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Preface 

Circumstances and inclination have driven me to write and publish articles. The 
papers that are collected and reprinted here are the result of academic lectures, 
contributions to symposia, Festschriften and special investigations. With the ex-
ception of a few bibliographical modifications, they are published here as they ap-
peared the first time. 

At the suggestion of Dr. Siebeck, the numerous French papers have been trans-
lated, and I would like to thank all those who turned them into English or helped 
me polish my own writing in that language: Laura Beth Bugg, Jane Haapiseva-
Hunter, Ken McKinney, Laura Nasrallah, Charles Frederic Stone, and David 
Warren. 

Dr. Hengel advised me to open the book with an unedited paper, general 
enough to introduce the collection but specific enough to indicate my fields of in-
terest: Luke-Acts, non-canonical or so-called apocryphal literature, and early 
Christian theology. The first article fulfils this request. This paper, "The Apos-
tolic Memories in Ancient Christianity," was delivered at the International Meet-
ing of the Society of Biblical Literature at Lausanne (Switzerland) in Ju ly 1997.1 
am grateful to Dr. Ann Graham Brock who improved my English and helped me 
sharpen my argument. The paper was also presented to the New Testament Dis-
sertation Seminar at the Harvard Divinity School the following year. 

I did not realize how much work is needed in order to create a collection of es-
says, to harmonize them, and to make everything ready for publication. I express 
my gratitude to Ms. Linda Grant, a former Master of Divinity student at the Har-
vard Divinity School, who did not spare her skill and energy to prepare with me 
the manuscript for publication and read the proofs. M y gratitude is also great to 
Dr. Eugene McGarrie who established the indices of ancient and modern authors. 
I am responsible for the index of subjects. 

Mohr Siebeck published my dissertation more than thirty years ago. I was then 
in contact with Dr. Hans-Georg Siebeck. Today his son, Dr. Georg Siebeck, 
showed me the same hospitality and the same generosity. I am grateful to be, in a 
modest way, part of this venerable scholarly tradition. I would also like to thank 
Dr. Siebeck's collaborators, particularly Dr. Henning Ziebritzki and Ms. Use 
Kônig. 



VI Preface 

Last but not least, I wish to express my gratitude to Prof. Dr. Martin Hengel 
and his colleagues, who expressed their interest in this collection and accepted the 
volume as part of the "Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testa-
ment." 

Cambridge, MA 
May 2003 

F.B. 
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The Apostolic Memories in Ancient Christianity 

In this paper1 I would like to ask several related questions about the memories of 
the apostles in ancient Christianity: were the Christians of the first centuries in-
terested in the history of their religious movement? What memories of their 
apostles did they keep and develop? How did the first Christians choose from 
among their traditions? What parts of the past did they feel free to develop exten-
sively? Do we not meet surprising cases of forgetfulness? 

There are no straight and unanimous answers to such questions, because for a 
significant period of time early Christianity was not a homogeneous movement. 
What, therefore, explains the colorful range of opinions on these questions? 
Answers are often indirect or implicit. Therefore new questions arise in the mind 
of the interpreter: who were the keepers of the memories, and who was most will-
ing to forget? What were the reasons for accepting or rejecting the protective 
shadow of the holy history2 and what were the social forces behind these opin-
ions? Jesus himself was not always remembered: when the apostle Paul deals with 
ethical problems he makes reference to Jesus' teaching, but he does not always 
refer specifically to either his Lord or to the origin of the wisdom traditions he 
utilizes (see Rom 12:14; 1 Thess 5:2)3; why? A whole generation of apologists in 
the second century is very discreet in using the names of both Jesus and his fol-
lowers (see the Supplicatio of the Athenian Athenagoras, for example). 

It is my hypothesis that there was a natural and distinct tendency to memo-
rialize the first Christian generation, the generation of the apostles and witnesses, 
both men and women, and this for several reasons. The first was to create an eth-
ical model based on examples drawn from the Hebrew scriptures, Jesus' life, the 
lives of the apostles, and the more recent destiny of the martyrs. The second rea-
son was to follow the command of love and develop the Christian notion of com-
munion: to love is to remember. The third reason articulates the defense of the 

' This paper was presented at the international meeting of the Society of Biblical Literature, 
Lausanne, July 1997. 

