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•   ONE •

MAKING A SCORECARD:
THE PERIODS AND PLAYERS

OF EARLY CHRISTIANITY

This chapter assumes you have little or no knowledge of
early Christianity, especially the time period of the second and
third centuries. Here, I introduce the three periods of early
Christianity, noting the Jewish origins from which Christianity
arose—the apostolic period, the period of the apostolic fathers
and the rise of alternative texts, and the period of the apolo-
gists and more alternatives.

CHRISTIANITY AND THE PROMISE OF ISRAEL’S GOD

The starting point for early Christianity was as a Jewish move-
ment that appealed to the promise of God in the Scripture of
Israel. In the beginning, there were Jesus and the apostles,
claiming Jesus Christ fulfilled God’s promise.

All the writings we have from the works of the first century
to the works of the apologists show an intense concern,
whether positive or negative, with issues raised by the Scripture
of the Jews (Mitros 1968, 448–50). The apologists were defend-
ers of Christianity against Greco-Roman religion, Judaism, and
threatening movements that also claimed the name of Christ.
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Clement of Alexandria (last third of the second century), Origen
(early third century), and Hippolytus (very late second and early
third centuries). Later apologists of significance include
Eusebius (third and fourth centuries) and Epiphanius (fourth
century). The issue here is whether “orthodoxy” emerged in
these later writings or was already present in root form earlier.
Was it Irenaeus and those like him who produced orthodoxy, as
the new school claims, or was it orthodoxy that produced
Irenaeus and the apologists?

Summary of the Periods
The ancient players and movements fit into three basic peri-
ods. The scorecard, summarized in the charts provided here,
includes likely geographical regions where we know them 
[for a similar chart of the last two periods, see Smith (2004,
124)]. Geography will become important later in our tour. The
scorecard includes dates for the apologists. The lists in each of
these three periods have no intended order.

AD 30–100
Apostolic Period

the missing gospels

12

Jesus (Judea, Galilee)

Peter (Jerusalem,
Galilee, Antioch,
Galatia, Rome)

John (Asia Minor,
Ephesus)

Paul (Antioch, Asia
Minor, Greece, Rome)

James (Jerusalem)

Q (shared church
source of Jesus’
teaching; Matthew 
and Luke likely used)

Matthew

Mark

Luke

Hebrews

1 Peter

1 John

Simon Magus (Samaria)

Hymenaeus (Ephesus)

Alexander (Ephesus)

Philetus (Ephesus)

Gospel of Thomas? 
(i.e., date uncertain)

1 Clement

Clement of Rome

Docetists

Gnostics?

Encratites?
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AD 100–150
Period of the Apostolic Fathers and the Rise 
of Alternative Works

AD 150–400
Period of the Apologists and More Alternatives

making a scorecard

13

Clement of Rome 
(a bridge between the periods)

2 Clement

Ignatius (Antioch)

Polycarp (Smyrna in Asia
Minor)

Didache

(Pseudo) Barnabas

Shepherd of Hermas

Diognetus

Papias

Gospel of Thomas (period of
date held by most scholars)

Carpocrates 
(Alexandria in Egypt)

Saturninus (Antioch in Syria)

Basilides (Alexandria 
in Egypt)

Marcion (Sinope in Pontus of
Asia Minor, Rome)

Valentinus (Alexandria 
of Egypt, Rome)

Gospel of Peter

Gospel of the Hebrews

Gospel of the Ebionites

Gospel of the Egyptians

Gospel of the Nazareans

Infancy Gospel of Thomas

Gospel of Mary 
Magdalene?

Papyrus Egerton 2

Gnostics

Encratites

Justin Martyr 
(100–165;
Samaria, Asia
Minor, Rome)

Irenaeus
(130–200; Lyon)

Hippolytus
(170–235; Rome)

Tertullian (155–
220; Carthage)

Clement
(150–215;
Alexandria)

Origen (185–254;
Alexandria,
Caesarea)

Eusebius
(260–340;
Caesarea)

Epiphanius
(315–403;
Palestine, Egypt,
Salamis)

Gospel of Philip

Gospel of Mary
Magdalene

Gospel 
of the Savior

Letter to Rheginos
(= Treatise on the
Resurrection)

