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CL A I M ON E

TH E OR I G I N A L NE W TE S TA M E N T

HA S BE E N CO R R U P T E D B Y

CO P Y I S T S SO BA D LY TH AT

IT CA N’T BE RE C OV E R E D

The more I studied the manuscript tradition of the

New Testament, the more I realized just how radically

the text had been altered over the years at the hands

of the scribes. . . . It would be wrong . . . to say—as

people sometimes do—that the changes in our text

have no real bearing on what the texts mean or on

the theological conclusions that one draws from them.

—Bart Ehrman, Misquoting Jesus: 

The Story Behind Who Changed the Bible and Why

PRO F O U N D S K E P T I C I S M A B O U T W H AT T H E NEW TE S TA M E N T

authors originally wrote is nothing new. This skepticism usually goes

hand in glove with a denial of such basic Christian beliefs as the bod-

ily resurrection or the deity of Christ. For example, in Challenging

the Verdict, Earl Doherty writes, “We have nothing in the Gospels

which casts a clear light on that early evolution or provides us with
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the book that is so troubling but what he leaves out. And what he

leaves out is any discussion of the tremendous resources at our dis-

posal for reconstructing the text of the New Testament. One may

even get the impression from Ehrman that there are many instances

in which we have no clue what the original text said because all of

the manuscripts are so corrupt. But this is not the case: the wording

of the original text may not always be easy to determine, but it can

be found in the existing manuscripts. There is virtually no need to

come up with conjectures about the wording that have no manu-

script basis. Thus, regardless of whether we lack copies of copies of

copies, what we have are copies that are collectively sufficiently

CL A I M ON E 51

COMPARISON OF EXTANT HISTORICAL DOCUMENTS

Histories Oldest Manuscripts Number Surviving

Livy 59 BC–AD 17 4th century 27

Tacitus AD 56–120 9th century 3

Suetonius AD 69–140 9th century 200+

Thucydides 460–400 BC 1st century AD 20

Herodotus 484–425 BC 1st century AD 75

New Testament c. 100–150 c. 5,700 (only

counting Greek

manuscripts) (plus

more than 10,000

in Latin, c. more

than one million

quotations from the

church fathers, etc.)
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CL A I M TH R E E

TH E GOSPEL OF THOMAS RA D I C A L LY

ALT E R S OU R UN D E R S TA N D I N G

O F T H E RE A L JE S U S

Now we can see how John’s message contrasts with

that of Thomas.Thomas’s Jesus directs each disciple

to discover the light within (“within a person of light

there is light”); but John’s Jesus declares instead that

“I am the light of the world” and that “whoever does

not come to me walks in darkness.”

But the discovery of Thomas’s gospel shows us that

other early Christians held quite different understand-

ings of “the gospel.” For what John rejects as religiously

inadequate—the conviction that the divine light dwells

as “light” within all beings—is much like the hidden

“good news” that Thomas’s gospel proclaims. Many

Christians today who read the Gospel of Thomas

assume at first that it is simply wrong, and deservedly

called heretical.Yet what Christians have disparagingly

called gnostic and heretical sometimes turn out to be

forms of Christian teaching that are merely unfamiliar

to us—unfamiliar precisely because of the active and

successful opposition of Christians such as John.
—Elaine Pagels, Beyond Belief: The Secret Gospel of Thomas
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Isaiah 64:4 1 Corinthians 2:9 Thomas 17

I will give you

We have not heard What eye has not seen what eye has not seen

and our eyes have and ear has not heard and what ear has 
not seen not heard

and what hand has 
not touched

and have not arisen and [what] has not 
arisen

in the heart of man. in the heart of man.

any god besides you.

The parallels between 1 Corinthians and Thomas are quite stun-

ning, with the only major differences being the additions of the intro-

ductory “I will give you” and the line “and what hand has not touched”

in Thomas. Indeed, 1 Corinthians and Thomas are much closer to each

other than either is to Isaiah. There is almost certainly some borrow-

ing here, yet three observations suggest that Thomas has borrowed

from 1 Corinthians rather than the other way around: (1) First

Corinthians was written in AD 53—much too early for Thomas to be

its source. (2) The saying in Thomas follows the order of the elements

in 1 Corinthians 2:9 (rather than the order found in Isaiah 64:4), yet

adds “and what hand has not touched,” indicating that this saying may

have been growing over time. (3) The writer of Thomas attributes this

saying to Jesus while Paul attributes it more vaguely to Scripture (“It

is written . . .”). If Jesus really uttered the saying, why would Paul claim

it was from the Old Testament? After all, Paul elsewhere shows that he

is conscious of Jesus’ words (1 Cor. 11:23–25), even when Jesus’

instruction is also found in the Old Testament (Mark 10:5–12; 1 Cor.

7:10–11). Further, if the source for Paul’s quotation was the Gospel of
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