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INTRODUCTION: A LOST VOICE
FROM THE EARLY CHRISTIAN
WORLD

For centuries, the story of Judas Iscariot
was  told  from  a  single,  dominant
perspective.  He  was  the  betrayer,  the
disciple who handed Jesus over to the
authorities for thirty pieces of silver, a
figure  of  greed,  treachery,  and  ultimate
despair. But in the late 20th century, a
remarkable  discovery  would  challenge
th is  narrat ive  and  reshape  our
understanding of early Christianity. That
discovery  was  an  ancient  Coptic
manuscript containing a text known as
the Gospel of Judas.
For most people, the only way to engage
with  this  controversial  and  thought-
provoking text is through the Gospel of
Judas  English  translation.  This
translation opened a door to a world of
lost Christianities, alternative theologies,
and  a  radically  different  portrait  of  the
most  infamous  figure  in  the  New
Testament. Understanding this text,  its
history, and the nuances of its English
rendering  is  essential  for  anyone
interested in biblical history, Gnosticism,
or the diversity of early Christian belief.
In this article, we will explore the origins
of  the  Gospel  of  Judas,  the  dramatic
story of its discovery, the key themes it
presents, and the profound impact of its
English translation on scholars and the
general public alike.

WHAT IS THE GOSPEL OF JUDAS?

Before  diving  into  the  specifics  of  the
Gospel of Judas English translation,
it is important to understand what this
text actually is. The Gospel of Judas is a
Gnostic gospel, meaning it was written
from  a  perspective  that  emphasizes
secret knowledge (gnosis) as the path to
salvation. It is not a biography of Judas in
t h e  m o d e r n  s e n s e ,  n o r  i s  i t  a
straightforward narrative of Jesus's life.
Instead, it presents a series of dialogues
between  Jesus  and  his  disciples,
particularly  Judas  Iscariot.
The text was likely originally composed
in  Greek  sometime  during  the  second
century  AD.  The  only  surviving  copy,
however,  is  a Coptic translation dating
f rom  around  280–300  AD.  Th i s
manuscript was discovered in the desert
of  Egypt  and  eventually  came  to  the
attention  of  scholars,  leading  to  a
painstaking  process  of  restoration,
translation,  and  publication.  The  core
message of the gospel is startling: Far
from being a villain, Judas is portrayed
as the most enlightened of the disciples,
the  one  whom Jesus  trusted  with  the
secret knowledge of the true nature of
the universe. In this account, Judas's act
of  betrayal  is  not  a  sin  but  an act  of
obedience,  a  necessary  step  in  fulfilling
Jesus's divine plan.
The Gospel of Judas does not claim to be
written by Judas himself. Rather, it is a
text  that  presents  a  theological
viewpoint  common  to  certain  Gnostic
sects,  particularly  the  Sethians,  who
believed that the material world was a
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flawed creation of a lesser deity, not the
true God. Within this framework, Judas
becomes a hero, a liberator who helps
Jesus shed his physical body and return
to the spiritual realm.

THE DISCOVERY AND JOURNEY
OF THE MANUSCRIPT

Understanding  the  modern  Gospel  of
Judas  English  translation  also
requires  understanding  the  perilous
journey  of  the  manuscript  itself.  The
story  reads  like  a  thriller  novel.  The
codex,  now  known  as  the  Codex
Tchacos,  emerged in the 1970s in the
desert  near  El  Minya,  Egypt.  It  was
discovered  by  local  farmers  who  then
sold  it  to  an  antiquities  dealer.  From
there, the manuscript began a decades-
long odyssey through the shadowy world
of antiquities trading.
The codex was stored in a bank vault in
New York for many years, deteriorating
badly due to poor handling and humidity.
It was even frozen at one point, which
further  damaged  the  fragile  papyrus.
During this time, parts of the manuscript
were stolen or lost. At one point, it was
offered  to  scholars  at  Yale  and  other
universities, but the asking price was too
high and the condition of  the text too
poor.
Finally, the manuscript was acquired by
the  Maecenas  Foundation  in  Basel,
Switzerland.  A  team  of  dedicated
conservators  and papyrologists,  led  by
Rodo lphe  Kasser ,  spent  years
meticulously  piecing  together  the
fragmented  pages.  The  work  was
painstakingly  slow.  The  papyrus  was
brittle, the ink was faded, and hundreds
of  fragments  had  to  be  sorted  and
reassembled like a jigsaw puzzle. Once
the text was reconstructed, the work of
translation  began.  The  first  Gospel  of

Judas  English  translation  was
published  in  2006  by  the  National
Geographic  Society,  making  headlines
around the world.

