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THE GOSPEL OF THOMAS AND THE NEW TESTAMENT?

For more than 300 years after Jesus died, those who revered him argued about what to include 
in a New Testament. They could not agree because they each wanted texts that supported 
their own doctrines. In the 4th century, the leaders of the Church of Peter and Paul (which today 
is known as the Roman Catholic Church) finally listed the documents we typically find in the 
New Testament. They were able to make their decision final for others because they had been 
appointed by Constantine, the Emperor of the Roman Empire to do so.

The Roman Christian Church Bishops based their doctrine on Paul, the Apostle. Logically, those 
leaders excluded any document antithetical to their creed, such as the Gospel of Thomas. With 
the backing of Rome, they also ordered both the destruction of all documents with competing 
doctrines and the persecution of people proclaiming them.1

BACKGROUND

In the mid 1940s, the world became aware of two magnificent archeological discoveries. The first 
occurred in Egypt in 1945 and is known as the “Nag Hammadi Library.” These Books are 
mostly Christian writings composed in the first three centuries C.E. The second, better known 
to laypeople, occurred in 1947, and is known as the “Dead Sea Scrolls.” The Dead Sea Scrolls are 
Jewish writings composed before 70 C.E.

THE NAG HAMMADI DISCOVERY

In December of 1945, in Upper Egypt near the current city of Nag Hammadi (see the map below), 
two brothers, Muhammad ‘Ali and Khalifah, set off on their camels to obtain nitrogen rich soil 
for use as fertilizer.

Figure 1. Nag Hammadi in Egypt
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At a large mound called Djebel el Tarif, the brothers began to dig. Soon Muhammad ‘Ali unearthed 
a large, sealed clay pot. Inside he found thirteen leather bound codices filled with crumbling 
yellowed parchment.

Figure 2. Area of the Discovery

Figure 3. Muhammad ‘Ali Who Led the Expedition
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Figure 4. 120 CM High Jar

Figure 5. Thirteen Codices

Figure 6. A Single Codex Containing Many Books
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Although he was unable to read the text, Muhammad ‘Ali knew that the books were ancient and 
possibly worth a lot of money if sold to antiquities dealers on the black market in Cairo.

What Muhammad ‘Ali had discovered was a collection of books that included many Coptic 
copies of Christian manuscripts composed before 300 CE. Most of the originals seem to have 
been written in Greek, the language of the New Testament. The buried manuscripts date from 
the third and fourth centuries.

Muhammad ‘Ali took the books to his house. While he was out on an errand, his mother ripped 
out some of the pages and began to burn the manuscripts as kindling. Fortunately, before all was 
destroyed, Muhammad ‘Ali hid them from her and from the authorities who would confiscate 
them. He placed them with different friends.

Those friends began to sell them in Cairo. It didn’t take long for the books to come to the attention 
of the Egyptian Department of Antiquities. Over the course of many years, the books were 
collected and became the property of the state.

While the Dead Sea Scrolls became famous rather quickly, the Nag Hammadi Library was 
largely unheard of by the general public until the early 1970s. One of the barriers to publication 
was the absence of scholars who could read and translate Coptic, the language of the 
documents. The second reason for the hesitant publication was that scholars initially dismissed 
the documents as arising out of a branch of Christian thinking, called “Gnosticism.” They did not 
believe that Gnosticism contributed much to our understanding of Jesus or early Christianity. 
Now, many believe the opposite.2

THE GOSPEL OF THOMAS

One of the codices contained a Book that scholars today call the “Gospel of Thomas.” They gave 
it that name because a scribe wrote in the last page of the document, “Gospel of Thomas,” as 
shown below in the middle of the page on the left.

Figure 7. Two Pages from Coptic Text of the Gospel of Thomas
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The Gospel contains what scholars in the 1950s, shortly after its discovery, considered to be 114 
wisdom sayings. In the next volume of this series (The Gospel of Thomas: The Original 
21-Chapter Poetic Arrangement), I will present evidence that the Gospel contains 129 highly 
organized poems rather than 114 sayings. The Gospel is so tightly organized that I will argue that 
only one person could have done it, that person had to have known all of the poems in depth, and 
that person was probably Jesus.

