acts of Pilate and the gospels of Nicodemus, Bartholomew, and
Gamaliel.

These are followed by the dialogues of the redeemer, which aim to augment
and state more precisely Jesus’ instructions to his disciples after the resurrection.
They generally use the form of dialogue, although epistolary and apocalyptic ele-
ments may also occur. Examples are the Freer Logion, the Epistle of the Apostles,
and the letter and the two apocalypses of James.

e. Finally, there are a number of gospel fragments, from various papyri, that
cannot be classified more accurately; the agrapha discussed above; as well as indi-
vidually handed down expressions of the oral sayings-tradition of Jesus.

This concludes a brief description of the extant material in broad outline.
There are indications in the works of early Christian literature, however, that it
must have existed in much larger quantities. A more detailed description of some
major examples may clarify the contents, forms, and intentions of the apocryphal
gospel literature.

Editions: C. von Tischendorf, Evangelia apocrypha: Adhibitis plurimis codicibus graecis et
latinis maximam partem nunc primum consultis atque ineditorum copia insignibus
(rev. ed.; Leipzig: Mendelssohn, 1876). – Évangile de Pierre (ed. M. G. Mara; SC 201;
Paris: Cerf, 1973) [Evangelium Petri Com]. – Los evangelios apócrifos: Colección de
textos griegos y latinos, versión crítica, estudios introductorios, comentarios, e ilustra-
ciones (ed. A. de Santos Otero; 7th ed.; BAC 148; Madrid: Biblioteca de Autores
Cristianos, 1991). – G. Schneider, Evangelia infantiae apocrypha: = Apocryphe Kind-
heitsevangelien (FChr 18; Fribourg, Switz.: Herder, 1995).

Translations: A. Walker, trans., “The Protevangelium of James,” “The Gospel of Pseudo-
Matthew,” “The Gospel of the Nativity of Mary,” “The History of Joseph the Carpen-
ter,” “The Gospel of Thomas,” “The Arabic Gospel of the Infancy of the Saviour,”
“The Gospel of Nicodemus,” “The Letter of Pontius Pilate Concerning Our Lord
Jesus Christ,” “The Report of Pilate the Procurator concerning Our Lord Jesus
Christ,” “The Report of Pontius Pilate,” “The Giving Up of Pontius Pilate,” “The
Death of Pilate,” “The Narrative of Joseph,” and “The Avenging of the Saviour,” in
ANF (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 1995; repr. of 1886 ed.), 8:361–476. – J. A. Robin-
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son and A. Rutherfurd, trans., “The Gospel of Peter,” in ANF (Peabody, Mass.:
Hendrickson, 1995; repr. of 1887 ed.), 9:1–31. – J. K. Elliott, “Fragments of Gospels
on Papyrus, Infancy Gospel of Thomas, Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew, Arabic Infancy
Gospel, History of Joseph the Carpenter, Secret Gospel of Mark, Gospel of Peter,” in
idem, Apocryphal New Testament: A Collection of Apocryphal Christian Literature in
an English Translation (Oxford: Clarendon; New York: Oxford University Press,
1993), 3–163. – B. D. Ehrman, “Gospel of Thomas, Gospel of Peter, Infancy Gospel of
Thomas, Secret Gospel of Mark, Papyrus Egerton 2, Gospel of the Ebionites, Gospel
of the Nazareans, Gospel according to the Hebrews,” in The New Testament and Other
Early Christian Writings: A Reader (2d ed.; New York; Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2004), 116–142.

Encyclopedia Articles: G. Friedrich, eu]aggeli/zomai, ktl, TDNT 2:707–37. – O. Michel, RAC
6:1107–60. – Vielhauer, 613–92.