2 On the notion of beginnings of Christianity, see Harold W. Attridge and Gohei Hata, "In-
troduction," in Eusebius, Christianity, and Judaism (ed. Harold W. Attridge and Gohei Hata; 
Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1992) 27—49; Ron Cameron, "The Gospel of Thomas and 
Christian Origins," in The Future of Early Christianity: Essays in Honor of Helmut Koester (ed. 
Birger A. Pearson; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1991) 381-92. 

3 See Helmut Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels: Their History and Development (Philadel-
phia: Trinity Press International, 1990) 52-62. 
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t ruth and the preservation of a holy doctrine in reaction to opponent groups. A 
fourth reason, related to the third, concerns the authority of Christian ministry, 
the apostolic origin of the most important episcopal seats. All of these reasons ex-
plain not only the collection and preservation of memories but also their transfor-
mation and, finally, the constitution of newly created ad hoc memories. But to 
these historical reasons I would like to add a theological one, perhaps an all-en-
compassing one: as long as the Christians of antiquity tried to preserve the histo-
ricity of the revelation and the very real incarnation of their Lord, they could not 
avoid emphasizing the historical and human face of the communication of the 
gospel, that is to say, the actual value of the apostles themselves, including both 
their voices and their role as intermediaries. 

I will also attempt to explain why the early Christians sometimes avoided the 
names of Peter and Paul, the roles of Mary Magdalene and Johanna, the fates of 
John and James, and the teachings of Thomas and Luke. One reason is the early 
Christian focus on Christology: Jesus' teaching and the Lord's redemption, rather 
than the occasional fate of his first disciples, was of seminal importance to those 
Christians. The second reason has to do with the priority of the "message" over 
its messengers, because the Christian message is a gospel proclaimed and not a 
material legacy handed down. A third explanation considers the passage of time 
and the evolution of doctrine, because in time the words, attitudes, and reactions 
of the first Christian generation became archaic and were no longer bearable to 
the generations that followed, which were probably better educated and less 
ready to suffer persecution, or less inclined to defend radical opinions. A fourth 
reason, which is related to the evolution of church order, can also be offered: the 
present situation of the Christian communities and their interrelations with one 
another were of definitive importance. The titling of a bishop, the precedence of 
the patriarch of a venerable see, and the ascribed destiny of a holy figure became as 
relevant as the memory of apostles such as James and Andrew. 

The Memory 

Let us start with a kind of terminus a quo: the work of Eusebius of Caesarea. As a 
historian, Eusebius knows how to distinguish his sources; as a theologian, he 
knows how to ponder them. He cherishes the scriptures in which he seems to 
have complete confidence; then he calculates f rom case to case the value of ancient 
venerated stories,4 such as that of Thaddaeus, ícrcopíav eXQoCaav eig fifiac; ("an ac-
count which has come down to us," Hist. eccl. 1.12.3). Eusebius adheres to the ca-
nonical Gospels when he presents the selection of the Twelve out of a larger group 
of disciples and mentions the special favor they received (Hist. eccl. 1.10.7). He 
then relies on the book of Acts and on the Epistle to the Galatians for other 

4 See, for example, Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 1.1.8. 
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stories: the names of the apostles, the appearances of the Resurrected One, the 
choice of Matthias as an apostle, and the martyrdom of Stephen {Hist. eccl. 
1.12.1-5; 2.1-3). Eusebius has a clear interest in these figures and he gathers as 
much material about them as his critical conscience will permit. Book 2 of his His-
toria ecclesiastica is devoted to the period of time following the ascension of 
Christ and preceding the death of the apostles. He demonstrates an interest in the 
apostolic seats and their authentic successions: he explains, for example, how 
Peter, James, and John did not dispute the episcopal seat of Jerusalem but decided 
together to confer it on James the Just, the brother of the Lord (Hist. eccl. 2.1.3). 
Oddly, he is not very clear about the location of the apostles during the church's 
earliest years; on one occasion, however, he observes that God was patient with 
Israel and waited forty years before punishing Jerusalem, and that during this 
time of forbearance the presence of the apostles in the city was like a protective 
wall (Hist. eccl. 3.7.8). But on another occasion (Hist. eccl. 3.5.2), speaking of the 
persecution of Stephen, he refers to the subsequent flight of the disciples as coin-
ciding with the beginning of the world mission, the collective realization of 
Christ's command (Matt 28:19). 