This “newly discovered” Gospel has become sensational among students of early Christianity. It 
is studied today not only more than the other Nag Hammadi writings, but also more than any 
other early Christian document. The reasons are many:

First, Thomas contains, in some form, about 50% of the parables and sayings that are in the 
Gospels of Mark, Luke, Matthew and John. This drives scholars to attempt to discover whether 
Thomas was composed before or after the New Testament Gospels, and by whom?3

Some scholars who compare the literary style of the Thomas material to that in the New 
Testament Gospels find the style in Thomas to be more primitive—implying pre-New Testament 
composition. For example, in Thomas, the Parable of the Sower does not contain an explanation; 
in Mark, the first New Testament Gospel thought to have become published before 70 C.E., there 
is an explanation. If these scholars are correct, and the style and content of Thomas are more 
primitive, then it is possible all or parts of the Gospel of Thomas were together before or shortly 
after Jesus died.

A second reason Thomas is more studied than the rest of the Nag Hammadi Library is that 
the content of the Gospel of Thomas expresses emotionally moving, practical wisdom instead of 
the abstract, blind belief religious theology that is found in many other early Christian texts. 
Thus, religious and nonreligious people that are interested in personal development may find 
the content enlightening.

A third reason for the intense interest in Thomas concerns the first sentence in the Gospel of 
Thomas, in which Jesus is identified as the author, as shown below:

Gospel Prologue

These are  
the words,

Those hidden,
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Which  
Jesus,

Who lives, 

Spoke.

It is worth noting that despite the fact that no other early Christian text begins with such 
a hugely remarkable claim, scholars have generally dismissed the possibility that Jesus composed 
the Gospel. They cite various reasons:

A Book written by Jesus would have been well known. We possess no historical evidence that 
Jesus composed a Book before he died. However, if what Jesus wrote was so inflammatory, 
so revolutionary, and such a threat to secular and religious authorities, that anyone caught 
with such a Book might be killed, such a Book would have been well hidden for many years.

The Gospel of Thomas was known by that title, and not as the “Gospel of Jesus,” as early as the 
beginning of the third century.⁴ However, that title may not mean anything as most early works 
were not titled as composed by their original authors. For example, we do not know for sure 
who authored the Gospels in the New Testament. It was common, in the first few centuries C.E., 
for communities to give their works legitimacy by labeling them as having been written by 
people with close ties to Jesus.⁵

A fourth reason for the massive interest in the Gospel of Thomas concerns the degree 
to which its content diverges from current Christian theology. In it, we find no trace of Paul’s 
notions that one is “saved” because he believes

1. in original sin,
2. that Jesus died on the cross to wipe out original sin, and
3. that Jesus was resurrected.
Jesus died in 30 C.E. Paul composed his first letters in about 50 C.E. If Jesus composed all 
of the material in the Gospel of Thomas, or someone shortly after Jesus collected material 
and added it to what Jesus composed, we would expect that the Book would not include any 
references to Paul’s theology. That, in fact, is the case. We have no historical record of Jesus 
believing in original sin or in any of Paul’s other core ideas.

A fifth reason that the Gospel of Thomas is fascinating to students of early Christianity is that 
scholars know that the Evangelists—Mark, Luke, Matthew, and John—were selecting from 
one or more larger collections of Jesus’ compositions. Much is being written about whether 
the Gospel of Thomas was one of the early sources of information for the Evangelists.⁶
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A sixth reason to study Thomas is that it is not a biographical account of Jesus’ life; 
it does not mention his passion and crucifixion, as we would expect that from a Gospel put 
together after his death. These factors therefore indicate that the Gospel was composed before  
Jesus died.

Let us remember that the Gospel of Thomas was discovered 1945. The text is in ancient 
Coptic, a language understood by few scholars at the time of the discovery. It was not until 
the 1970s that enough people learned Coptic to translate it and begin studying it.

We are clearly in the very early stages of understanding the nature of this magnificent Book.
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