Studies: H. Daniel-Rops, Die apokryphen Evangelien des Neuen Testaments (2d ed.; Zurich:
Arche, 1956). – Ortensio da Spinetoli, Introduzione ai vangeli della infanzia (Brescia:
Paideia, 1967). – K. Beyschlag, Die verborgene Überlieferung von Christus (Munich:
Siebenstern Taschenbuch, 1969). – E. Haenchen, “Neutestamentliche und gnostische
Evangelien,” in Christentum und Gnosis (ed. Walther Eltester; BZNW 37; Berlin:
Töpelmann, 1969), 19–45. – H. Köster, “Überlieferung und Geschichte der früh-
christlichen Evangelienliteratur,” ANRW 2.25.2:1463–1542. – R. Laurentin, I vangeli
dell’infanzia di Cristo: Esegesi e semiotica, storicità e teologia (3d ed.; Milan: Edizioni
Paoline, 1989); French trans., Les évangiles de l’enfance du Christ: Vérité de Noël au-
delà des mythes (Paris: Desclée de Brouwer, 1982). – W. S. Vorster, “Der Ort der
Gattung Evangelium in der Literaturgeschichte,” VF 29.1 (1984): 2–25. – H. Franke-
mölle, Evangelium—Begriff und Gattung: Ein Forschungsbericht (Stuttgart: Kathol-
isches Bibelwerk, 1988). – S. Gero, “Apocryphal Gospels: A Survey of Textual and
Literary Problems,” ANRW 2.25.5:3969–96. – D. Dormeyer, Evangelium als liter-
arische und theologische Gattung (EdF 263; Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesell-
schaft, 1989). – J. P. Meier, The Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus (3 vols.;
ABRL; New York and London: Doubleday, 1991), 1:112–66.

B. Protoevangelium of James

The so-called Protoevangelium of James is one of the gospels seeking to
supplement the canonical gospels. It originated in Egypt in the second half of the
second century and was later expanded. The Western church rejected it as apoc-
ryphal in the Decretum gelasianum (ca. 500), with the result that it fell into obliv-
ion altogether in the West. The Eastern church, however, continued to cherish it
widely, as indicated by its profuse transmission in such versions as the Ethiopic,
Arabic, Armenian, Georgian, Coptic, Slavic, and Syriac. It even had its place in lit-
urgy, prompting the French Jesuit humanist Guillaume Postel, who brought it
back from a trip to the Orient in 1549/1550 and made a Latin translation, to con-
sider it canonical. He also gave it its name, on the basis that the writer calls him-
self James at the conclusion of the work (para. 25) and thus probably wanted to
be regarded as the Lord’s brother. Since it deals with the prehistory of the birth of
Jesus, chronologically it would have to be ordered as the first (prw6ton) gospel.
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The work divides into three parts. Part one (para. 1–16) narrates the origin,
birth, and childhood of Mary up to the conception of Jesus. Joachim and Anna, a
wealthy and devout couple suffering childlessness, are miraculously granted a
daughter, Mary, by God. They fully dedicate her to God, and from age three on
they have her raised as a virgin in the temple of Jerusalem, where she is fed by an
angel. At the age of twelve, when Mary begins to mature from childhood to wom-
anhood, she is entrusted to Joseph, a widower who already has adult sons and
whom God chooses through a miraculous sign. When all the widowers in Israel
are gathered at the temple, a dove comes out of Joseph’s rod and flies onto his
head. The gospel summarizes the subsequent years, reporting only that together
with other temple virgins Mary weaves a veil for the temple; this is followed by
the angel’s annunciation, her visit with Elizabeth, and Joseph’s consternation,
upon his return from his lengthy building project, when he finds Mary six
months pregnant. “And Mary was sixteen years old when all these mysterious
things happened” (para. 12). In keeping with Matt 1:20–23, an angel instructs Jo-
seph about the divine origin of the child, and Joseph and Mary both pass a trial by
ordeal in the presence of the high priest. Part two (para. 17–21) starts with the ac-
count of the birth of Jesus, in accordance with the canonical models. On the way
to Bethlehem to be enrolled in the census, Joseph has to leave Mary behind in a
cave near the town because her time has come, and he proceeds to look for a mid-
wife. The midwife shares the experience of the marvelous birth of the child and,
to her amazement, discovers Mary’s unchanged virginity after the birth. She
shares this with a second midwife, named Salome, who reexamines Mary in un-
belief and whose hand withers as a result; the infant Jesus, however, heals her. Part
three (para. 22–25) adds an account of the martyrdom of Zechariah. Because
Herod was deceived by the magi and is not able to seize either Jesus or John, he
has Zechariah murdered.