Tripartite
Tractate

Pistis Sophia

Sophia 
of Jesus Christ

Gospel of Truth

Gospel 
of Bartholomew

Apocryphon 
of John

Apocryphon 
of James

Interpretation 
of Knowledge

Apocalypse 
of Peter

Dialogue 
of the Savior

Hypostasis 
of the Archons

Second Treatise 
of the Great Seth

Teachings 
of Silvanus

Gnostics

Theodotus

Ebionites

Encratites

Montanists
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This overview shows that some significant claims of the new
school do reflect history. They include (1) evidence for a diver-
sity of views claiming the name Christian in the early cen-
turies, (2) the fact that our sources reflect only partially what
was available from the early period, and (3) the suggestion that
the new discoveries have helped us be more careful about how
we view this history.

But are the new school’s most important claims historical?
Several ancient factors contribute to the modern debate: (1) the
difference between when a work is written and the age of the
views that work reflects (Could it incorporate older tradition,
and if so, where did that come from?), (2) the significance of
the incomplete nature of our collection of sources, as well as (3)
the nature of the content of the works themselves and what
they teach, including the range of what they taught. Most
important, what evidence is there for the connection of the
teaching in any of these works to the earliest era?

Before we leave this orientation to the ancient context, we
must discuss the major alternative present in so many of our
new sources, namely, Gnosticism.

STUDY QUESTIONS

1) What does the new school argue?

2) What role does Irenaeus play according to the new school,
and why concentrate on texts before Irenaeus to study this
historical issue?

3) What role did Israel’s promise play in the development of
Christianity?

4) What are the three periods of early Christian history, and
what allows them to be distinguished from each other?

5) What claims of the new school have merit, and what ancient
factors turn the discussion into a debate?

the missing gospels
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•   TWO •

DISCUSSION OF A KEY

ALTERNATIVE VIEW: ABOUT

GNOSTICISM AND ITS DEFINITION

The second question of background involves the most impor-
tant alternative Christian expression in the second century:
Gnosticism. This movement is complex and subject to much
recent historical debate. How should one define this movement,
given the variety of views associated with it and the debate over
its date of origin? Does it go back to the first century? This dis-
cussion will also raise initial questions about the similarities and
differences between Gnosticism and Christianity based on both
movements’ origins.

THOSE IN THE KNOW:
ON THE TERM Gnosticism AND THE PROBLEMS

ASSOCIATED WITH THE TERM

At the most basic level, the terms Gnostic and Gnosticism refer
to a belief that is rooted in special knowledge. Those in the
know are called Gnostics. The term Gnosticism is not ancient.
The Protestant Henry More coined the term in 1669 as a
polemical name for heresy. More used it to complain about
Catholic theology (Layton 1995, 348–49). It is likely the name

15
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God. This is important because this view of God produced the
orthodox reaction against those texts.

On the other hand, we need to be reminded that not every
“alternative” text from the first two centuries is Gnostic. Adolf
Harnack (1851–1930), a famous professor of church history at
Leipzig, Giessen, Marburg, and Berlin in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, is known for his description 
of Gnosticism as an “acute secularizing or hellenising of
Christianity,” a view that argues that Gnosticism was a deriva-
tive of Christianity. This is the classical view of the historical
relationship between Christianity and Gnosticism (Harnack
1893, 1:227). Recent finds and the new school have challenged
this derivative link. But those who critique Harnack often
ignore his entire statement (e.g., Klauck 2000, 556), which
reads the “acute secularizing or hellenising of Christianity,
with the rejection of the Old Testament” (emphasis added). The
splitting up of God and the resulting view of the creation along
with the rejection of the Old Testament are clues to under-
standing the debate over orthodoxy.

The age and possible roots of Gnosticism, yet another highly
contentious area, is the final issue about the ancient context to
survey. Almost everyone in the field regards it as unresolved. The
next chapter differentiates what we know from what is debated.
This distinction will force us also to consider how historical
method works and what to look for when we study history.

STUDY QUESTIONS

1) What three factors make defining Gnosticism difficult?

2) What five traits are often associated with Gnosticism?

