The Gospel of Thomas … an Introduction

While many have questioned the authenticity and the credibility of the Thomas Gospels, it is safe to say that over 70 per cent of the sayings tie back directly to the Biblical canon or are in the same tone as the Synoptics where the GOT seems to have been the core element for embellished narrative and/or recombination.  This is not always true, but can be viewed as generally accurate.  While one could analyze and critique from a purely legalistic standpoint, I believe that much of the understanding is derived from personal revelation.  This is not, as it may seem, like horoscopes or palm reading where much can be construed from one’s needs and the desire to feel better about issues of the moment … where such corroboration is the mainstay of disinterested coincidence.  Far from coincidence and immediate gratification, belief in the Christian faith is marked by a heightened appreciation of what is, but more importantly leads us to look to what also will be.  The prize, the treasures of the heart, are as Jesus Christ explains in Matthew 6:19-21 …   

“Do not lay up for yourselves treasures upon earth, where moth and rust will destroy, and where thieves break in and steal.  But lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroy, and where thieves do not break in or steal; for where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.”  (13B;pg 1268)

It is my belief, that even after multiple retranslations and painstaking scrutiny, that the understanding about the accuracy and veracity of the GOT, and the canon of the Bible at large, is a matter of personal discernment from the Holy Spirit, the Paraclete  (from the Greek parakletos… a defender, guide, teacher and liberator).  The essence of faith is, after all, from the heart … a heart-felt decision, so to speak, of the believing practicing Christian.  This Paraclete is truly the “Spirit of Truth.”  One must follow that which enlightens and nurtures the spirit.  It must not veer from primary focus on Jesus Christ, and it must always be able to support itself in light of scripture both canonical and extra-canonical.  Thomas is either an extraction or a point of origin.  It may in fact be both.  It is for certain, another current opportunity to draw our hearts toward salvation as the time of the end grows ever nearer.  It’s discovery is no coincidence.  It is a keyhole and a door through which we see and enter into the greater body of work that is God’s.  

John 21:25 opens many doors by saying …

 And there are also so many things, whatever Jesus did, which if they were written singly, I suppose the world itself could not contain the books having been written.  (26B;pg 841)
There has also been issue taken with its Gnostic (prizing knowledge over faith) overtones that suggest Thomas speaks only of Christ the teacher or rabbi and the kingdom of heaven that is the now, or was the “now” for His followers in their time.  I find this to be in error, at least to the extent that it corrupts the Thomas Gospel.  Know that at the time this codex was written down, if it was during, or shortly after the Crucifixion and the Resurrection, all the Disciples would have really known was the friend and teacher who had been among them.  The readings and doctrine of the Resurrection, and later of the Trinity, would have been dependent upon a dawning of understanding through faith, time and discernment from the Holy Spirit, that would not have prevailed until the end of the first century and the beginning of the second.  This would have been concurrent with the writing of John’s Revelation … only a couple of decades later than the writings of the authors of Mark, Luke and Matthew, as well as Peter.

Much of what was eventually written down in the form of the canon was twenty to sixty years after the Resurrection.  This would have been the distillation of an oral tradition that had to have had roots in both the story and the written word.  It seems unlikely that in an era that prized the scribe, that powerful words would not have been recorded for posterity.  It occurs to me that this would have been written down in excerpts, not unlike the 114 passage codex of St. Thomas, as a basis for later expanded narratives.  

To this extent I have used the GOT as a method of buttressing the accuracy and authenticity of the Gospels we are most familiar with, and have used a kind of reverse engineering process to further strengthen or legitimize the Gospels from what has been considered an outside source, not unlike the writings of Josephus.  The Gospel of Thomas, regardless of who actually transcribed the codex, is used as a sort of theological “macroscope” to cast light on the broader collection of scripture, both those in the canon, and those that are extra-canonical.  Note that none of the Gospels start at the same place on an historical timeline:  Matthew begins with a geneology that prepares us for the birth of Christ, Mark begins with a prophecy from Isaiah preparing us for the baptism of Christ by John the Baptist, Luke begins with the birth of John the Baptist being fortold by Gabriel to an old Zacharias, and John tells us that in the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God, followed by John preaching and bearing witness to Christ.  Thomas begins by telling us that the following passages are secret sayings, and whoever understands the interpretation will not taste death.  Whoever can understand and believe the vastness of what John says will also not taste death.

In The Secret Sayings of Jesus by Robert Grant and David Noel Freedman, copyright 1960, published by Barnes & Noble, the Thomas Gospel focuses on a picture of Christ that does not concentrate on works or moral behavior.  He does ask us to be aware of what is in [our] midst, the consequences of certain behaviors and works, and lessons that parallel the parables in Matthew, Mark & Luke.   

And as far as mystery is concerned, what could be more elusive and secretive sounding than that from Matthew 16:26 which says, “For whoever wishes to save his life will lose it; but whoever loses his life for My sake shall find it.”   (13B;pg 1288)
More evidence is better, however, nothing can take away the critical nature of personal faith and decision-making.  That is a matter of discernment and a leading by the Spirit; and that is what ultimately matters.  Thus the following research is conducted to enlighten and encourage … to pique the curiosity of those who have only skimmed the surface of the Bible.
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