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In 1945, two Muslim farmers discovered an earthenware jar beneath a large boulder at the foot of a cliff (Jabal al-Ṭārif) on the Nile. The site was about 3 miles (5 km) northwest of the modern town of Nag Hammadi. Nag Hammadi is about 500 miles (800 km) south of the Mediterranean.

In ancient times, hermits and monks lived near Nag Hammadi at a site called Chenoboskion (Χηνοβόσκιον, geese pasture). Hence the Nag Hammadi Library is sometimes called the Chenoboskion Manuscripts.

Inside the jar were 12 leather-bound codices. (In contrast to scrolls, which predominated before the Christian era, a codex is leaves bound on one side. Hence modern books are codices, though “codex” is usually restricted to books on papyrus or parchment rather than paper.) Only 8 unbound pages of a 13th codex remain; they were tucked inside the front cover of the 6th codex.

The 13 codices contain 52 works, called tractates. Most are Christian but present a gnostic understanding of Christianity. Gnosticism emphasized that the material world is evil; it also emphasized Jesus’ secret teachings rather than his life, crucifixion, and resurrection. “Gnosticism” comes from the Greek word γνῶσις, gnosis (gno- like our English “kno-”). Gnosis means knowledge, so Gnosticism is “knowledge-ism”: you are not saved by faith, as in orthodox Christianity, but by mastering the secret knowledge that Jesus imparted only to his disciples. The texts represent various sects within Gnosticism, such as the Sethian sect, the Valentinian, and the Hermetic.

Some of the tractates are gnostic but not Christian. One originally non-Christian gnostic treatise, Eugnostos, the Blessed (Codex III tractate 4), was transformed into a revelation discourse by the risen Jesus. We had a copy of it even before the Nag-Hammadi discovery (Berlin Codex 8502), where it is entitled The Sophia of Jesus Christ. (The Berlin Codex 8502 [Papyrus Berolinensis 8502] was purchased in Cairo in 1896.)

[bookmark: _Hlk210897692]The physical manuscripts discovered near Nag Hammadi were probably written down in the 300s CE. But the texts originated earlier. The Gospel of Thomas, for example—the most famous Nag-Hammadi tractate: a collection of 114 sayings of Jesus, some found in the canonical gospels and some not—probably dates from the 100s.

A few of the tractates are neither Christian nor gnostic. For example, Codex VI tractate 5 is a passage from the Republic of Plato (c. 380-370 BCE). Codex XII tractate 1 is the Sentences of Sextus (c. 200 CE), a collection of maxims from various schools of Greek philosophy (it was popular among Christians).

Most of the Nag Hammadi Library is now in the Coptic Museum at Cairo.

Here is a list of the gnostic Christian works in the Nag Hammadi Library. The first column tells which of the thirteen codices (in Roman numerals) and which of the 52 tractates (in italicized Arabic numerals) a text can be found. “BG” refers to Papyrus Berolinensis 8502 (Berlin Codex 8502, abbreviated “BG” for “Berlin Gnostic Codex”). Two of its 4 gnostic works (The Apocryphon of John and The Sophia of Jesus Christ) match works in the Nag Hammadi Library, so reference to its copies are included below. (The first and fourth works in BG are The Gospel of Mary and The Acts of Peter, which are not in the Nag Hammadi Library.)

I,1	The Prayer of the Apostle Paul
I,2	The Apocryphon of James
I,3	The Gospel of Truth
XII,2	The Gospel of Truth
I,4	The Treatise on the Resurrection
I,5	The Tripartite Tractate
II,1	The Apocryphon of John
III,1 	The Apocryphon of John
IV,1	The Apocryphon of John
BG 8502,2 	The Apocryphon of John
II,2	The Gospel of Thomas
II,3	The Gospel of Philip
II,4	The Hypostasis of the Archons
II,5 	On the Origin of the World
XIII,2	On the Origin of the World
II,6	The Exegesis on the Soul
II,7	The Book of Thomas the Contender
III,2 	The Gospel of the Egyptians
IV,2	The Gospel of the Egyptians
III,3 	Eugnostos the Blessed
V,1	Eugnostos the Blessed
III,4 	The Sophia of Jesus Christ
BG 8502,3	The Sophia of Jesus Christ
III,5	The Dialogue of the Savior
V,2	The Apocalypse of Paul
V,3	The (First) Apocalypse of James
V,4	The (Second) Apocalypse of James
V,5	The Apocalypse of Adam
VI,1	The Acts of Peter and the Twelve Apostles
VI,2	The Thunder, Perfect Mind
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