3) What is it in Harnack’s observation about Gnosticism that is
often ignored, and why is its perspective important?

discussion of a key alternative view

21
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•   THREE •

DATING THE ORIGIN

OF GNOSTICISM

It is one thing to define Gnosticism but quite another to dis-
cuss its date and origin. Did Gnostic views predate Christianity?
Did they emerge in reaction to Christianity? Was Gnosticism
influenced by Greek philosophy and/or by Judaism? In other
words, where does Gnosticism fit on the map of history?

WHY GNOSTICISM’S ORIGINS

ARE DIFFICULT TO TRACE:
SYNCRETISM, PHILOSOPHY, AND LACK

OF STRUCTURE LEAD TO VARIETY

The scope and variety of Gnostic works reflect a kind of syn-
cretism. Syncretism is bringing together views from various
sources and combining them into one. Hans-Josef Klauck, pro-
fessor of New Testament at the University of Chicago, has dis-
cussed this variety of influences in his work on the religious
context of early Christianity (Klauck 2000, 458–61). Gnosticism
drew from Greek philosophy, especially middle Platonism and
Neoplatonism, for its dualism; reacted to Jewish traditions of
creation and the end (often called apocalypticism) for its views of
creation, wisdom, and redemption; and drew from Christianity

22
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we have is a lack of connection and cohesion in such movements.
By the first third of the second century, these Gnostic move-
ments existed in great diversity. What about the diversity in
Christianity? Were the dynamics of diversity the same as in
Gnosticism? Such questions raise the issue of how we make his-
torical judgments, our next topic.

STUDY QUESTIONS

1) Why speak of Gnostic codes?

2) Name three major alternative views of the second century.

3) What are the four views of the origin of Gnosticism, and
which of them is the most likely?

dating the origin of gnosticism

31
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•   FOUR •

EARLY CHRISTIANITY’S
DIVERSITY AND HISTORICAL

JUDGMENTS

Was the reality of diversity in the second century also
present in the first century? Was not diversity so great for the
earliest forms of what is now called Christianity that speak-
ing about orthodox Christianity in the earliest period is an
anachronism? The new school asks those basic questions. Is
not such a variety reflected in what we now call the New
Testament? Does not that variety mean that there was not
Christianity but a diversity of first-century Christian move-
ments, each having a right to the name by following Jesus in
its own way? Our tour examines such questions.

Some variety in earliest Christianity did exist. A reading of
the New Testament shows different writers with different con-
cerns and emphases. We must remember that when we exam-
ine these works in a historical way, we appeal to them not
primarily because they are a part of the Bible, but because they
are among our earliest witnesses to Christian faith. The most
basic historical question is whether there was something shared
at the core of these traditional writings.

32
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We begin to see the likelihood that Gnosticism is more
recent than the earliest Christianity, something that the very
structure of the growth of the movements suggests from within
their own documents.

We also see that the groups claiming to be Christian in the
period were diverse. This diversity will need a closer examina-
tion involving the texts themselves. Considering historical
method and looking at an example involving the new school, we
have discovered why we must carefully scrutinize our sources.

One preliminary step remains: examining the modern thesis
that drives the new school’s approach. It is the work by Walter
Bauer (1964), Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest Christianity.
Originally published in 1934, it was coolly received, but when
Bauer’s study was reissued in a second edition in 1964, it became
more influential. The story surrounding this work also raises
questions.

STUDY QUESTIONS

1) What major differences existed in the dynamics of early 
traditional and alternative Gnostic communities?

2) What four different issues must be distinguished in working
with historical sources?

3) Do Thomas and Q teach that Jesus is only a teacher of
wisdom?

4) In dealing with sources, what are the key points from our
examples?

early christianity ’s  diversity .  .  .

43
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•   FIVE •

THE CLAIMS OF WALTER BAUER

AND THE ROOTS

OF THE NEW SCHOOL

New theories are fun. They have the feel of a new product,
a new way of looking at things, and a way of grabbing atten-
tion. Sometimes that attention is fleeting; sometimes it lasts.
New historical theories usually do not make headlines, but
they can have an impact like a successful sales campaign. This
is especially the case when the new way fits the spirit of the age.

