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!e Gospel of !omas is a very controversial early-Christian, non-canonical 
writing. Compared to the o"cial Gospels, the Gospel of !omas concep-
tualizes redemption as possible through the understanding of the (secret) 
sayings of Jesus Christ. Its very discovery places it within a gnostic frame as 
part of the Nag Hammadi Codex II, even if its relationship with the rest of 
the writings, such as the Apocryphon of John or the Gospel of Philip, remains 
unclear. But at the same time, the Gospel of !omas doesn’t seem to be 
gnostic: for it makes no mention of any Aeons, Evil Demiurge, Archons 
and their accompanying mythology. !e very reference to it as a Gospel is 
questionable since it lacks any narration and mention of cruci#xion and res-
urrection, which are features essential to the canonical gospels. Nevertheless, 
one cannot place it elsewhere than next to them, as more than half of its 
sayings do resemble those of the canonical gospels. But what makes things 
even more complicated is that substantial parts of the Gospel of !omas are 
rich in philosophical content.

!is last aspect is thoroughly analyzed by Ivan Miroshnikov in the 
book !e Gospel of !omas and Plato: A Study of the Impact of Platonism 
on the “Fifth Gospel”, based on his doctoral thesis defended in 2016 at the 
University of Helsinki. As the subtitle speci#es, one should not conjecture 
that the author of the !omasine sayings (logia) was a reader of Plato, but 
there is a strong resemblance between Middle Platonist philosophy and some 
of these sayings. !e pioneers who have advanced the idea of a relationship 
between Platonism and the Gospel of !omas are Howard M. Jackson1 and 
Stephen J. Patterson.2 !e book develops this further by following a clear 
structure that draws not only on the Coptic text, but also on the Greek 
prototype of manuscripts P.Oxy. 1.1, P.Oxy. 4.654, and P.Oxy. 4.655. !ese 
sources are the basis for an elaborate philosophical exegesis, underpinned by 
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some valuable philological alternative reconstructions for corrupted parts 
of the Coptic text. Another focal point of the volume lies in the translation 
from the Greek Vorlage to Coptic, an issue that still puzzles scholars today.

!e book is conceived in nine chapters, out of which seven are strictly 
dedicated to the evidently philosophical in$uences in the Gospel of !omas. 
!e #rst chapter, “Setting the Scene”, is dedicated to the scholarship of 
Middle Platonism, and its relationship to early Christianity. From the out-
set, one must say that the term Middle Platonism is problematic and that, 
to the questions on whether a Middle Platonist tradition actually existed, 
Miroshnikov prefers to answer by reviewing the terms of the debate, and 
by eventually siding with the scholars who think that the term is appropri-
ate and useful. !e chapter also o%ers an overview of contemporary schol-
arship which places the chronology for the contacts of early Christianity 
with the philosophical schools of the time, back to the period in which the 
New Testament was being written, therefore before the spread of Christian 
Platonism. Out of several competing schools around the beginning of the 
Christian era – such as Stoicism or Cynicism – Platonism had the eventual 
upper hand and a greater impact, especially on the Gospel of !omas.

!e second chapter, “!e Gospel of !omas and the Platonists on the 
World”, focuses mainly on sayings 56 and 80, which apparently are dupli-
cates of the idea that the world is basically a corpse and a body. !e author 
argues that these two sayings nevertheless show two di%erent features of the 
material world. !e metaphors of corpse and body are Platonic, and have 
rami#cations in Philo (the !"#$-!%#$ formula, p. 56) or in the Corpus 
Hermeticum (7.2), where the human body is understood as “the portable 
tomb” (& '()*+,)-./0 .1+/0) and “the sentient corpse” (& $2!3-.*450 
6(4),0) (p. 57). But compared to Platonism there is a di%erence, since the 
!omasine sayings do not endorse the idea that the world operates accord-
ing to an intelligible model. To emphasize his point, Miroshnikov brings 
into discussion the saying 77.2–3, and links it with the saying 30.3–4. 
Accordingly, 77.2 (Split a piece of wood, and I am there) and 77.3 (Lift the 
stone, and you will "nd me there) are given the meaning that one can #nd a 
living Jesus even in lifeless material, and thus the world is not a mere ‘corpse.’ 
I #nd this interpretation stimulating and I would add that the saying might 
also envisage the action in itself, which would correspond to the philosophi-
cal action of ‘splitting’ or ‘lifting’ as metaphors for the search of Christ even 
where one would not expect to #nd him.