Although the Protoevangelium of James belongs with the infancy gospels,
the focal point of its theological and narrative interest is Jesus’ mother, Mary. As
the most significant witness of early Christian Marian piety, this writing is meant
to serve as evidence of her divine election from birth and of her perpetual virgin-
ity. Its foremost purpose is to counter the legend, found in the pagan polemicist
Celsus (ca. 178) and in Jewish literature, that Jesus was the son of Mary from an
illegitimate relationship with a Roman soldier called Pantera. At the same time, it
was meant to forestall an erroneous interpretation concerning the “brothers of
Jesus” mentioned in the canonical gospels (Matt 12:46), by identifying them as
sons from Joseph’s first marriage. Curiously, however, precisely this interpreta-
tion led to the rejection of this gospel because, in order to attribute perpetual vir-
ginity to Joseph as well, Jerome regarded them as cousins of Jesus and for this
reason polemicized against the gospel of James.

Regarding its literary form, we have here a collection of personal legends,
but their presentation is quite guarded and cannot be compared with the virtual
obsession with miracles seen in other apocryphal writings. They rely upon OT ex-
amples (the births of Samuel and Samson) and make use of the canonical infancy
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narratives of Matthew and Luke. Their influence upon the foundation of ecclesi-
astical Mariology can hardly be overestimated.

Editions: E. de Strycker, La forme la plus ancienne du Protévangile de Jacques: Recherches sur
le Papyrus Bodmer 5 avec une édition critique du texte grec et une traduction annotée; en
appendice les versions arméniennes traduites en latin par H. Quecke (SHG 33; Brussels:
Société des Bollandistes, 1961). – Los evangelios apócrifos: Colección de textos griegos y
latinos, versión crítica, estudios introductorios, comentarios, e ilustraciones (ed. A. de
Santos Otero; 7th ed.; BAC 148; Madrid: Biblioteca de Autores Cristianos, 1991),
126–76. – G. Schneider, Evangelia infantiae apocrypha = Apokryphe Kindheits evan-
gelien (FChr 18; Fribourg, Switz.: Herder, 1995), 95–145.

Translations: A. Walker, trans., “The Protevangelium of James,” in ANF (Peabody, Mass.:
Hendrickson, 1995; repr. of 1886 ed.), 8:361–67. – J. K. Elliott, Apocryphal New Testa-
ment: A Collection of Apocryphal Christian Literature in an English Translation (Ox-
ford: Clarendon; New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), 68–83. – B. D. Ehrman,
After the New Testament: A Reader in Early Christianity (New York and Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 1999), 247–54.

Reference Works: A. Fuchs with C. Eckmair, Konkordanz zum Protoevangelium des Jakobus
(Linz, Austria: A. Fuchs, 1978).

Encyclopedia Articles: M. P. McHugh, “Protoevangelium of James,” EEC 2:955–56.

Studies: H. R. Smid, Protevangelium Jacobi: A Commentary (Assen, Neth.: Van Gorcum,
1965). – E. Cothenet, “Le Protévangile de Jacques: Origine, genre, et signification
d’un premier midrash chrétien sur la nativité de Marie,” ANRW 2.25.6:4252 – 69. –
G. Kretschmar, “ ‘Natus ex Maria virgine’: Zur Konzeption und Theologie des Proto-
evangeliums Jacobi,” in Anfänge der Christologie: Festschrift für Ferdinand Hahn zum
65. Geburtstag (ed. C. Breytenbach, H. Paulsen, and C. Gerber; Göttingen: Vanden-
hoeck & Ruprecht, 1991), 417–28. – P. L. Schmidt, HLL 4:381–82.