The Danish classical scholar M. P. Nilsson (1960, 346) in
1947 wrote a letter to classicist A. D. Nock in which he
complained about the impact of new theories that try to wipe
away the labor of past generations. He said, “These young
scholars would imply that, in the light of more recent research,
the work of an older generation is fit only for the waste paper
basket, but this is not true. The putting of the questions, the
results achieved, the terminology of an older generation are
more enduring than a younger generation is willing to admit.”
While Nilsson did affirm that there is value in the new
approaches, his complaint was that these theories seldom
rewrite the history books as much as they claim.

The story of the new school of early church interpretation
fits this category. The theory is fairly new, claiming to rewrite

44
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they can have an impact like a successful sales campaign. This
is especially the case when the new way fits the spirit of the age.

The Danish classical scholar M. P. Nilsson (1960, 346) in
1947 wrote a letter to classicist A. D. Nock in which he
complained about the impact of new theories that try to wipe
away the labor of past generations. He said, “These young
scholars would imply that, in the light of more recent research,
the work of an older generation is fit only for the waste paper
basket, but this is not true. The putting of the questions, the
results achieved, the terminology of an older generation are
more enduring than a younger generation is willing to admit.”
While Nilsson did affirm that there is value in the new
approaches, his complaint was that these theories seldom
rewrite the history books as much as they claim.

The story of the new school of early church interpretation
fits this category. The theory is fairly new, claiming to rewrite
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which we have already shown is flawed. (3) There were both
fixed and flexible elements, which is the view of Turner in his
1954 lectures. Turner, however, did not really spell out this
claim, so it is largely vague and undefined. (4) The views existed
side by side with none having a claim to original authority. This
option reflects the views of Robinson and Koester, leaders of
the new school (Robinson and Koester 1971; Robinson 1982;
Koester 1990).

With view 2 exposed as incorrect, a more recent, new school
alternative is view 4. On the other hand, view 3 is a modifica-
tion of view 1. The issue’s increasing nuance is reflected in
these last two views. The nuanced options 3 and 4 are a posi-
tive legacy of Bauer’s work. However, can we sort out the
remaining options? What do the ancient texts tell us? One
thing we can say for sure, the base of the new school’s claims
in its earliest, most radical form (view 2) cannot stand.

STUDY QUESTIONS

1) What were Bauer’s two contributions to the study of the
early church?

2) What were the two elements of Bauer’s thesis?

3) How is his thesis to be assessed?

the claims of walter bauer .  .  .
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•   SIX •

THE NATURE OF GOD

AND CREATION, PART 1

INTRODUCTION TO HOW TEXTS WILL BE HANDLED

Our tour begins in the first two centuries with discussions about
God and Creation. Many of the works are unfamiliar to a mod-
ern audience, so the first time I reference a work, I include a
summary of its background and literary character. For these
summaries, I use standard discussions of the materials’ origins
and dates. Since dates and places of origin are sometimes
debated, I have noted the accepted range of dates and locales.

We will rely on the standard translations and introductions
for the Nag Hammadi works from The Coptic Gnostic Library
(Robinson 2000). Easy access to translation in English appears
in The Nag Hammadi Library in English (Robinson 1990). There
are some minor differences between these two, but in such
cases I have consistently followed The Coptic Gnostic Library.
Three peculiarities of this collection need attention.

First, these translations were not standardized in terms of
form and the treatment of titles. Some translators capitalized
titles, while others did not. Sometimes, for example, Savior will
appear, and in other discussions, it will be savior.

Second, for the longer translations, the volume and page
numbers are noted. This extensive collection of texts is now a
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Now that we have surveyed the new works for their complex
views of God, let’s consider how the traditional texts view God
and creation. Is there a difference between the new and the
more traditional texts?

STUDY QUESTIONS

1) Why is the Gospel of Thomas an important text, and what
is at stake in determining its date for this discussion?

2) Who creates, and what is the fundamental character of the
creation, according to these texts?

3) What role does Sophia play in some of these texts, and is it
pro-female?

the missing gospels
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•   SEVEN •

THE NATURE OF GOD

AND CREATION, PART 2

GOD AND CREATION

IN THE TRADITIONAL MATERIALS

The works of the New Testament date from the first century
even though they encompass a series of distinct writers of
apostolic background like Paul, Peter, and John as well as
other figures who likely had contact with the apostles and their
circles, such as Mark and Luke. Thus, the age of these texts as
our earliest sources gives them historical importance.