!e third chapter, “!e Gospel of !omas and the Platonists on the 
Body and Soul”, is conceived as a prolongation of the previous one, and 
continues thus the exegesis on the !omasine anthropological sayings that 
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deal with the human being and the natural world. !e sayings analyzed here 
are: 29, 87, and 112. In what I #nd an interesting case, even if not fully con-
vincing, the author argues against the tripartite anthropology elaborated by 
Patterson3 who identi#es '6(7#$ with 6/70. For Miroshnikov the potential 
use of '6(7#$ by Middle Platonists is not con#rmed by the extant vocabu-
lary, and “the only sort of '6(7#$ that belonged to Philo’s philosophical 
vocabulary is the '6(7#$ of Stoic physics” (p. 89, fn. 57). !us, the classical 
tripartite anthropology (body – soul – spirit) does not have an echo in the 
Gospel of !omas, since, according to Miroshnikov, it is unlikely that the 
Gospel would consider the soul to be an entity inferior to the spirit. For 
Miroshnikov, this Gospel does not di%erentiate between $esh (!1)8) and 
body (!"#$) on the one hand, and soul (9:;<) and spirit ('6(7#$) on 
the other. In the aforementioned sayings, 9:;< or '6(7#$ are synonymous, 
therefore the Gospel of !omas goes for plain dualism. !is synonymy (or, 
I would rather say, confusion), between spirit and soul, is to be found corre-
spondingly in later Christian literature, so this should not come as a surprise. 
!e Gospel of !omas emulates thus the classical antagonism between soul 
and body from the Phaedo. !e chapter concludes with the insight that in 
the Gospel the “understanding of human perfection is not much di%erent 
from that of Alcinous and other Platonist and Platonizing authors” (p. 90).

In the fourth chapter, “!e Gospel of !omas and the Platonists on 
Oneness”, Miroshnikov challenges the idea that various sayings which en-
courage the reader to aspire towards “oneness as perfection” spring from a 
Jewish background. Beginning with A. F. J. Klijn,4 !omasine scholarship 
identi#ed the lineage with the Jewish tradition in the common portrayal of 
Adam as the initial androgyne. !e !omasine sayings would thus refer to 
the oneness of this primordial Adam. But Miroshnikov advocates for a Greek 
background for the Gospel. Accordingly, to “become one” is a product of 
the Platonist metaphysics. Even if Adam’s androgyny is con#rmed by Philo, 
the author stresses that this is not the conception to which Philo adhered, 
but rather the Platonist idea that human perfection lays in oneness. !e 
examples from Clement of Alexandria that further round out Miroshnikov’s 
argumentation are particularly convincing.

Chapter #ve, “!e Gospel of !omas and the Platonists on Stability”, 
focuses on the term “standing” (=!.-#*) that the author identi#es in various 
sayings, such as in 16, 18, 23, or 50. !is chapter is of particular impor-
tance, as “standing” – Miroshnikov argues – should be understood in its 

3  Ibidem.
4  A. F. J. Klijn, “!e ‘Single One’ in the Gospel of !omas,” Journal of Biblical Literature 
81 (1962): 271–78.
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metaphysical sense. A proof in this direction would be that the sayings 16 
and 18 associate “standing” with “oneness”: an aim of the Gospel would be 
to achieve God’s “standingness”. “Oneness” and “standing” are understood 
thus as divine attributes that have their conceptual origin in Platonism as 
well. Miroshnikov provides instructive parallels, even if basic ones, to Plato, 
Alcinous, Philo, Numenius, and Clement, but he seems to be relying too 
much on Michael Williams’ view on the actual lack of stability of Plato’s 
intelligible realm.5 !e passages quoted from the Parmenides, !eaetetus or 
the Sophist, which raise several exegetical problems in Platonic scholarship, 
would perhaps deserve a more thorough consideration. !is critique is not 
valid only to Miroshnikov, but also to Williams himself who resorts too eas-
ily to the unwritten doctrine when interpreting Plato.

Chapter six, “!e Gospel of !omas and the Platonists on Immutability 
and Indivisibility”, moves to the complicated saying 61, which poses not only 
interpretative concerns, but basic, philological ones as well. Since the text is 
relatively corrupt, there is a question of how much one can rely on it. !e 
saying insists that becoming equal is the opposite of becoming divided, and, 
according to the author, the idea of excellence, as being equal, along with 
the idea of imperfection, as being divided, have metaphysical aims and an 
altogether Middle Platonist background (especially in Philo, Numenius or 
Clement). Miroshnikov highlights an ethical aspect as well, whose contents 
depend on the interpretative mindset of the receiver of the Gospel message.

!e seventh chapter, “!e Gospel of !omas and the Platonists on 
Freedom from Anger”, focuses on saying 7 (“Blessed is the lion that a person 
will eat…”) which is also a corrupted text. In examining this unintelligible 
saying, Miroshnikov relies on the work of M. Jackson6 who argues that it 
should be interpreted depending on the dramatis personae of Plato’s Rep. 
588b–592b. Following Jackson, and amending his interpretation, he argues 
that the lion stands for anger (the passion par excellence), and thus the aim 
is to #ght against anger/lion, until its total annihilation and the absolute 
freedom from it. !is annihilation would be consistent with the speci#c 
!omasine understanding of human perfection as aiming towards oneness. 
Commenting on Plato’s theory of the soul, in the subchapter “Tripartite or 
Bipartite?”, the author rightly questions whether Plato was committed to a 
theory that professed a tripartite or a bipartite composition of the soul. He 
brings into discussion the classical study of Rees7 which stresses the tendency 

5  Michael Williams, !e Immovable Race: A Gnostic Designation and the !eme of Stability in 
Late Antiquity, NHS 29 (Leiden: Brill, 1985), 39–42.
6  Jackson, !e Lion Becomes Man.
7  D. A. Rees, “Bipartition of the Soul in the Early Academy,” Journal of Hellenic Studies 77, 
no. 1 (1957): 112–18.