C. Coptic Gospel of Thomas

The Gospel of Thomas is not to be confused with the Infancy Gospel of
Thomas or with the Book of Thomas the Contender (NHC II,7). Until the discov-
ery and publication of the Nag Hammadi Library (1945/1948), it was known only
through fragments in Jerome and, without being identified as such, in Oxy-
rhynchus Papyri 1, 653 and 654. In addition, Origen and Eusebius, among others,
reported that it had been used by the gnostics and Manichaeans.

Nag Hammadi codex II,2 contains the complete text of this gospel in a
Coptic translation from the original Greek, written in eastern Syria ca. the mid-
second century. It contains 114 dominical sayings of divergent literary types:
apophthegms (dialogue sayings); logia (wisdom sayings); prophetic and apoca-
lyptic sayings; legal sayings and “community sayings”; “I-sayings” and parables,
about half of which are paralleled by sayings in the Synoptics, and some of
them can be found in the reconstructed sayings-source Q; and the agrapha,
some of which have been known for some time while others have been unknown
until recently.
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The particular significance of the Gospel of Thomas is that it represents a
collection of Jesus-sayings, demonstrating for the first time the existence of this
genre, which previously had been postulated as Q (= Quelle, “source”) on the
basis of the analysis of the Synoptic Gospels of Matthew and Luke. To what extent
the Gospel of Thomas is part of the gnostic writings is not yet fully established. Al-
though it shows gnostic tendencies, in the Nag Hammadi Library it appears more
like a foreign element.

Bibliographies: E. Haenchen, “Literatur zum Thomasevangelium,” TRu 27 (1961): 147–78,
306–38.

Editions: The Gospel according to Thomas (ed. A. Guillaumont, H.-C. Puech, G. Quispel,
W. Till, and Y. ‘Abd al Masih; Leiden: Brill; New York: Harper, 1959). – Das Evan-
gelium nach Thomas (ed. J. Leipoldt; TU 101; Berlin: Akademie, 1967). – Das
Thomasevangelium (ed. M. Fieger; NTAbh NS 22; Münster: Aschendorff, 1991)
[Com].

Translations: B. Layton, The Gnostic Scriptures (ABRL; Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday,
1987), 376–99. – J. M. Robinson, ed., The Nag Hammadi Library in English (4th ed.;
Leiden: Brill, 1996), 124–38. – M. Meyer, The Gospel of Thomas: The Hidden Sayings
of Jesus (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1992). – J. K. Elliott, Apocryphal New
Testament: A Collection of Apocryphal Christian Literature in an English Translation
(Oxford: Clarendon; New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), 123–47 [with P. Oxy-
rhynchus 1 and 654 in parallel]. – B. D. Ehrman, After the New Testament: A Reader in
Early Christianity (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 237–44.

Reference Works: E. H. Degge, A Computer-Generated Concordance of the Coptic Text of the
Gospel according to Thomas (Wooster, Ohio: n.p., 1995).

Commentary: R. Valantasis, The Gospel of Thomas (New Testament Readings; London:
Routledge, 1997).

Encyclopedia Articles: K. V. Neller, “Gospel of Thomas (Sayings),” EEC 1:478–79.

