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introduction

“Agrapha” is from Greek α- (a-, not) and γραφή (graphē, something written). So an “agraphon” (plural “agrapha”) is a saying of Jesus that is not written. What is meant by “agrapha,” however, is sayings of Jesus that are not found in the four gospels.

There are two classes of agrapha. Some sayings of Jesus not in the gospels are quotations of Jesus elsewhere in the New Testament. Other sayings of Jesus not in the gospels are outside the New Testament.

agrapha in the New Testament

sayings of the earthly Jesus

Occasionally Jesus is quoted in the New Testament but outside the gospels, and the saying is not one that is in the gospels. There are six of these.

Acts 20:35 (Paul is speaking), “In all this I have given you an example that by such work we must support the weak, remembering the words of the Lord Jesus, for he himself said, ‘It is more blessed to give than to receive.’”

Rom 14:14, “I know and am persuaded in the Lord Jesus that nothing is unclean in itself; but it is unclean for anyone who thinks it unclean.” Compare Mark 7:15.

1 Cor 7:10, “To the married I give this command—not I but the Lord—that the wife should not separate from her husband . . .” Compare Mark 10:11-12.

1 Cor 9:14, “In the same way, the Lord commanded that those who proclaim the gospel should get their living by the gospel..” Compare Matt 10:10. 

1 Cor 11:24-25, “and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, ‘This is my body that is for you. Do this in remembrance of me.’ 25 In the same way he took the cup also, after supper, saying, ‘This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.’” (Compare Mark 14:22-24. Paul’s version of Jesus’ institution of the Eucharist differs somewhat from what is found in the gospels.)

1 Thess 4:16-17, “For the Lord himself, with a cry of command, with the archangel’s call and with the sound of God’s trumpet, will descend from heaven, and the dead in Christ will rise first. 17 Then we who are alive, who are left, will be caught up in the clouds together with them to meet the Lord in the air; and so we will be with the Lord forever.” Cf. Matt 24:30-31.

Of these sayings, Jeremias only accepts the last as genuine (as having been said by the historical Jesus). (Jeremias Unknown Sayings of Jesus)

sayings of the risen Lord

The risen Jesus addresses disciples a number of times in the New Testament.

E.g., 2 Cor 12:9a, “but he said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.’”

The other instances are: Acts 1:4-5, 7-8; 9:4-6, 10-12, 15-16; 18:9-10; 22:7-8, 10; 22:18, 21; 23:11; 26:14-18; Rev 1:11, 17-20; 2-3 (the letters to the seven churches in Asia Minor); 16:15; 22:10-16; 22:20.

Of these sayings, Jeremias only accepts none as genuine. (Ibid.)

agrapha outside the New Testament

sayings of the risen Lord

Hundreds of sayings of the risen Lord appeared in later Christian tradition.

“. . . the stock of traditional material was expanded . . . by sayings allegedly derived from direct revelations of the exalted Christ. This explains how there existed from the outset a great variety of traditions about Jesus outside the four Gospels and competing with them.” [4] Gnostics, for example, put revealed truths “into the mouth of Jesus [26] . . . to find sanction for sectarian tenets.” [27] (Jeremias Unknown Sayings 4, 26-27)

Of sayings of the risen Lord outside the gospels, Jeremias accepts none as genuine. (Ibid.)

sayings of the earthly Jesus

Of the hundreds of sayings outside the gospels that are attributed to the earthly Jesus, Jeremias accepts only 18 as genuine. Here are five examples.

Gospel of Thomas 8 (100s CE): “Man is like a wise fisherman, who cast his net into the sea and drew it up from the sea full of small fish. Among them the wise fisherman found a good large fish. He threw down all the small fish into the sea; and he chose the large fish without hesitation. He that has ears to hear, let him hear.”

Gospel of Thomas 82: “He that is near me is near the fire; he that is far from me is far from the kingdom!”

Acts of Peter 10 (late 100s): “They that are with me have not understood me.”

Gospel of the Hebrews (150-200; qtd. in in Jerome, In Ephes. 5.3-4): “And never be joyful, except when you look upon your brother in love.”

Tertullian (De baptismo 20; c. 200-206): “No man can obtain the kingdom of heaven that has not passed through temptation.”

The 18 presumably genuine agrapha do teach us something about Jesus: “We are at once struck by the prominence of the conflicts between Jesus and the Pharisees, the relatively large number of apocalyptic sayings, and above all the amount of space occupied by the ethical teaching, in particular . . . the commandment of love.” (Jeremias Unknown Sayings 120)

On the other hand, “there are no sayings concerning . . . the offer of forgiveness and salvation to sinners. The reason for this is most probably that all the known sayings of Jesus on those subjects were already included in the four Gospels.” (Jeremias Unknown Sayings 120)

“Common to all these sayings is their tremendous and arresting earnestness . . . and their sense of majesty and authority.” (Jeremias Unknown Sayings 120)

Jeremias also draws a negative conclusion about the presumably genuine agrapha: “The real value of the tradition outside the Gospels is that it throws into sharp relief the unique value of the canonical Gospels themselves. If we would learn about the life and message of Jesus, we shall find what we want only in the four canonical Gospels.” (Jeremias Unknown Sayings 121)
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