The Controversy
Over
Authenticity
Even before the English translation was
released,  the  text  was  surrounded  by
controversy.  Some scholars  questioned
its authenticity, suggesting it could be a
modern  forgery.  However,  subsequent
scientific  analysis,  including  radiocarbon
dating,  ink  analysis,  and  multispectral
imaging,  confirmed  that  the  manuscript
was genuinely ancient, dating to the late
third  or  early  fourth  century  AD.  The
papyrus  and  ink  were  consistent  with
other  known  Coptic  manuscripts  from
that  per iod.  Whi le  the  phys ica l
manuscript  is  authentic,  debates
continue  about  the  accuracy  of  some
readings and reconstructions, which is a
normal  part  of  working  with  such
damaged  and  fragmentary  texts.

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE
GOSPEL OF JUDAS ENGLISH
TRANSLATION

Why does the Gospel of Judas English
translation  matter  so  much?  The
answer lies in what it reveals about early
Chr i s t ian i ty .  For  decades ,  our
understanding  of  early  Christian
diversity  was  limited  by  the  fact  that
many texts were lost or suppressed. The
discovery of the Nag Hammadi library in
1945 changed that,  but  the Gospel  of
Judas remained a missing piece of the
puzzle. Church Fathers like Irenaeus of
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Lyons, writing in the second century, had
condemned  a  Gospel  of  Judas  as
heretical. Now, for the first time, modern
readers could access the very text that
Irenaeus had denounced.
The  English  translation  allows  non-
specialists to engage with this primary
source  directly.  It  offers  a  window  into
the  theological  battles  of  the  early
church.  It  shows  that  what  we  now
consider  orthodox  Christianity  was  not
the  only  game  in  town.  There  were
competing visions of Jesus, his message,
and  his  mission.  The  Gospel  of  Judas
represents  a  radically  different  vision,
one in which salvation is not achieved
through  faith  and  sacrifice  but  through
knowledge  of  one's  divine  origin.
The  translation  also  has  immense
cultural  significance.  It  challenges  the
deeply ingrained image of Judas as the
arch-traitor.  For  centuries,  this  image
has been used to fuel antisemitism and
to  create  a  simplistic  moral  universe.
The  Gospel  of  Judas  complicates  this
picture and invites readers to reconsider
their assumptions about good and evil,
betrayal and obedience.

KEY THEMES AND PASSAGES IN
THE GOSPEL OF JUDAS

To truly appreciate the Gospel of Judas
English  translation,  it  is  helpful  to
examine  some of  its  key  themes  and
passages. The text is relatively short, but
it is dense with theological meaning.

The True God
and the Creator

God
A central theme of the Gospel of Judas is
the distinction between the true God and
the creator god of the material world. In
the  Gnostic  view  presented  here,  the
material world is not the good creation
of a loving God. Instead, it was created
by a lesser, ignorant deity named Saklas
or Nebro. Jesus reveals to Judas that the
goal  of  the  enlightened  person  is  to
escape this material prison and return to
the eternal, spiritual realm of the great
invisible Spirit. This is a stark contrast to
the  Genesis  account,  where  God
declares  creation  to  be  good.

Jesus Laughs at
the Disciples
One of the most striking features of the
gospel is the depiction of Jesus laughing.
He laughs at  the other  disciples when
they pray to the creator god, because
they are praying to the wrong deity. He
laughs  at  their  ignorance.  This  is  a
powerful rhetorical device. It shows that
the other  disciples,  the pillars  of  what
would become orthodox Christianity, are
fundamentally  mistaken.  Only  Judas
understands the true nature of Jesus and
his message.