Some complain about an approach that gives these texts
precedence. They claim that this reflects a theological bias for
the Canon, inappropriate for historical study. Other critics say
this is the inappropriate use of a rule rather than historical
analysis (Franzmann 1996, 8–14). Such claims about a “subtle
tyranny” of the Canon or the biblical Gospels are misguided.
These texts have value because of when they were written, and
because of the persons who did the writing and their relationships
to Jesus or those around Him. In historical work, sources rule.
The best sources are the most important. Thus, it is not a rule
or a theological bias that elevates these sources. Solid historical
ground undergirds the material. To say otherwise is to ignore
basic historical method.
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from alternative faith is the differing view of God and Creation
(see Irenaeus, Against Heresies 2.1–2a; 9.1–2; 11.1–2.28.1). As
J. N. D. Kelly of Oxford puts it, “The Doctrine of one God, the
Father and Creator, formed the background and indisputable
premise of the Church’s faith. Inherited from Judaism, it was
her bulwark against pagan polytheism, Gnostic emanationism
and Marcionite dualism” (Kelly 1978, 87). These two chapters
on God and Creation have shown why and that Kelly is correct.

STUDY QUESTIONS

1) As a matter of historical record, why are these texts so
important?

2) What are the key affirmations of these texts about God 
and Creation?

3) What key differences exist between alternative and 
traditional texts, and why is that important?

the missing gospels
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•   EIGHT •

JESUS: DIVINE AND/OR HUMAN?
PART 1

How is Jesus, Christianity’s central figure, portrayed in
both the new and also the more traditional texts? A spec-
trum of views exists. Nonetheless, is there a dividing line
along this spectrum? In Chapters 12 and 13 we shall consider
in detail Jesus’ work. Some mention of that theme surfaces
here because in the sources, Jesus’ person and work often are
treated together.

When it comes to Jesus’ person, there are basically four
options: (1) He is a heavenly being but in a form that permits
human contact. The question this category often raises is
whether there is a dualist Jesus, where a distinction is made
between the human Jesus and the divine Christ. Or is there a
docetic Jesus, where Jesus only seems to have one nature versus
another? (2) Jesus takes on a human form that complements
his heavenly existence. This is often known as the two-natures
view. (3) Does Jesus take on a form that requires he abandon
some (but not all) of his heavenly characteristics? Is his divinity
stated expressly as limited? [Franzmann (1996, 25–55, 71–111,
esp. 71) notes these first three options. We add one more view
because of the way that people today often perceive Jesus. (4)
Jesus is a mere human figure, a great teacher or prophet.
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Jesus is above all, is responsible for the creation, and is every-
where. Jesus is not a mere teacher of wisdom in Thomas.

3. As we move further across the spectrum, we meet in most
texts a heavenly Jesus who dominates the picture. This Christ
is such a heavenly person that His humanity is mentioned in
passing. This is a dualistic Jesus; the earthly Jesus and the heav-
enly Christ can be distinguished or are brought together only
on occasion.

4. In other works, Christ’s heavenly portrait so dominates
that His earthly existence is seen as one of appearance only.
Sometimes His suffering is portrayed as not really His. This
final type of text is called docetic, most exemplified in the
Apocalypse of Peter and the Second Treatise of the Great Seth.

We have considered a large number of texts from the new
materials. Although these works contain some variation, they
also possess certain basic themes. Foremost is Christ’s heavenly
nature. This portrait frequently surfaces in the description of
His involvement in the creation. Some texts also speak of a
defect in the original creation, so that the material world is
unredeemable. Christ is the Savior, only because He reveals
creation’s corruptness, as well as the liberating knowledge of
light and truth. Jesus reveals the divine inner spark of spiritual
presence to those who understand Him.

STUDY QUESTIONS

1) What four options exist for how Jesus’ person is seen, and to
which period (ancient or modern) does each view belong?

2) Do these texts as a group affirm a human Jesus? Why or
why not?

3) What range of views about the person of Jesus do these texts
show? Name one example for each view (Note: some may
not have an example).

the missing gospels
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•   NINE •

JESUS: DIVINE AND/OR HUMAN?
PART 2

JESUS IN THE TRADITIONAL MATERIALS

The key issue here revolves around the unity of Jesus as human
and divine. Of special importance will be how Jesus’ humanity
is presented and the relationship of the Savior or the Christ
to Jesus.