Studies: J. A. Fitzmyer, “The Oxyrhynchus Logoi of Jesus and the Coptic Gospel according
to Thomas,” in idem, Essays on the Semitic Background of the New Testament (Mis-
soula, Mont.: Scholars Press, 1974), 355–433. – P. de Suarez, L’Évangile selon Thomas:
Traduction, présentation, et commentaires (Marsanne, France: Métanoïa, 1974). – J.-E.
Ménard, L’Évangile selon Thomas (NHS 5; Leiden: Brill, 1975). – M. Lelyveld, Les logia
de la vie dans l’Évangile de Thomas: À la recherche d’une tradition et d’une rédaction
(NHS 34; Leiden: Brill, 1987). – F. T. Fallon and R. Cameron, “The Gospel of Thomas:
A Forschungsbericht and Analysis,” ANRW 2.25.6:4195–4261. – M. Alcalá, El evangelio
copto de Tomás (Salamanca: Sígueme, 1989). – M. Fieger, Das Thomasevangelium:
Einleitung, Kommentar, und Systematik (NTAbh NF 22; Münster: Aschendorff, 1991).
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and London: Doubleday, 1991), 1:123–66. – A. D. De Conick and J. Fossum,
“Stripped before God: A New Interpretation of Logion 37 in the Gospel of Thomas,”
VC 45 (1991): 123–50. – R. Trevijano Etcheverría, “La conversión de la escatología en
protología (EvTom log. 18, 19, 24, 49 y 50),” Salm 40 (1993): 133–63. – A. D. De
Coninck, Seek to See Him: Ascent and Vision Mysticism in the Gospel of Thomas
(SVigChr 33; Leiden: Brill, 1996). – T. Zöckler, Jesu Lehren im Thomasevangelium
(Nag Hammadi and Manichaen Studies 47; Leiden: Brill, 1999). – R. Valantasis, “Is
the Gospel of Thomas Ascetical? Revisiting an Old Problem with a New Theory,”
JECS 7 (1999): 55–82. – A. Siverstev, “The Gospel of Thomas and Early Stages in the
Development of the Christian Wisdom Literature,” JECS 8 (2000): 319–40.
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D. Epistle of the Apostles

The Epistle of the Apostles belongs to the genre of dialogues between the
risen one and his disciples; the origin of such dialogues is generally associated
with gnostic circles. For this particular Epistle, however, precisely the converse is
true: it opposes Gnosticism by using Gnosticism’s own methods. Secret revela-
tions given to individuals are countered with a dialogue between Christ and all
the apostles cited by name, which the latter then publish in the form of a letter.
It defends Christ’s true deity; the reality of his incarnation and resurrection;
the resurrection of the body, together with the soul and the spirit, for judg-
ment; and Jesus’ descent into Hades to the saints of the old covenant so as to
allow them to share in the forgiveness of sins by baptism. The letter concludes
with an apocalyptic view of the end time and with the story of the ascension
of Christ.

In literary terms, it is a revelatory address within a framework of evangelis-
tic report and letter. Theologically the Epistle offers an orthodox alternative to
docetic Christology and to the dualistic anthropology of Gnosticism. In this re-
gard it is, on the whole, successful even if it cannot entirely evade gnostic and syn-
cretistic influences, which, however, can be explained in terms of their place and
time of origin, namely, Hellenistic Jewish Christianity in Egypt in the middle of
the second century. Beyond this, it contains the earliest attestation of the Chris-
tian Passover festival and of the expectation of the Lord’s return (Parousia) in the
night of the Passover (para. 15[26]).

We do not know whether this writing had any influence in the ancient
church, for until the end of the nineteenth century it was entirely unknown; nor
was it mentioned anywhere in the remaining literature. It was not until 1895 that
Carl Schmidt discovered Coptic fragments of it and J. Bick discovered a page in a
Latin palimpsest. Together with Sylvain Grébaut, Louis Fuerrier was able to pub-
lish the complete Ethiopic text in 1912. All of the versions, however, are transla-
tions of a Greek original.

Editions: Le Testament en Galilée de Nôtre-Seigneur Jésus-Christ (ed. L. Guerrier and
S. Grébaut; PO 9.3; Paris: Firmin-Didot, 1912; repr., Turnhout, Belg.: Brepols, 2003).
– Gespräche Jesu mit seinen Jüngern nach der Auferstehung (ed. C. Schmidt and
I. Wajnberg; TU 43; Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1919).