It would be wrong to believe that Eusebius's interest in the first generation of 
Christians is peculiar to him. A similar interest, both historical and theological, is 
found even earlier in the texts of Christian authors such as Tertullian and Ire-
naeus. In his De prae scrip done haereticorum, the African theologian makes po-
lemical use of the apostolic heritage by basing the authenticity of the truth on the 
reliable sequence of bishops, beginning with the apostles. He supports his argu-
ment with the examples of Polycarp of Smyrna, who was installed by the apostle 
John, and of Clement of Rome, who was ordained by Peter (Praescr. 32.1-3). A 
little later in the same treatise, in a similar argument, Tertullian states that the best 
places to identify the authentic epistles of the apostles are in the churches with an 
apostolic seat. He adds that in such churches one finds not only authentic writings 
but also authentic memories (Praescr. 36.1-3), which for him - writing in the late 
second to early third centuries - means that both the person of the apostle and his 
writings receive equal credence. With respect to the church in Rome, Tertullian 
chronicles several apostolic stories that are absent from the canonical writings but 
nevertheless highly valuable in his eyes: these include the martyrdom of Peter, 
which is similar to Christ's; the beheading of Paul, which is similar to the fate 
of John the Baptist; and the ordeal of John, who is dipped into boiling oil 
(Praescr. 36.1-3). 

This catholic interest in both succession and tradition was certainly polemical 
and built a defense against similar claims by the Gnostics. We know, for instance, 
that this type of argument had been advanced by Ptolemaios in his Letter to 
Flora? Elsewhere we encounter the examples of Basilides claiming a connection 

5 Preserved by Epiphanius of Salamis, Pan. 33.7.9. 
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to Peter through Glaukias6; of Valentine arguing a relation to Paul via Theodas7; 
of the disciples of Carpocrates affirming an affiliation with Salome, while others 
claim an affiliation with Mary Magdalene or Martha8; and of the Naasenes, who 
said that they received their teaching from Mary Magdalene through James, the 
brother of the Lord.9 Truly, the notions of tradition and succession were nothing 
new in antiquity. Philosophical schools had used them for centuries,10 but what 
was new in the Christian church since Irenaeus (the way having been prepared by 
Hegesippus, see Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 4.22.1-6) was a link established between 
doctrinal transmission and the succession of bishops: the value of a tradition 
could no longer be sufficiently established by claims to apostolic origin but 
depended as well on the apostolic succession of bishops. 

Even Aristides of Athens, one of the Christian apologists who - it was said -
was not particularly interested in the fate of the apostles, acknowledges the role of 
the first generation in the proclamation of the gospel. In his Apologia, which was 
probably written during the reign of Antoninus Pius (13 8 to 146 C. E.),11 Aristides 
mentions the twelve disciples within the context of the salvific economy. He 
refers to the crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ, then adds the 
mission of the twelve disciples and their teaching in the several provinces of the in-
habited earth.12 

I am arguing here against the opinion of a strong exegetical school of scholars, 
ranging from Franz Overbeck to Martin Dibelius to Rudolf Bultmann's disciples 
(like Günther Bornkamm), which holds that in the first Christian generations 
there was no religious interest in the fate of the apostles; that is, that there was no 
Sitz im Leben, no setting for such memories, because the kerygma was focused ex-
clusively on Jesus Christ. Because of several specific statements in the Pauline 
epistles and the existence of archaic traditions that are preserved in the book of 
Acts, I would say - on the contrary - that conditions were favorable for the for-
mation of traditions concerning the apostles and their first communities.13 

6 Clement of Alexandria, Strom. 7.106.4. According to Elench. 20.7.1, traditionally attributed 
to Hippolytus of Rome, Basilides had been the disciple of Matthias. 