In the New Testament
First, the four Gospels take seriously Jesus’ humanity. The bulk
of these Gospels presents the story of His work and teaching on
Earth. With the new materials from Nag Hammadi and other
such texts, often the settings involve the ascended Christ. His
teachings in these alternative texts are words from above after
His death. In contrast, virtually none of the teaching material
from the four Gospels is given this post-Cross setting (Bock
2002b for details). In fact, the pre-Cross nature of this teaching
is clearly marked as a literary feature. Even the exalted opening
of John 1:1–18 is an introduction by John and not Jesus’ direct
teaching, standing in contrast to the earthly setting of virtually
everything else Jesus teaches in John’s gospel. This point is a sig-
nificant difference between the new materials and their older
counterparts.
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popular writers today imply. This teaching was a core belief of
those closest to Jesus in the earliest period as virtually every
work they produced in the first two centuries shows.

When Robert Wilken (1981, 106) introduced a new journal
on the study of the second century, he made this observation
about the Bauer thesis and the second century: “We have over-
looked the ineluctable fact that the Christian tradition did
solidify around certain practices and beliefs and that catholic
Christianity not only seized the center but was able effectively
to shape and form the main trunk of Christian tradition.” Our
tour shows he is right. (For clarification, when Wilken refers to
catholic Christianity, he is thinking not of what we mean by
Roman Catholicism, but of the early church’s work in this early
period before the “catholic” church became so Roman in its
hierarchical structure. Catholic simply means “universal,” and
this is how Wilken uses the term.)

Our tour is not yet complete, but the first two stops suggest
that the early church possessed core beliefs reflected in its tradi-
tion. Such ideas were affirmed in the church’s collection of sacred
texts that also provided a basis for the church’s identity. There is
far more evidence for this core of faith being solidly in place by
the second century than there is evidence for the mere existence
of competing alternatives.

STUDY QUESTIONS

1) How do traditional texts see Jesus in terms of divinity and
humanity?

2) How consistent is this view in this material?

3) What differences exist between alternative and traditional
materials when it comes to Jesus’ person?

4) Are these significant differences?

the missing gospels
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•   TEN •

THE NATURE OF HUMANITY ’S
REDEMPTION: SPIRITUAL OR ALSO

PHYSICAL? PART 1

Our tour turns to the nature of humanity. Several questions
are in view. What is said of man’s creation as a being with the
potential to have spiritual knowledge? Is the human made up
of body and soul or body, soul, and spirit? What is redeemable
in humanity: only the spiritual element? Does redemption
include the soul or the body? Is there a physical dimension to
salvation? The new materials open our tour with traditional
ones following. The scope of the questions and the number of
sources surveyed require more summarizing than citation. We
shall see a spectrum of views and sense more overlap among all
the materials on this topic. Yet key differences will surface. The
primary question here is whether an individual is redeemed as
a unit or divided up. In other words, is it only the person’s soul
that is saved? Or does salvation include a transformed body as
part of the deliverance of the material part of creation?

It is difficult to distinguish soul from spirit in Greek thought.
Both refer to the nonmaterial part of a person that animates life
and also describes the part of a person that is sensitive to reli-
gious expression. They can function as synonyms. When a per-
son is divided into simply body and soul, then the soul covers
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One day all will be made clear, when those who are spiritual
are united with the world above and the light. Redemption only
will involve the ascent of spiritual ones back into the perfect,
nonmaterial world. Humanity may be composed of flesh, but
redemption involves only the enduring, spiritual person. Almost
all the texts from Nag Hammadi reflect these ideas. How does
this portrait compare with traditional materials?

STUDY QUESTIONS

1) What is the central feature of salvation in these texts?

2) Is there a range of views about salvation in these texts?

3) According to many of these texts, what happens to the mate-
rial creation (that is, physical matter)?

the missing gospels
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•   ELEVEN •

THE NATURE OF HUMANITY ’S
REDEMPTION: SPIRITUAL OR ALSO

PHYSICAL? PART 2

MAN IN THE TRADITIONAL MATERIALS

What parts of the person get redeemed? Does salvation include
the physical body or the soul? How does the rest of creation relate
to this reconciliation? These questions are central to this topic.

