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From the Philopedia of Jesus
to the Misopedia
of the Acts of Thomas

James H. Charlesworth

Princeton Theological Seminary, Princeton, New Jersey

The purpose of this little essay is to reveal that Jesus’
philopedia was so altered by some second-century Chris-
tian groups that it became misopedia. Jesus” own teachings
were sometimes changed or even abandoned by those who
called him “Lord.” My thoughts and research are now
presented in honor of Hugh Nibley, that philological ge-
nius who has the habit of searing one’s consciousness and
memory in ways somewhat reminiscent of a welder whom
I saw in my youth in Florida.

For the cultural context, we will first look at some Hel-
lenistic attitudes toward children and contrast those with
Jewish attitudes, both ancient and contemporaneous.

Children in Hellenistic Culture

According to Iamblichus, children are beloved of the
gods (theophilestatous).! In the cults hieroi paides, “‘sacred
children,” sang, as the following excerpt illustrates:

Dianae sumus in fide

puellae et pueri integri:

Dianam pueri integri

puellaeque canamus.
(Catullus, Carmina 34, 1-4)?

We are in truth
The sacred girls and boys of Diana.

46
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As sacred boys and girls
We sing to Diana.

Children were beloved, even cherished, in some seg-
ments of Hellenistic culture.? The Greeks coined a word,
philopais, to articulate the love of children.4

Another view of children is also evidenced in antiquity.
Slave children, deliciae, amused and sexually served the
decadent rich, especially atbanquets. Sometimes they were
raped by men or beasts, or devoured by animals during
debauched orgies. Undesired offspring — especially girls —
were killed or exposed to the elements.> Cynics advised
against marriage and children.® Hellenistic views of the
blessed life or the abode of the blessed ones are customarily
depicted without children; this perspective is found in
Greek (Homer, Hesiod, Pindar, Herodotus, Plato), Roman
(Vergil, Lucian), Persian (Yima’s golden reign, Mithra’s
abode, Yima’'s subterranean hideaway [vara]), Egyptian
(the Shipwrecked Sailor, Chaeremon), and Jewish (the his-
tory of the Rechabites) sources. Hellenistic poetry often
focuses on the erotic side of sex to the detriment of the
conception of children. Unfortunately, the Greeks created
a word for the “hating of one’s children,” misopais.”

Children in Israelite and Jewish Traditions

In Israelite and Jewish traditions the child, especially
the son, was honored. The celebration of children, off-
spring, is essential because of two seminal ideas in the
Genesis account of creation. God had ordered the creation
of “man in our image” (basalmenu), “after our likeness”
(kidmiiténu; Genesis 1:26). This concept, imago dei, under-
girded much of early Jewish thought, although it is seldom
articulated explicitly until the first century A.D.% The import
of this word of God is paradigmatic; children are to be
loved because they are in the image of God. The second
pregnant passage is the one in which the Creator com-
manded Adam and Eve to “be fruitful and multiply” (Gen-
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esis 1:28). To bear children is to obey God’s first com-
mandment in history. A trifold love is implicitly embodied
in one’s offspring: the expression of love for the other (the
sexual act), the love of God (imago dei), and the love of self
(one’s descendants and name). Teaching children the To-
rah was also an obligation of Jewish parents: “make them
known to your children and your children’s children”
(Deuteronomy 4:9), and “you shall teach them diligently
unto your children” (Deuteronomy 6:7).

The love of children is also regnant in depictions of the
paradisiacal future. Isaiah views the blessed future in the
following terms:

The wolf shall dwell with the lamb,

and the leopard shall lie down with the kid,

and the calf and the lion and the fatling together,

and a little child (wé-na‘ar gaton) shall lead them
(Isaiah 11:6).

Ancient Israelite tradition emphasized that grand-
children are “the crown of the aged” (Proverbs 17:6), and
blessed is the man whose “quiver” is full of children (Psalm
127:5). As is well known, sterility was abhorrent (cf. esp.
Genesis 16:2; 20:18; 30:2) and pride of place goes to the gift
of a son.? Children were evidence of honor, even divine
favor; the future of humanity is possible only because of
male and female children.® Female children are not un-
important; Job rejoices in his daughters (Job 42:15).1' As
R. de Vaux stated, “Dans I'ancien Israel, avoir des enfants,
beaucoup d’enfants, était également un honneur envié, et
des souhaits étaient formulés au moment du mariage (In
ancient Israel, to have many children was a coveted hon-
our, and the wedding guests often expressed the wish that
the couple would be blessed with a large family).”"1?

During the period of Early Judaism, from about 250
B.C. to A.D. 200, the trend continued to be toward philo-
pedia within the acknowledged importance of the family.



JAMES H. CHARLESWORTH 49

Ascetic movements began around the middle of the second
century B.C., perhaps with the exodus of the followers
of the Righteous Teacher from Jerusalem to the western
shores of the Dead Sea. While ““non-marriage” is found in
Judaism it is on the basis of devotion to Torah; it is never
linked with misopedia.

