why was the book of thomas removed
from the bible

why was the book of thomas removed from the bible is a question that has intrigued
scholars, theologians, and curious readers for centuries. The Book of Thomas, often referred
to as the Gospel of Thomas, is a collection of sayings attributed to Jesus, discovered in the
20th century among the Nag Hammadi texts. Unlike the canonical gospels, it presents a
different perspective on Jesus' teachings, emphasizing secret knowledge and spiritual
enlightenment. This article explores the historical, theological, and doctrinal reasons behind
why the Book of Thomas was excluded from the Bible. It examines the early Christian canon
formation, the nature of Gnostic texts, and the criteria used by early church leaders to
decide which books were deemed authoritative. Understanding these factors sheds light on
the complex process that shaped the New Testament as we know it today. The discussion
also touches on the impact of the Gospel of Thomas on modern biblical scholarship and its
significance outside the traditional canon.

e Historical Background of the Book of Thomas
e The Formation of the Biblical Canon

e Theological Differences and Gnosticism

e Criteria for Canonical Inclusion

e Impact and Legacy of the Gospel of Thomas

Historical Background of the Book of Thomas

The Book of Thomas, commonly known as the Gospel of Thomas, is a non-canonical text
attributed to the apostle Thomas. It was discovered in 1945 as part of the Nag Hammadi
library, a collection of early Christian and Gnostic manuscripts found in Egypt. The Gospel of
Thomas consists of 114 sayings attributed directly to Jesus, many of which are similar to
those found in the canonical gospels, while others reflect unique theological ideas. Scholars
date the text to the early to mid-2nd century, though some suggest an earlier origin.
Despite its association with Thomas, the actual authorship remains uncertain, with many
experts viewing it as a product of early Christian Gnostic communities.

Discovery and Manuscript History

The Gospel of Thomas was unknown to the wider Christian world until the mid-20th century
when the Nag Hammadi codices were unearthed. These manuscripts provided

unprecedented insight into early Christian diversity and beliefs that differed from orthodox
teachings. Prior to this discovery, references to the Gospel of Thomas appeared in writings



of early church fathers who often criticized such texts as heretical. The manuscript itself is
written in Coptic, but scholars believe it was originally composed in Greek. Its discovery
challenged traditional understandings of early Christianity and highlighted the existence of
alternative Christian traditions.

Content and Style

The Gospel of Thomas is unique in its format, consisting primarily of sayings rather than
narrative accounts of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection. This emphasis on sayings aligns
more with wisdom literature than with the story-driven canonical gospels. Many sayings
focus on self-knowledge, enlightenment, and the kingdom of God being present within. This
approach reflects a spiritual and mystical orientation distinct from the historical and
redemptive themes found in canonical texts.

The Formation of the Biblical Canon

The process by which the New Testament canon was formed was gradual and complex,
involving debates among early Christian leaders about which texts were authoritative. The
canonization process spanned several centuries, roughly concluding by the 4th century.
The Book of Thomas was one among many writings considered but ultimately excluded
from the official Bible. Understanding this process illuminates why certain texts, including
the Gospel of Thomas, were removed or never included.

Early Christian Diversity

During the first few centuries after Christ, Christianity was not a monolithic religion but
consisted of diverse groups with varying beliefs and scriptures. Many sects produced their
own writings, including gospels, letters, and apocalyptic texts. This diversity made it
necessary for church leaders to discern which writings accurately reflected apostolic
teaching and orthodox doctrine. The Gospel of Thomas was one such text circulated among
Gnostic groups but was not universally accepted.

Key Councils and Decisions

Several church councils and influential theologians played pivotal roles in defining the
biblical canon. Councils such as those at Hippo (393 AD) and Carthage (397 AD) issued lists
of accepted books. These decisions were influenced by theological consistency, apostolic
authorship, widespread usage in worship, and alignment with the church’s core doctrines.
The Gospel of Thomas did not meet these criteria, contributing to its exclusion.

Theological Differences and Gnosticism

The Gospel of Thomas is often classified as a Gnostic text, reflecting theological
perspectives that diverge significantly from orthodox Christianity. Gnosticism emphasized



secret knowledge (gnosis) as the path to salvation, contrasting with the orthodox focus on
faith in the death and resurrection of Jesus. This fundamental difference in belief systems
was a major reason why the Book of Thomas was removed from the biblical canon.