7 Clement of Alexandria, Strom. 7.106.4. 
8 Origen, Cels. 5.62. Origen speaks of disciples of Harpocrates, but he must have confused 

Harpocrates with Carpocrates. 
9 Elench. 5.7.1. 
10 See Hans von Campenhausen, Kirchliches Amt und geistliche Vollmacht in den ersten drei 

Jahrhunderten (2d ed.; BHT 14; Tübingen: Mohr/Siebeck, 1963) 172-76. 
1' See David Harold Warren, "The Text of the Apostle in the Second Century: A Contribution 

to the History of Its Reception" (Ph. D. diss., Harvard University, 2001) 124-29. 
12 Aristides, Apol. 15.2. The text of Aristides must be established from a Syriac version and a 

Greek adaptation found in the Life of Barlaam and Ioasaph, traditionally assigned to John of Da-
mascus. This text is therefore far from certain. Both versions, however, mention the mission of 
the twelve disciples after Easter. See the edition of Edgar J. Goodspeed, Die ältesten Apologeten. 
Texte mit kurzen Einleitungen (1914) (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1984) 19-20. 

13 Jacob Jervell, "Zur Frage der Traditionsgrundlage der Apostelgeschichte," ST 16 (1962) 
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The teachings of the apostles were used in the formulation of new sermons; 
apostolic examples were chosen for catechetical purposes; prayers, particularly 
eulogies, recalled the memory of the first Christian witnesses. Each community 
tried to remember the story of its origin. The christological speeches of Acts 
preserved archaic material14; 1 Clement, after enumerating examples drawn from 
the Bible and from the life of Jesus, refers to models of "our generation" that in-
clude the martyrdoms of Peter and Paul and the tortures of holy women.15 One of 
the oldest Christian prayers, quoted in the book of Acts, emphasizes not only the 
work of Christ but also the ethical responsibility of the first Christian gener-
ation.16 Additionally, one of the traditions behind the conversion of Cornelius in 
the canonical book of Acts probably reflects the story of the founding of the 
church in Caesarea (Acts 10:1-11,18). Similarly, the name of Lydia is connected 
with the origin of the church at Philippi (Acts 16:14, 40). Even the earliest forms 
of the creed do not neglect the presence of the disciples at the resurrection of Jesus 
and their subsequent apostolic witness. A good portion of the short hymn found 
in 1 Tim 3:16 is devoted to this early time period in the church's life: after the 
words "he was manifested in the flesh, justified by the Spirit and contemplated by 
the angels," the text continues that "he was proclaimed among the nations and be-
lieved in the world." 

It seems as if the entire Christian construction is based not on Christ alone, but 
on the fulfillment of the holy scriptures through Jesus Christ as preached and ac-
cepted by the apostolic church. Paul himself recognizes these two poles when he 
makes a distinction between the work of reconciliation accomplished by Christ 
and the logos of reconciliation proclaimed by the apostles (2 Cor 5:19-20). The 
prologues to the Gospel of Luke and the Epistle to the Hebrews both articulate 
the time of the salvation of Jesus and the time of the proclamation through his 
chosen witnesses (see Luke 1:1—4 and Heb 2:3-4).1 7 The canonical Acts of the 
Apostles are not a completely new genre nor are they an unexpected creation. 
We know that apostolic successes were narrated, because at the end of the first 
century Luke writes that at the Jerusalem conference "there was silence among 
the whole gathering, and every one listened to Barnabas and Paul explaining 
(etTiyoi'liou) all the work that God had accomplished through them and how he 
opened the door of the faith to the pagans."18 

25-41; ET in Luke and the People of God: A New Look at Luke-Acts (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 
1972) 19-49; François Bovon, "L'origine des récits concernant les apôtres," RTP3/\7 (1967) 345-
50; reprinted in idem, L'œuvre de Luc: Etudes d'exégèse et de théologie (LD 130; Paris: Cerf, 
1987)155-62. 

14 See, for example, Acts 10:34-43. 
15 1 Clem. 5.1-6.3. 
16 See Acts 4:24-30. 
17 See François Bovon, "La structure canonique de l'Evangile et de l'Apôtre," CrSt 15 (1994) 

559-76; English translation, see pp. 163-77. 
18 Acts 15:12; see also Acts 14:27; 15:3, and Luke 10:17. 



