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Introduction

1. The western world in recent years has witnessed an interesting phenomenon. It consists in increasing popular speculation about the origins of the Christian religion. 

2. Fuelled by media interest in archaeology and religious history, as well as popular culture phenomena (e.g. Dan Brown’s Da Vinci Code novel and movie, or National Geographic’s documentary on The Gospel of Judas), many people, also including those with little or no personal affiliation with the Christian churches, have become sensitised to fundamental questions, such as:

· Is the New Testament portrait of Jesus reliable? 

· Are there secret traditions about Jesus that have been suppressed by the ‘established church’? 

· What about all these ‘gnostic’ religious groups that existed in the first centuries of the Christian era? 

· Are there new discoveries that discredit Christianity as it has been taught and practised for 2000 years? 

3. Such questions, even when prompted by sensationalist and disingenuous motives, deserve some kind of response. Christian churches must ask: what are the foundational sources of the Christian faith, and do traditional accounts of Christian origins stand up to historical scrutiny?

Sources of Christian Faith

4. The New Testament writings preserve for the Christian church the authoritative record of Jesus’ teachings and the distilled history of his saving life and death. Most Christian churches believe that the New Testament conveys the word of God in writing and so forms for them the main source and standard for what they believe, teach and practice.

5.  Yet the New Testament acknowledges that not everything that Jesus and the Apostles did and taught is recorded in it (Jn 20:30-31). As far as we know, Jesus didn’t write letters or books, and much of what the Apostles taught was never written down, but was preserved in the tradition of the church (2 Thess 2: 15). Still other Apostolic writings were subsequently lost, like Paul’s letter to the Laodicaeans (Col 4:16).

6.  The New Testament also acknowledges that even from the very beginning there existed religious groups whose members claimed to be followers of Jesus, yet were not in formal fellowship with his chosen Apostles. For example, Paul contended with ‘false apostles’ (2 Cor 11:13). There were some who preached God’s word ‘for profit’ (2 Cor 2:17); others who preached a ‘different Jesus’ from the one proclaimed by the Apostles (2 Cor 11:4), or a ‘different gospel’ (Gal 1:6).

7. Some of these quasi-Christian groups seem to have tended towards more esoteric forms of religious practice: some worshipped angels (Col 2:18); others denigrated marriage or certain foods (Col 2:21; 1 Tim 4:3). Others taught false ideas about the resurrection (1 Cor 15:12; 2 Tim 2:18), or speculated about aspects of Jewish mythology (Titus 1:14; 2 Tim 4:4), or were especially taken by claims to be able to acquire special secret knowledge or gnosis (1 Tim 6:20-21). 

8. Finally, some people were baptised and professed faith in Christ yet also remained caught up in conflicting religious trends (see Acts 8:9-24). Members of such heterodox Christian groups developed their own oral and written traditions either blended with, alongside of, or separate from the Apostolic traditions now preserved in the New Testament.

Gnosticism

9. Two matters have arisen again and again in media coverage of Christian origins. They are (1) new archaeological discoveries, like the Dead Sea Scrolls or the Nag Hammadi Library, and (2) the new light such discoveries may shed on the early Christian world. Of especial interest to media and scholars alike is the ancient religious current known as ‘gnosticism.’ 

10. The word ‘gnosticism’ comes from the Greek word gnosis, meaning ‘knowledge’. It is used to describe various religious movements from the second century: some with semi-Jewish and Christian connections, others inspired by various philosophical trends or practices of the Near Eastern mystery cults, still others a mix of all the above. 

11. Early Christian teachers such as Irenaeus (2nd century AD) encountered gnostic heresies and teachers such as Valentinus, and refuted their false doctrines about creation and redemption from Scripture, the church’s confessions (or ‘rule of faith’), reason, and by appeal to commonly accepted facts of nature and history.