372

Book Reviews / Buchrezensionen

in Plato’s late dialogues towards a bipartition of the soul, by taking the spir-
ited and the appetitive parts together, as a unity, and thus opposed to the 
rational part. !e main argument for bipartition, according to Rees, would 
be the political structure of the ideal state, as the Laws completely abandons 
the tripartite separation in the polis. I, on the other hand, would be inclined 
to think that the reason behind a tripartite soul is not political, but psycho-
logical.8 Miroshnikov appropriately points out that, starting with the Old 
Academy, the conception of a bipartite soul tends to gain weight, a position 
shared by some Middle Platonists too. Whether or not Plato himself had the 
same conversion to the more simpli#ed model of the soul is still a matter of 
debate. But a more stark dissimilarity is perhaps that the Middle Platonists 
started to have a negative attitude towards anger, as the main opponent of 
reason, in contrast to Plato who thought that anger can be tamed. !e strug-
gle between anger and reason in !omasine writing could have as results: a) 
the inner lion destroys the inner man, or b) the inner man triumphs. !e 
author o%ers examples from Platonists such as Plutarch (De cohibenda ira 
and Platonicae quaestiones), Galen (De moribus and De placitis Hippocratis et 
Platonis) or Clement (Stromata) who argue that anger should be understood 
more as belonging to vices, than virtues. !eir claims show that there was a 
tendency against Plato’s remark that the inner lion could be disciplined and 
thus twisted into an ally. !is challenging chapter also provides a good paral-
lel with Didymus the Blind (Comm. Ps. 315.27–316.4), and therefore goes 
beyond Jackson’s analysis,9 in order to demonstrate the chiastic structure 
(speci#c and often used in the Gospel of !omas) of the saying: “the lion is 
eaten by a man (7.1a); the lion becomes a man (7.1b); the man is eaten by a 
lion (7.2a); the man becomes a lion (7.2b).” For Miroshnikov this stands as 
a proof that the Coptic text erroneously translated the Greek Vorlage.

Chapter eight, “!omasine Metaphysics of the Image and Its Platonist 
Background,” is dedicated to the notion and the metaphysics of image (in 
the sayings 22, 50, 83, and 84) which, for Miroshnikov, is indispensable in 
philosophically scrutinizing the Gospel of !omas. He points to another 
Middle Platonic variation on Plato’s philosophy: the image is not only un-
derstood as an imperfect copy of the idea, but is assumed as the idea itself – 
hence, two types of images, one mundane and the other divine. Accordingly, 
at least for Philo and Clement, the divine image is treated in the context of 
Genesis, following the biblical line that relates the creation of man accord-
ing to God’s image. From here, the author points out that saying 83 refers 

8  George F. Calian, “Plato’s Psychology of Action and the Origin of Agency,” in A#ectivity, 
Agency and Intersubjectivity, ed. Peter &ajda (Budapest: L’Harmattan, 2012), 9–22.
9  Jackson, !e Lion Becomes Man.
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to our mundane situation, in which, even if visible images have divine light, 
their light cannot be seen. !is light becomes visible only in the future, 
when humanity regains its initial divine light. For the author, the semantics 
of image alludes thus to three ontological stages: the beginning/the past, the 
fall/the present, and the end/the future. !e book ends with three appen-
dixes, which, even if they barely touch on the philosophical issues of Middle 
Platonism, are important philological contributions to !omasine studies. 
It also contains an extensive bibliography (274-308), and a very useful Index 
of Ancient and Medieval Sources.

Overall, Miroshnikov’s book manages to convincingly argue for the 
most important platonic tenants of the Gospel of !omas, by showing ir-
refutable parallels that exist between some of the !omasine sayings and 
Platonist philosophical ideas. !e volume contributes to the still underde-
veloped, but growing, #eld of studies on the philosophical in$uences on 
early Christian writings. After reading through the volume one is left with 
an impression of a Jesus who resembles more the #gure of a Greek sage than 
that of a Jewish Rabbi, and, probably not by chance, one of the sayings that 
are mentioned records the answers given to Jesus’ exhortation to the dis-
ciples: “Compare me to someone and tell me whom I am like” (13.3); one 
of the answers he is given – and which might be less surprising after reading 
this volume – is that of Matthew: “You are like a wise philosopher.”

I #nd Miroshnikov’s work an overall argument that might settle the 
disputes around the time of the composition of the text. !e !omasine 
Jesus, as portrayed by the analyzed sayings, is evidently more universal, and 
not circumscribed to Israel’s God alone. But if this Gospel were indeed a 
proto-Gospel, anterior to the canonical ones, as some argue, Christ should 
resemble more the #gure of a Jewish teacher. A Jesus depicted as a Greek 
sage, on the other hand, would hint at a composition date of a later stage, 
when the Christian message was more exposed to Hellenistic in$uences. 
!ere remains, of course, the intriguing possibility that these sayings would 
be a later addition.