6 The Apostolic Memories in Ancient Christianity 

This interest in both the first mission and the well-being of the first com-
munities of believers was probably remembered in liturgical celebrations. The 
communication of news was not a profane activity but just as much a part of early 
Christian worship as thanking God and asking for help. The letters of Ignatius of 
Antioch confirm this effort to remember: community delegations as well as let-
ters exchanged evince an effort to preserve memories that time and geographical 
distance might otherwise have eliminated. Ignatius rejoices when favorable news 
reaches him, this time not about Jesus Christ but about the recovery of peace in 
his own church at Antioch (Phld. 10.1-2).19 Not only the canonical and apocry-
phal acts of the apostles but also the first acts of the martyrs testify to this decisive 
momentum of the communio sanctorum. The author of the Passion of Marianus 
and James writes: 

The very noble witnesses of God conferred also upon us this mission to proclaim (praedi-
care) his [God's] glory . . . . When they began under the inspiration of the heavenly Spirit a 
sublime fight against the persecutions of a wild world and the attacks of the pagans, they 
[Marianus and Iacobus] commissioned us to bring to the knowledge of our brothers and 
sisters the story of their struggle ... in the thought that tribulations of those who had gone 
before could strengthen as examples of faith the multitude and particularly the people of 
God. 2 0 

It must be immediately added that these memories of the apostles were partisan 
and marked by ideological biases. The early centuries of Christianity can be de-
scribed as a long struggle among different communities to establish authentic, le-
gitimated memories, so that one could say, "Tell me who your apostle is and I will 
tell you who you are." The distinction between early Christian groups was 
largely made by their affiliation to a particular apostle and their characterization 
of this foundational figure. Note, for example, the very different treatment the 
authors of the Pastoral Epistles and Luke-Acts give to Paul: the former venerates 
Paul as virtually the sole apostolic intermediary, and the latter merely respects 
him as a beloved witness alongside the group of the Twelve. The churches of Asia 
Minor, according to Polycrates of Ephesus, proudly to rely on John and Philip 
(see Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.31.2-3). The early Syrian churches, who show an in-
tense interest in the apostles,21 try to preserve their own memories of the apostles, 

19 See also Ignatius, Smyrn. 11.1-3. 
20 Passion of Marianus and James 2-3. See Gustav Krüger and Gerhard Ruhbach, eds., Ausge-

wählte Märtyrerakten (SAQ 2/3; Tübingen: Mohr/Siebeck, 1965) 67; Paul Monceaux, La vraie 
légende dorée. Relations de martyre (Paris: Payot, 1928) 202-3; Herbert Musurillo, The Acts of 
the Christian Martyrs: Introduction, Texts and Translations (Oxford: Clarendon, 1972) 194-97; 
see also the "Passion of Montanus and Lucius," in Krüger and Ruhbach, Ausgewählte Märtyre-
rakten, 75-82. 

21 Geo Widengren insisted on the intense interest in the apostles on the part of the Syrian 
Christians; see Geo Widengren, Muhammad, the Apostle of God, and His Ascension (Uppsala: 
Lundequistska bokhandeln, 1955) 65-72; mentioned by Walter Schmithals, Das kirchliche Apos-
telamt: Eine historische Untersuchung (FRLANT 79; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 
1961) 171 n. 370. 
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choosing to remember Thomas and Thaddaeus on one side and Jesus' family, par-
ticularly James, the brother of the Lord, on the other.22 Among the few remains of 
Judaeo-Christianity, the teaching of Elkasai (according to patristic witnesses) and 
the Life of Mani attest to the divisions and tensions that existed among the several 
groups mentioned by Epiphanius over the true relationship between Christian 
origins and the authentic understanding of the selected apostles.23 What is true for 
Syria is also true for other regions, whether it be Africa or Greece, and for other 
cities, whether it be Rome or Alexandria. The fact remains and cannot be ignored: 
for many groups, the mediation of the apostles was extremely important. 

What I can confidently say, then, is that the very existence of stories in the gos-
pels confirms an interest in apostolic memories; and that not only twelve men but 
also several women and other men serve as agents of the evangelical communica-
tion. The tendency to select certain apostles as the guarantors of a particular com-
munity is already perceptible in the earliest Christian documents and can explain 
several omissions and marginalizations. Clearly, the presence of human media-
tion is central f rom the earliest times. 