12. Evidence of gnostic trends can be found already in the New Testament writings. Emphases included the individual’s search for personal experience of the divine; a limited revelation for a spiritual elite; speculation about non-human spiritual beings; access to hidden (occultic) knowledge; the repudiation of matter and creation; a tendency to deny the significance of created, bodily differentiation (e.g. male and female); the repudiation of doctrine, beliefs, and objective revelation; a belief in ‘the divine spark’ – a divine inner core in each person; rejection of creator God of the Old Testament; and the idea that creation is the product of multiple divine emanations from an original divine principle. 

The Nag Hammadi ‘Library’

13. The Nag Hammadi ‘library’ is a collection of around 50 manuscripts discovered in 1945 in northern Egypt. The manuscripts date from around the 3rd and 4th centuries AD, and are written in Coptic, a Greek form of an Egyptian dialect. It seems they were discarded - or perhaps salvaged - from the library of a nearby 4th century Christian monastery.

14. Some of the manuscripts contain material that issues from as early as the late 2nd and early 3rd centuries AD. The material includes religious texts from a wide range of Christian, non-Christian and semi-Christian traditions, including mythological stories, spiritual speculations, initiation rites, liturgical ceremonies, reflections on the Gospel accounts, familiar sayings of Jesus from the Gospels, alleged ‘secret’ Jesus sayings, stories about figures from the New Testament writings, and personal revelations.

15.  Scholars of early Christianity have generally found that the manuscript collection both confirms traditional accounts of gnosticism by Irenaeus and Tertullian, as well as sheds new light on the highly diverse character of the gnostic movement and its penchant for a creedless, a-historical, individualistic spiritual eclecticism

16. Though some of what the Nag Hammadi Library reports about Jesus and the Apostles is consistent with, or even directly draws from, the New Testament textual tradition, in the main it reflects a greater interest in mythological speculation. 
17. Precisely in these respects much of the Nag Hammadi literature fails to do justice to the coherent facts of Jesus’ life and teaching, as summed up in the earliest narrative formulae (e.g. 1 Cor 15:1-7). The four Gospels and primary New Testament letters acquired pre-eminence in the early church because they plausibly, consistently, and compellingly represented, and reflected, the unified story and teachings of Christ and the Apostles. 

18. Moreover, and also important, the New Testament writings were recognised as being in harmony with, and in fulfilment of, God’s saving deeds with Israel as recorded in the Law, the Prophets, and the Writings (see Luke 24:44-47). 

19. Other additional writings, possibly not excluding some of those preserved at Nag Hammadi, may have been composed from traditional sources and preserved for devotional and didactic purposes, especially in isolated monastic circles. But ultimately they were seen to lack the historic reliability, the Apostolic authority, and the saving efficacy of the good news proclaimed in the New Testament books.

Conclusion

20. The reason why some scholars and so many members of the press promote the Gnostic writings as a giant leap in our understanding is that it fits with their theory of early Christian history as a battle between competing ideas about Jesus. On the one side stood those who called themselves ‘orthodox’ Christians holding the four canonical gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. On the other side stood others, including the Gnostics, who had their own gospels. In the end the orthodox happened to win the battle.

21. In actual fact this theory is both simplistic and misleading. As we know from modern denials about the truth of the holocaust or the landing of man on the moon, the fact that there are conflicting claims does not demand that equal weight and historical credibility be given to all.

22.  On grounds of historical reliability the canonical gospels have no equal. Textual analysis confirms the antiquity and overall reliability of manuscript copies. They describe historical events that can be fixed to the first century, in many cases events which can be confirmed by external witnesses. All the evidence we have from first-century sources - including those from non-Christian circles - supports the claim that the physical life, death, and resurrection of Jesus was at the heart of earliest Christian belief.
23. Instead of being troubled by the publishing of the Gnostic writings, therefore, Christians can welcome this opportunity for people to read it alongside the New Testament gospels. Those who read will discover that despite all the media hype there is nothing new that undermines what Christians have believed throughout the centuries.
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