Translations: J. K. Elliott, Apocryphal New Testament: A Collection of Apocryphal Christian
Literature in an English Translation (Oxford: Clarendon; New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1993), 555–588. – B. D. Ehrman, After the New Testament: A Reader in
Early Christianity (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 259–63
[selections].
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E. Gospel of Nicodemus

The Gospel of Nicodemus is composed of two parts, the Acts of Pilate (chs.
1–16) and the Descensus Christi ad inferos (“Christ’s descent into hell”), dealing
with the descent of Jesus into the underworld after his death (chs. 17–27), and
hence is part of the gospels supplementing Christ’s passion. One of the main focal
points is Pilate as a person who is to be exonerated and who thereby gains his own
significance in hagiography and in the veneration of saints.

In the prologue, the compiler himself notes the date of the final redaction
of this work as the “eighteenth year of the reign of our emperor Flavius
Theodosius and in the fifth year of the ‘Nobility’ of Flavius Valentinianus, in the
ninth indiction,” namely, 425 C.E. The first part, the Acts of Pilate, definitely origi-
nated before 375/376, since Epiphanius of Constantia (Salamis) cites it. Two ref-
erences to it in Justin and Tertullian seem to point to an even earlier date of
origin, prior to 150. It is possible that its authorship is also associated with the
pagan Acts of Pilate mentioned by Eusebius, which was to fan the hatred against
Christians during the persecution under Maximinus Daia (311/312). In any case,
the compilation of 425 is made up of earlier material. Friedrich Scheidweiler
questions this merely as far as the Descensus is concerned, which he argues was
appended later because it is missing in one of the extant Greek versions, whereas
the Acts is developed in more detail: “The addition is thoroughly out of keeping,
since the work is complete and does not admit of any expansion.” He views ver-
sion B as a revision of the original, expanding chs. 10 and 11 considerably while
abbreviating ch. 16 significantly in order to be able to add the Descensus.4 Scheid-
weiler does not thereby achieve a more precise determination of this part’s date of
origin, however, since he merely deems it a “substantially older fragment” that was
“simply added.” There might be an indication that the Descensus was composed in
the late fourth century: the interpretation of Ps 24:7 in terms of the descent to
Hades, “Be lifted up, you ancient doors, that the King of glory may come in,” which
until Gregory of Nyssa seems to have been applied exclusively to the ascension.5

The Acts of Pilate is composed of two parts. Chapters 1–11, the actual Acta
Pilati, are an account of Jesus’ trial before Pilate, his crucifixion, and his burial.
Theologically they are intended as a defense of Jesus’ virgin birth over against the
Jewish slander (cf. the Pantera legend under B above), his divine authority and
innocence confirming his miracles, as well as the depiction of Pilate as an oppo-
nent of Jesus’ crucifixion; in this context it assimilates a wealth of material from
the canonical gospels. Pilate’s positive role continues in later writings and excuses
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him for Jesus’ death to the extent that the Syrian church venerated him as a saint,
and to this day he has a place in the calendar of saints of the Coptic church. The
topic of Pilate also evolved in other ways, with him encountering a lamentable
end: after his violent death, he was not able to find peace either in the Tiber or in
the Rhone because his grave was surrounded by raving spirits from hell, until he
was finally cast into a mountain lake. The mountain at that location is therefore
named Mount Pilatus in Switzerland to this day.

Originally chs. 12–26 were not part of the Acta Pilati. They contain the ac-
count of a meeting by the Sanhedrin in Jerusalem after the death of Jesus. During
their meeting, the resurrection of Jesus is proclaimed to them, as are his great
commission and ascension. As a result, an intense discussion develops, in the
course of which Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea testify for Jesus, albeit with-
out being able to persuade the Jews.

The final part (chs. 17–27) is claimed to be the testimony of two sons of
Simeon who in their deceased state encounter Jesus in Hades, then are raised with
him and now write this down in the presence of the high priests in Jerusalem. The
account begins with the first ray of light penetrating the darkness of Hades, thus
raising hope in the patriarchs, the prophets, and John the Baptist that their pre-
dictions concerning the Messiah are now being fulfilled. Hades and Satan end up
in a feud because the insatiable Hades swallowed up Jesus although Jesus had
demonstrated his divine power in his miracles. Then in the words of Ps 24:7 the
call goes out to open the gates of the underworld for the ruler; Hades and Satan
are conquered, and the OT saints are raised, baptized in the Jordan, and led into
paradise with Christ.