Further confirmation of this relevance of memory can be found in three related 
phenomena that occurred within early Christian tradition-building: first, in the 
intellectual decision that the apostles were not numerous individuals but mem-
bers of a constituted group, a board of religious leaders; second, in the slow mer-
ging of two originally distinct categories, the Twelve called by the historical Jesus 
and the apostles sent by the resurrected Lord; and third, in the additional dimen-
sion of locating Paul in either category. These three steps were connected by a 
special understanding of Jesus' disciples, which considered them less as mission-
aries and more as founders of the church. Despite Giinter Klein,24 Luke was 
neither the first nor the only one to speak of the twelve apostles in this way. 

Let me mention a few texts here. As a constituted group the apostles are men-
tioned in the canonical Epistle to the Ephesians (Eph 2:20: 8noLxo5onr)0evTeg em 
tw 0e|xeA.iq) x(I)v ajioaTO/.oiv xai jtpocpT)T(Bv ...; see further Eph 3:5; 4:11). They are 
also mentioned by Clement of Rome in his First Epistle (chapter 42), where the vi-
sion of Christ's resurrection is constitutive for the group of the apostles, yet Paul 
is also called an apostle (1 Clem. 47.1-4; 5.3-7); and in 2 Clem. 14.2 the church 
relies on the books of the prophets and on the apostles.25 We also find the apostles 

22 Marie-Joseph Pierre, intr. and trans., Aphraate le Sage persan, Les exposés (2 vols.; SC 349, 
359; Paris: Cerf, 1988-89) 1. 79-83. 

23 See Luigi Cirillo, "Livre de la révélation d'Elkasaï," in Ecrits apocryphes chrétiens I (ed. 
François Bovon and Pierre Geoltrain; Bibliothèque de la Pléiade 442; Paris: Gallimard, 1997) 
1.827-72; Albert Henrichs and Ludwig Koenen, "Der Kölner Mani-Kodex (P. Colon, inv. nr. 
4780) nEPI TH2 PENNHS TOY 2 Q M A T 0 2 AYTOY," ZPE 19 (1975) 1-85; 32 (1978) 87-199; 
44 (1981) 201-318; 48 (1982) 1-59. 

24 See Günter Klein, Die zwölf Apostel: Ursprung und Gehalt einer Idee (FRLANT 77; Göt-
tingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1961). 

25 Not yet on the books of the apostles! 
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mentioned as a group in the letters of Ignatius of Antioch: in his letter to the Phil-
adelphians, the apostles constitute the "presbytery of the church" (Phld. 5.1) and 
Jesus Christ is the door to the Father through which the patriarchs, the prophets, 
and the apostles enter (Phld. 9.1); elsewhere, the Lord does nothing without the 
Father or without the apostles (Magn. 7.1; 13.1; Trail. 7.1; Eph. 11.2). Again, in the 
canonical Epistle written by Jude (v. 17) we find "Remember the words pro-
nounced by the apostles of our Lord."26 And in 2 Pet 3:2, we find a curious re-
working of the wording in Jude 17, f rom "the apostles" to "your apostles," which 
was probably done to avoid their confiscation by other Christian groups. A little 
earlier, in 2 Pet 1:16, Peter and the others have been ejtojixai ("eyewitnesses") of 
Christ 's magnitude at the transfiguration. 

There are other texts as well. The Epistle of Barnabas (5.9) speaks of the selec-
tion of the apostles by Jesus Christ for the purpose of proclaiming the gospel; 
these men were sinners, but they were saved by the Lord. In Shepherd of Hermas 
13.1 (Vis. I l l 5.1) the white stones of the vision, fitted together, are the apostles, 
the bishops, the teachers, and the deacons; in 92.4 (Sim. IX 16.4) the stones of the 
construction are ten for the first human generation, twenty-five for the following, 
thirty-five for the prophets and servants, and forty for the apostles27; in 93.5 (Sim. 
IX 16.5) the forty apostles preached the gospel to the dead and gave them the seal; 
in 94.1 (Sim. IX 17.1) the twelve apostles preached the Son of God to the twelve 
tribes of Israel; and in 102.2 (Sim. IX 25.2) the believers of the eight mountains are 
the apostles who taught the whole world and who never went wrong because the 
Spirit led them (therefore their place is with the angels). Finally, in the Epistle of 
Polycarp the apostles brought the gospel (6.3) and Paul and the other apostles are 
examples of perseverance (9.1). 