In the New Testament
In 1 Corinthians, Paul has a long chapter on resurrection, argu-
ing that Jesus was physically raised from the dead. Two portions
of this passage affect our discussion, 15:1–19 and 15:35–58.

In 15:1–19, Paul stresses that what he teaches is something
he received as tradition. He has not made up this doctrine. In
addition, the resurrection hope reflects the experience of sev-
eral people, placing this teaching well before the mid- to late
fifties when Paul writes. The passage in part reads:

Now I want to make clear for you, brothers and sisters, the

gospel that I preached to you, that you received and on which

you stand, and by which you are being saved, if you hold firmly

to the message I preached to you—unless you believed in vain.
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the traditional materials, not in the alternative ones. Traditional
teaching leads to the later creeds on this point. Abundant evi-
dence exists of a core faith among key works of the first and sec-
ond centuries. These beliefs excluded options that rejected a
physical resurrection or that looked only to a spiritual redemp-
tion of humanity.

Much of this chapter applies to the next. The discussion of
Jesus’ work in salvation shows where the views of God as Creator,
the person of Jesus, and the nature of redemption lead. What is
Jesus’ role in salvation? Why did He come?

STUDY QUESTIONS

1) In the traditional texts, what does salvation cover, and how
extensive is it (i.e., does it cover the physical world)?

2) How commonly is this idea expressed across these traditional
texts?

3) Why is the resurrection an important part of the discussion
in traditional texts?

4) What differences exist between many of the alternative texts
and traditional texts, and are the differences significant?

the missing gospels
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•   TWELVE •

JESUS’ DEATH: 
KNOWLEDGE, SIN, AND

SALVATION, PART 1

JESUS’ WORK IN THE NEW MATERIALS

The traditional and the new works agree on a few things. Jesus’
work has provided a way to salvation. He defeats powers hostile
to God and humanity. A spectrum of views exists concerning
Jesus’ work: on one end, it is the knowledge that Jesus provides
that brings salvation, and on the other, it is His activity that
deals with sin. This sinfulness involves more than blindness or
lack of knowledge about humanity’s spiritual roots.

In the Gospel of Thomas
Jesus’ work in Thomas involves revealing knowledge. The pro-
logue reads, “These are the secret sayings which the living Jesus
spoke and which Didymus Judas Thomas wrote down.” Saying
13 reinforces this idea of secrecy. There Jesus took Thomas
aside and revealed things to him that he did not repeat to the
other disciples. In saying 62, Jesus explains, “It is to those wor-
thy of my mysteries that I tell my mysteries.”

Jesus also gives rest. Saying 90 reads, “Come unto me, for my
yoke is easy and my lordship is mild, and you will find repose for
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the revealer. Jesus also liberates by bringing this knowledge and
overcoming hostile powers, but his major role is to point the
way. His death and ascent make him the pathfinder.

How do traditional materials compare to this list?

STUDY QUESTIONS

1) What major theme do the alternative materials teach about
Jesus’ work?

2) Which key elements are raised in association with Jesus’
work?

3) What unusual feature about Jesus’ death appears in some of
the texts? Reflecting on the Gnostic emphases, what is it
about Gnostic teaching that makes this unusual feature not
so surprising?

the missing gospels
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•   THIRTEEN •

JESUS’ DEATH: KNOWLEDGE, SIN,
AND SALVATION, PART 2

JESUS’ WORK IN THE TRADITIONAL MATERIALS

The relationship of Jesus’ work to knowledge and sin is the
central issue here. Is Jesus a pointer to the way, or does His
work accomplish something more than revealing which direc-
tion humanity should go?

In the New Testament
Paul presents a teaching summary in Romans 3:21–26:

Now apart from the law the righteousness of God (which is

attested by the law and prophets) has been disclosed, namely,

the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all

who believe. For there is no distinction; for all have sinned and

fall short of the glory of God. But they are justified freely by his

grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus. God

publicly displayed him at his death as the mercy seat accessible

through faith. This was to demonstrate his righteousness,

because God in his forbearance had passed over the sins previ-

ously committed. This was also to demonstrate his righteous-

ness in the present time, so that he would be just and the

justifier of the one who lives because of faith. (my translation)
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Jesus also gives rest. Saying 90 reads, “Come unto me, for my
yoke is easy and my lordship is mild, and you will find repose for
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the revealer. Jesus also liberates by bringing this knowledge and
overcoming hostile powers, but his major role is to point the
way. His death and ascent make him the pathfinder.