In multiple adaptations and transmissions, this depiction of Christ’s de-
scent into Hades permeated all of the Middle Ages up to modern times, as illus-
trated by the numerous translations into Arabic, Armenian, Coptic, Latin, and
Syriac. An Easter Saturday sermon attributed to Epiphanius (PG 43:439–64) has
contributed to this by drawing upon the Gospel of Nicodemus and describing the
struggle of the descent in even greater detail and more magnificently. Even today
some excerpts serve as readings in the Roman Catholic breviary at Easter.

Editions: C. von Tischendorf, Evangelia apocrypha: Adhibitis plurimis codicibus graecis et
latinis maximam partem nunc primum consultis atque ineditorum copia insignibus
(rev. ed.; Leipzig: Mendelssohn, 1876), 210–486. – M. Vandoni and T. Orlandi,
Vangelo di Nicodemo (2 vols.; Milan: Instituto Editoriale Cisalpino, 1966). – A. Vail-
lant, L’Évangile de Nicodème: Texte slave et texte latin (PCRHP.O 1; Geneva: Droz,
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Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies, 1973). – Los evangelios apócrifos: Colección de
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Cristianos, 1991), 396–471.
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Studies: R. P. Wülcker, Das Evangelium Nicodemi in der abendländischen Literatur: Nebst
drei Excursen (Paderborn: F. Schöningh, 1872). – R. A. Lipsius, Die Pilatus-Acten
kritisch untersucht (2d ed.; Kiel: Haeseler, 1886). – E. von Dobschütz, “Der Process
Jesu nach den Acta Pilati,” ZNW 3 (1902): 89–114. – T. Mommsen, “Die Pilatus-
Acten,” ZNW 3 (1902): 198–205. – J. Kroll, Gott und Hölle: Der Mythos vom Descensus-
Kampfe (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1963). – Z. Izydorczyk, “The
Unfamiliar Evangelium Nicodemi,” Manuscripta 33 (1989): 169–91. – J.-D. Dubois,
“Les ‘Actes de Pilate’ au quatrième siècle,” Apocrypha 2 (1991): 85–98. – K. Zelzer,
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II. ACTS OF THE APOSTLES

A. Literary Genre

In contrast to the apocryphal gospels, the apocryphal acts, extant for the
most part only in fragments, do not parallel the canonical Acts of the Apostles
written by Luke, nor do they depend on or compete with the latter. Instead they
emerged independently in two later phases and, broadly speaking, intended to
supplement the canonical Acts. The five important acts originated in the second
and third centuries, namely the acts of Andrew, John, Paul, Peter, and Thomas,
which the Manichaeans compiled into a corpus and subsequently were construed
as a composite work by an author known as Leucius Charinus. The acts arising
from the fourth century on have been handed down in large numbers and either
rework the five major acts or deal with other apostles, albeit no longer with the
original wealth of material and ideas of the earlier ones. All of them are charac-
terized by the common theme of the person, life (travels, deeds), and teaching of
one or more of the apostles as jei6oi a7ndreq and trustworthy witnesses of the faith.
These acts thereby furnish the starting point of later hagiography by handing
down martyrdoms and other individual segments separately and detached.

The literary genre of these acts has yet to be determined uniformly because
their stylistic forms diverge widely. In all probability they are associated with the
ancient novels, namely, the literature known as peri/odoi and pra/xeiq, although
they differ from the latter in that they use not only fiction but also traditional ele-
ments, legends, and stories. R. Söder offers an analysis of five major elements:

n the travel theme;

n the aretalogical element, stressing the marvelous virtues (a]retai/) and
powers (duna/meiq) of the heroes;

n the teratological element, exhibiting the world of wonders that the
apostles encounter (cannibals, talking animals, etc.);

n the persuasive element, displayed especially in the speeches;

n the erotic element, finding expression in proper love motifs but also in
ascetic and encratite features.
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