The conception of the twelve apostles as a church-founding group occurs in sev-
eral writings at the end of the first century and the first half of the second. Instead of 
attributing the influence to Luke, I consider this theological construction to be an 
element of the institutionalization of the early church. Several Christian groups 
were in search of a holy origin and firm ground. Luke-Acts clearly limits the num-
ber of apostles to the Twelve, under the leadership of Peter.28 The book of Revela-
tion, which mentions the apostles three times (Rev 2:2; 18:20; 21:14), notes pre-
cisely that the protective walls of the new Jerusalem possess twelve foundations 
and that on them one can read the names of the apostles (probably one on each 
foundation, but how can they be visible? Rev 21:14). Written around 130 C.E., 
Barn. 5.3 mentions the twelve apostles, but this verse has been suspected of being 

26 See Eric Fuchs and Pierre Reymond, La deuxième épître de saint Pierre: L'épître de saint 
Jude (2d éd.; C N T 2/13; Geneva: Labor et Fides, 1988) 180: " O n pourrait dire que toute l 'œuvre 
de Jude tient dans cette intention de faire mémoire, de rappeler ce sur quoi la foi chrétienne est 
fondée." 

27 Why for ty? 
28 I date the composit ion of Luke-Acts between 80 and 90 C.E . 
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an interpolation; 5.9, however, which I mention above, brings together the calling 
of the Twelve according to the canonical Gospels and the title "apostle." A few 
years later, between 140 and 150 C.E., we find in Hermas 94.1 (Sim. I X 17.1), also 
mentioned above, that the twelve mountains represent the twelve tribes to which 
"the Son of God was preached by the apostles," which probably presupposes one 
apostle for each tribe (see the canonical logion of Q on the twelve thrones, Matt 
19:28//Luke 22:30). The Christian Ascension of Isaiah 3.2, probably dated early 
second century C.E., mentions explicitly "the prophecy of the twelve apostles" 
(3.21; see also 4.3)29; the same is true of a fragment of the Kerygma Petrou,}0 also 
dated early second century C.E.: " I choose you, twelve disciples, considering you 
worthy of me, following the will of the Lord. Seeing in you faithful apostles, I am 
sending you into the world in order to preach the gospel to the inhabitants of the 
earth." The twelve apostles share their authority with Paul in the the Apocalypse of 
PauP1 (Nag Hammadi Codex V,2), probably dated the second or third century 
C.E. Here Paul receives from the little child who represents the Savior the follow-
ing command: "Now it is to the twelve apostles that you shall go, for these are the 
elect spirits, and they will greet you." Later in the text, Paul must ascend to the 
fourth heaven and from there he considers the earth, seeing the twelve apostles 
placed at his left and at his right; he himself occupies the central position. The 
twelve apostles will accompany the Apostle in his ascension to the subsequent 
heavens, in his spiritual discovery of the esoteric meaning of visible reality. 

From the middle of the second century the expression "the twelve apostles" be-
came very common. This is confirmed by the two secondary titles (titles later than 
the text itself) of the Didache, namely, the Doctrine of the Twelve Apostles and the 
Doctrine of the Lord to the Nations through the Twelve Apostles?1 We also find 
confirmation in the title of another work, a lost gospel mentioned by Origen, 
namely, the Gospel of the Twelve Apostles33; and in still another title, the Acts of 
Peter and the Twelve Apostles, from Nag Hammadi ( N H C VI, 1). 

29 The Greek text has "prophecy," the Ethiopie has "teaching"; see Paolo Bettiolo et al., Ascen-
sio Isaiae, vol. 1: Textus (CChr.SA 7; Turnhout: Brepols, 1995) 62-63, 142-43; see also Enrico 
Norelli, Ascensio Isaiae, vol. 2: Commentarius (CChr.SA 8; Turnhout: Brepols, 1995) 192-95, 
212-14. In "Ascension d'Isaïe" (in Ecrits apocryphes chrétiens, 1.505), Enrico Norelli dates the 
text to the beginning of the second century C.E. 