How do traditional materials compare to this list?

STUDY QUESTIONS

1) What major theme do the alternative materials teach about
Jesus’ work?

2) Which key elements are raised in association with Jesus’
work?

3) What unusual feature about Jesus’ death appears in some of
the texts? Reflecting on the Gnostic emphases, what is it
about Gnostic teaching that makes this unusual feature not
so surprising?

the missing gospels
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•   THIRTEEN •

JESUS’ DEATH: KNOWLEDGE, SIN,
AND SALVATION, PART 2

JESUS’ WORK IN THE TRADITIONAL MATERIALS

The relationship of Jesus’ work to knowledge and sin is the
central issue here. Is Jesus a pointer to the way, or does His
work accomplish something more than revealing which direc-
tion humanity should go?

In the New Testament
Paul presents a teaching summary in Romans 3:21–26:

Now apart from the law the righteousness of God (which is

attested by the law and prophets) has been disclosed, namely,

the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all

who believe. For there is no distinction; for all have sinned and

fall short of the glory of God. But they are justified freely by his

grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus. God

publicly displayed him at his death as the mercy seat accessible

through faith. This was to demonstrate his righteousness,

because God in his forbearance had passed over the sins previ-

ously committed. This was also to demonstrate his righteous-

ness in the present time, so that he would be just and the

justifier of the one who lives because of faith. (my translation)
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rather than the norm for the newer materials. This smaller
group within the new materials appears to be trying to hold
the church together, but the effort failed probably because the
emphasis fell on the newer ideas and not on those rooted in
what the apostles had taught.

Our tour is complete. It remains only to summarize what
the tour shows about alternative Christianities, the new school,
and the “missing” gospels.

STUDY QUESTIONS

1) On this theme, what ideas overlap between alternative and
traditional texts?

2) What core difference exists between these materials, and
what kind of traditional material teaches this difference?

3) How pervasive is this teaching in the traditional material?

4) How far back does such teaching go in the tradition?

jesus’  death: Knowledge,  sin,  and salvation, part 2
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•   FOURTEEN •

CONCLUSION: THE NEW SCHOOL,
THE MISSING GOSPELS,

ALTERNATIVE CHRISTIANITIES,
AND ORTHODOXY

The recent works from Nag Hammadi are full of fascinating
ideas. These so-called missing gospels have had a growing
impact on Jesus studies and the history of early Christianity.
This is only right because these texts possess the teachings of a
series of countermovements to traditional Christianity written
by those who promoted these views.

No group has worked more tirelessly to promote the signifi-
cance of these missing gospels than the new school, generated
by Walter Bauer. A host of professors teaching religion classes
in North American universities write frequently about the
topic, some claiming that these important new historical texts
require a rewriting of early Christian history. The new school
believes it is time for the losers in the great theological debate
of the early centuries of the Common Era to be heard and gain
their due. This book honors such a request by critically engag-
ing these texts.

Our tour has given you a chance to see these writings up
close. Many passages have been cited so that you can appreciate
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for our actions before a Creator God. It also is a historical dis-
service to understanding a key faith of the West. Most impor-
tant, it distorts the claims of a faith that aspires to better the
human spirit before God by having humanity enter into a rela-
tionship with God in the context of forgiveness, graciously
provided through Jesus Christ.

The most important claim of the new school—that the his-
tory of Christianity shows Christianity needs redefining—lacks
historical grounding. What needs a makeover is not Christianity,
but the new school.

STUDY QUESTIONS

1) Name the contributions of the new school.

2) What three problems exist for the new school?

3) What “linage advantage” do the traditional sources have
that the alternative sources lack?

4) What did “orthodoxy” affirm in the first two centuries, and
what did those early Christians not believe?

5) Is there a spectrum of views in the first two centuries, and
which materials reflect a place on the borders between 
traditional and alternative views?

6) Why were these “borderline” texts eventually rejected by 
traditionalists?

7) Considered as a historical question, should the history of
early Christianity be revised, and why is that question
important?

the missing gospels
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