Judas as the
Thirteenth and
the Ruler
In a key passage, Jesus tells Judas, "You
will  be the thirteenth,  and you will  be
cursed  by  the  other  generations,  and
you will rule over them." This is a deeply
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ambiguous  statement.  On  one  hand,
Judas is set apart and elevated. He is the
thirteenth, a number that could be seen
as transcending the twelve apostles of
the earthly church. On the other hand,
he  will  be  cursed  and  vilified.  This  is
exactly what happened in the canonical
t rad i t ion .  The  gospe l  seems  to
acknowledge that Judas will be seen as a
villain by the "other generations," but in
the secret knowledge of the text, he is
actually the hero. The Gospel of Judas
English  translation  makes  this
complex relationship clear, showing that
Jesus is not praising Judas for betrayal
but for his unique understanding.

The Act of
Betrayal as
Liberation
In the canonical gospels, the betrayal of
Jesus is a tragic and sordid event that
leads to the crucifixion. In the Gospel of
Judas, the act is reframed. By handing
Jesus  over  to  the  authorities,  Judas  is
actually  helping  him shed his  physical
body, which is a garment of shame. The
crucifixion is not a sacrifice for sin but a
liberation of  the spiritual  being within.
The physical body of Jesus is destroyed,
but the real,  spiritual Jesus ascends to
the true God. This is perhaps the most
challenging and provocative idea in the
entire text, and it is rendered with care
and clarity in the English translation.

CONTROVERSY AND SCHOLARLY
DEBATE

Since the publication of the Gospel of
Judas  English  translation,  scholarly
debate has been intense. Some of the
key  areas  of  contention  include  the

following.

Is the translation accurate? The
original Coptic text is fragmentary
and difficult. Some words are
missing or unclear. Different
scholars have proposed different
readings. The National Geographic
translation is generally reliable,
but it is not the only possible
interpretation of certain passages.
Subsequent scholarship has
refined some of the initial
readings.
Is Judas really a hero? Some
scholars argue that the popular
media portrayal of Judas as a hero
is an oversimplification. They
suggest that the text is more
ambiguous. Perhaps Judas is not
so much a hero as a tragic figure
who fulfills a necessary but terrible
role. The translation itself allows
for both interpretations, which is
part of what makes the text so
fascinating.
Is it truly Gnostic? While most
scholars agree that the Gospel of
Judas is a Gnostic text, there is
debate about which specific
Gnostic tradition it belongs to. The
Sethian label is widely accepted,
but some see Valentinian or other
influences. The English translation
provides the raw material for these
ongoing investigations.
What is its relationship to the
canonical gospels? The Gospel
of Judas almost certainly dates
later than the four canonical
gospels. It is not a competing
eyewitness account but a later
theological reinterpretation of the
story. The English translation
reveals how second-century
Gnostics read and rewrote earlier
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Christian traditions to support their
own theological agenda.

WHERE TO READ THE GOSPEL OF
JUDAS IN ENGLISH TODAY

If  you  are  interested  in  reading  the
Gospel of Judas English translation
for yourself, there are several accessible
options available.  The original  National
Geographic edition, titled The Gospel of
Judas,  includes  the  Coptic  text,  an
English  translation,  and  extensive
commentary.  This  remains  a  standard
reference. More recent translations have
been published by leading scholars such
as Bart D. Ehrman, Marvin Meyer, and
April  D.  DeConick.  DeConick's  The
Thirteenth Apostle: What the Gospel of
Judas  Really  Says  offers  a  revised
translation that challenges some of the
National Geographic team's readings.

Many of these translations are available
in  print  and  as  e-books.  Scholarly
edit ions  with  detai led  notes  and
facsimiles of the original manuscript are
also available for those who want to dive
deeper.  Reading  a  Gospel  of  Judas
English  translation  is  a  rewarding
experience, but it is important to choose
an  edition  that  is  well-respected  and
includes proper  contextual  information.
Without context, the text can be easily
misunderstood.

CONCLUSION: A TEXT THAT
CONTINUES TO CHALLENGE

The  Gospel  of  Judas  Engl ish
translation  has  permanently  altered
the landscape of early Christian studies.
It has brought a long-lost voice back into
the  conversation  and  forced  scholars
and  laypeople  alike  to  reconsider  the
diversity of belief in the ancient