Gnostic Beliefs in the Gospel of Thomas

The sayings in the Gospel of Thomas reveal core Gnostic themes such as the divine spark
within individuals, the importance of self-discovery, and the rejection of material reality as
inherently corrupt. Unlike the canonical gospels, which emphasize Jesus’ role as the Savior
through his sacrificial death, the Gospel of Thomas centers on enlightenment and internal
revelation. These theological positions conflicted with the emerging orthodox Christian
theology.

Early Church Opposition

Church fathers such as Irenaeus and Tertullian criticized Gnostic texts for promoting heresy
and false teachings. They argued that the Gospel of Thomas distorted the true message of
Jesus and led believers astray. Due to these objections, Gnostic writings were labeled
heretical and systematically excluded from the canon to preserve doctrinal purity and unity
within the Christian community.

Criteria for Canonical Inclusion

Determining why the Book of Thomas was removed from the Bible requires examining the
criteria used to evaluate early Christian texts. The early church established specific
standards to discern which writings were worthy of inclusion in the sacred canon. The
Gospel of Thomas failed to meet several of these key criteria, leading to its exclusion.

Apostolic Origin

One of the primary criteria for canonical inclusion was apostolic authorship or direct
connection to an apostle. While the Gospel of Thomas claims to contain sayings of Jesus
attributed to Thomas, it lacked clear evidence of apostolic authorship and was likely
composed later by unknown authors. This uncertainty diminished its credibility in the eyes
of church leaders.

Orthodox Doctrine

Texts included in the canon had to align with the core doctrines of the Christian faith, such
as the incarnation, atonement, resurrection, and the nature of God. The theological content
of the Gospel of Thomas, with its Gnostic leanings and emphasis on secret knowledge,
diverged from these orthodox teachings. This doctrinal inconsistency was a significant
factor in its rejection.



Liturgical Use and Widespread Acceptance

Scriptures that were widely read, used in worship, and accepted by the majority of Christian
communities held greater weight for canonical inclusion. The Gospel of Thomas was not
broadly used in liturgical settings and was primarily popular among Gnostic sects, limiting
its acceptance. This lack of widespread recognition contributed to its exclusion.

Summary of Canonical Criteria

e Apostolic connection or authorship
e Theological consistency with orthodox Christian beliefs
e Widespread usage among Christian communities

e Liturgical and doctrinal usefulness

Impact and Legacy of the Gospel of Thomas

Despite its removal from the biblical canon, the Book of Thomas has had a lasting impact
on biblical scholarship, religious studies, and modern spirituality. Its discovery has enriched
understanding of early Christian diversity and prompted reevaluation of the boundaries of
orthodoxy and heresy.

Scholarly Interest and Research

Since its discovery, the Gospel of Thomas has been the subject of extensive academic
research. Scholars analyze its sayings to compare them with canonical gospels and to
better understand early Christian beliefs. The text provides valuable insight into the
multiplicity of early Christian thought and the development of Christian scripture.

Influence on Modern Spirituality

The Gospel of Thomas has attracted interest beyond academia, influencing contemporary
spiritual movements that emphasize personal enlightenment and mysticism. Its focus on
self-knowledge and internal spiritual awakening resonates with various modern religious
and philosophical traditions, expanding its significance beyond traditional Christianity.

Continued Debates on Canon and Authenticity

The exclusion of the Book of Thomas from the Bible continues to provoke discussion about
the nature of scripture and the formation of religious canons. Debates persist regarding the



authenticity and value of non-canonical texts, highlighting the dynamic nature of religious
tradition and interpretation.

Frequently Asked Questions

Why was the Book of Thomas not included in the Bible?

The Book of Thomas, often referring to the Gospel of Thomas, was excluded from the Bible
because early church leaders questioned its authenticity and theological consistency with
orthodox Christian teachings.

What is the Book of Thomas?

The Book of Thomas, or the Gospel of Thomas, is a non-canonical text consisting of sayings
attributed to Jesus, discovered in the Nag Hammadi library in 1945, and is considered part
of Gnostic literature.