30 Quoted by Clement of Alexandria, Strom. 6.6.48; see Michel Cambe, "Prédication de 
Pierre," in Ecrits apocryphes chrétiens, 1.19. In his introduction to Ecrits apocryphes chrétiens, 1: 
6, Cambe dates the text between 110 and 120. 

31 See George W. MacRae and William R. Murdoch, introduction to the Apocalypse of Paul in 
The Nag Hammadi Library (ed. James M. Robinson; rev. ed.; New York: HarperSanFrancisco, 
1990) 257: "Nothing in Apoc. Paul demands any later date than the second century for its compo-
sition." 

32 Willy Rordorf and André Tuillier, eds. and trans., La Doctrine des Douze Apôtres (Didache) 
(SC 248; Paris: Cerf, 1978) 11-17. The number twelve does not appear in the indirect tradition, 
see pp. 108 nn. 2 -4 and 109 n. 1. 

33 See Origen, Horn. Luc. 1. 2. 
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Actually, the statement "Tell me who your apostle is and I will tell you who you 
are" is only partially applicable to my argument and needs a qualification, namely: 
"How do you see your apostle?" Adversaries could venerate the same apostle, 
and yet emphasize different aspects of his or her personality, or of his or her min-
istry. Peter was claimed not only by the early catholic churches but also by gnostic 
groups who viewed him as a mystic missionary or a spiritual leader.34 The several 
portraits of Paul also serve as a warning: church leader in the Pastoral Epistles, 
theologian of the universal church as the Body of Christ in the Epistle to the 
Ephesians, martyr for righteousness in 1 Clement, and esoteric mystic in the 
Apocalypse of Paul from Nag Hammadi ( N H C V,2). Even the figure of James the 
Just, the brother of the Lord who was the possession of the Judaeo-Christian 
churches, could be reversed and reinterpreted. We see this in the numerous Nag 
Hammadi treatises related to James: the Apocryphon of James ( N H C 1,2); the 
Apocalypses of James ( N H C V,3 and V,4); and the Gospel of Thomas, with its 
veneration of James. 

Even Marcion, who was totally devoted to Paul (he was the apostle par excel-
lence), did not reject completely the Galilean disciples of Jesus but gave to them a 
new interpretation. According to Marcion, Jesus chose the Twelve but during his 
lifetime he could not convince them that he was the Son of the unknown God 
rather than the Son of the negative divinity of the Hebrew Bible. Nevertheless, at 
some moments - at the confession of Peter, at the transfiguration, at the disciples' 
request that Jesus teach them how to pray - the first disciples understood Jesus' 
divine mission. Later, the resurrection helped them receive a correct understand-
ing of the revelation, but - and this is Marcion's construction - they fell back into 
a legalistic interpretation of Jesus' words.35 

The apostles who were neglected by the main streams of early Christianity, that 
is, by the church in Jerusalem or the church of the Hellenists in the capital and 
then in Antioch, would be taken up by other groups. One has only to remember 
the lively existence of Mary Magdalene in Gnostic and ascetic circles (see the Gos-
pel of Mary, the Pistis Sophia, and the Acts of Philip), the argument of the Montan-
ists and their appeal to Philip's prophetess daughters,36 and the traditions about 
Philip, Thomas, and John that are imbedded in the Nag Hammadi Library.37 Fi-

34 N H C VI, / , mentioned above (Acts of Peter and the Twelve Apostles); see also N H C VII, 3 
(.Apocalypse of Peter). 

35 Adolf von Harnack (Marcion: das Evangelium vom fremden Gott [2d ed.; Leipzig: Hin-
richs, 1924; Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1996] 39) writes: "Die Urapostel 
waren nicht dezidierte Irrlehrer, aber sie sind in einer schweren Konfusion stecken geblieben,..." 

36 See Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 5.17.3, and Origen, / Corinthians Fragment (14:36); see Pierre de 
Labriolle, ed., Les sources de l'histoire du montanisme (Fribourg [Switzerland]: Librairie de 
l'Université, 1913) 55. 

37 See the Gospel of Philip ( N H C II,J), the Letter of Peter to Philip (NHC VIII,2), the Gospel 
of Thomas (NHC 11,2), and the Book of Thomas the Contender ( N H C 11,7). 
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