Was the Book of Thomas considered heretical?

Yes, many early Christian authorities deemed the Book of Thomas heretical because it
contains Gnostic ideas that differ significantly from mainstream Christian doctrine.

Who decided which books were included in the Bible?

Early church councils and influential church fathers, such as those at the Councils of Nicaea
and Hippo, played key roles in determining the biblical canon, excluding texts like the Book
of Thomas.

Does the Book of Thomas contain teachings different
from the canonical gospels?

Yes, the Book of Thomas emphasizes secret knowledge and mystical sayings, differing from
the narrative and theological focus of the canonical gospels.

When was the Book of Thomas discovered?

The Gospel of Thomas was discovered in 1945 near Nag Hammadi, Egypt, as part of a
collection of ancient Gnostic texts.

Is the Book of Thomas still studied today?

Yes, scholars and theologians study the Book of Thomas to better understand early
Christian diversity and Gnostic beliefs, even though it is not part of the official Bible.



Could the Book of Thomas have changed early Christian
beliefs if included?

Including the Book of Thomas might have introduced Gnostic perspectives more widely,
potentially altering the development of orthodox Christian doctrine, but its exclusion helped
maintain the theological unity of the Bible.

Additional Resources

1. The Lost Gospel: The Book of Thomas and the Early Christian Church

This book explores the history and significance of the Gospel of Thomas, a non-canonical
text attributed to the apostle Thomas. It delves into why it was excluded from the official
Bible, focusing on theological differences and the early church's criteria for canonization.
The author provides insight into the gospel’s content and its impact on Christian thought.

2. Why the Gospel of Thomas Was Left Out: Early Christian Controversies

Examining the early Christian debates, this book discusses the reasons the Gospel of
Thomas was not included in the New Testament. It highlights doctrinal conflicts, issues of
authenticity, and the influence of emerging orthodoxy. The author also considers the
political and social factors affecting the biblical canon formation.

3. Hidden Scriptures: The Story of the Gospel of Thomas

This volume offers a comprehensive look at the Gospel of Thomas, its discovery, and its
place in Christian history. It explains how and why early church leaders discarded it as
heretical or unorthodox. Readers gain a deeper understanding of the diversity of early
Christian texts and beliefs.

4. The Gospel of Thomas and the Making of the New Testament

This book examines the process through which the New Testament canon was formed, with
a special focus on the fate of the Gospel of Thomas. The author investigates theological,
historical, and cultural reasons behind its exclusion. It sheds light on the complex dynamics
that shaped Christianity’s sacred texts.

5. Apocryphal Gospels and the Bible: The Case of Thomas

Focusing on apocryphal writings, this book analyzes the Gospel of Thomas in the context of
other non-canonical gospels. It discusses why these writings were regarded as apocryphal
and not included in the Bible. The narrative helps readers understand the standards used
by early Christians to determine scriptural authority.

6. The Gospel of Thomas: Lost Text or Dangerous Heresy?

This book explores the controversial nature of the Gospel of Thomas and the reasons it was
labeled heretical by early church authorities. It discusses the theological content that
conflicted with orthodox Christianity and the historical circumstances that led to its
removal. The author also reflects on the gospel’s rediscovery and modern interpretations.

7. Scripture and Exclusion: The Gospel of Thomas in Early Christianity

Analyzing the politics of scripture formation, this book investigates how the Gospel of
Thomas was excluded from the Bible. It highlights the role of church councils, influential
theologians, and power struggles within early Christianity. The book offers a nuanced view



of the canonization process and its implications.

8. Thomas and the Canon: Understanding Early Church Decisions

This book provides an in-depth study of early church decisions regarding biblical canon,
focusing on the Gospel of Thomas. It explores criteria such as apostolic authorship,
orthodoxy, and widespread acceptance. The author offers a detailed account of why
Thomas was ultimately rejected as scripture.

9. The Gospel of Thomas: A Window into Early Christian Diversity

This work presents the Gospel of Thomas as a reflection of the diverse beliefs and practices
in early Christianity. It explains how this diversity led to conflicts and the eventual exclusion
of certain texts from the Bible. The book encourages readers to appreciate the complex
history behind the formation of Christian scripture.
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