In early Jewish literature there are two passages that
may be construed to denote a hatred of children. The first
is in 1 Enoch 99:5, which has been translated by E. Isaac
as follows:

In those days, they (the women) shall become preg-
nant, but they (the sinners) shall come out and abort
their infants and cast them out from their midst; they
shall (also) abandon their (other) children, casting their
infants out while they are still suckling. They shall nei-
ther return to them (their babes) nor have compassion
upon their beloved ones.!

The passage should not be categorized, without qual-
ifications, as indicative of misopedia. The main reference
is to unwanted infants, and — most importantly — these two
sentences refer to the final woes of the sinners. Such ex-
hortations are descriptions of the eschatological horrors to
be confronted by the wicked and must not be confused
with misopedia.

The second passage is in Josephus’ Jewish War. An
extremely wealthy woman named Mary, the daughter of
Eleazar of the village of Bethezuba, fled to Jerusalem to
escape the southward movement of the conquering Roman
army. While in the city she treated her son in the most
horrifying manner:

kai tauth’ hama legousa kteinei ton huion, epeit’ optésasa
to men hémisu katesthiei, to de loipon katakalupsasa ephulatten.

she slew her son, and then, having roasted the body
and devoured half of it, she covered up and stored the
remainder. '
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The social situation is the key to understanding her
actions. This passage does not denote misopedia; it reflects
insanity due to the hatred of marauding Jewish youths
and the debilitations from the famine.

Without any doubt the emphasis in Early Judaism was
on the love of family and children. Education in the home
was centered on the Torah; religious services conducted
every Sabbath in the home and the sacred prayer offered
before and after meals solidified the importance of the
family as the most important group in Jewish society.' The
special history of each family was retold in light of the first
humans, who formed a family, and the subsequent his-
tories, which centered almost always around the family;
and children had their own significant roles, highlighted
by the stories about Adam’s sons and daughters, Noah's
sons, Job’s daughters, Abraham’s son Isaac, Jacob’s twelve
sons, Jephtha’s daughter, and David during his youth.
Telling and retelling such stories not only defined the per-
son and clarified the will of God but also brought the child
psychologically, spiritually, and physically close to the par-
ent.

According to Josephus, “sexual intercourse was only
for the procreation of children” (kai tautén ei melloi teknon
heneka ginesthai).” According to the Mishnah, the world
(ha-6lam) was “only created for fruition (ldpiryah) and in-
crease (wa-ribydh)”’; then Isaiah 45:18 is quoted: ““He created
it not a waste: he formed it to be inhabited.”*® The chief
blessing of the family, as S. Safrai states, was “’the number
and survival of children.”?

A brilliant Jew, sometime between 50 B.C. and A.D. 100,
affirmed the importance of children; note the following
excerpt from Pseudo-Phocylides:

Do not remain unmarried, lest you die nameless.
Give nature her due, you also, beget in your turn
as you were begotten.
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Do not prostitute your wife, defiling your children.
(lines 175-77).%0

Obviously, more than children are the concerns of this
thinker; but his acknowledgment of children and their
place in the home is reaffirmed in line 207, in which he
exhorts gentleness in training a child. Such traditions are
well entrenched in Early Judaism. M. Cohn correctly con-
cludes, “Anerkennung und Pflege des engen geistigen und
seelischen Zusammenhanges zwischen Eltern und Kin-
dern charakterisiert die jud. Familie” (recognition and cul-
tivation of the close spiritual and mental bonds between
parents and children characterized the Jewish family).?
Jesus’ Philopedia

Even those who only read the New Testament cursorily
know that Jesus affirmed the sanctity of marriage, the
home, and the need to honor both parents and children.
He is reputed to have said, “Let the children (ta paidia)
come to me, do not hinder them; for to such belongs the
kingdom of God” (Mark 10:13-16; cf. also Matthew 19:13-
15; Luke 18:15-17). According to Mark, at Capernaum Jesus
attempted to instruct the twelve regarding the meaning of
greatness. Mark records that Jesus took a child (paidion)
and said, “Whoever receives one such child in my name
receives me”’ (Mark 9:37; Matthew 18:5; Luke 9:48). Those
doing exegesis must be careful not to confuse a reference
to a child with love of children. The pericope in Mark 9:36-
37, as Hugh Anderson states, is not about children per se,
but about discipleship.2 The child is chosen to illustrate
not philopedia but lowliness, littleness, dependence, and
humility. The disciples had quarreled over greatness, each
probably seeking to elevate himself. Again the setting, the
context, is the source of insightful exegesis.

If Jesus’ love of children had been addressed to the
Romans in persuasive language to convince them that he
was a loving, nonmilitant, peaceful person, then we might
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suspect this of being a creation of the early Church. But
the pericopes mentioned are not apologetic or polemic;
they are not shaped, or created, by the kerygmatic and
christological concerns of the Church. Their didactic func-
tion is derivative from the probability that Jesus loved chil-
dren.

The acids of critical scholarship, which have been es-
sential in removing the encrusted eisegesis that has ob-
scured the original intent of the Evangelists, and of Jesus
himself, have not marred the solid evidence of Jesus’ phil-
opedia. The first great critic in the history of the quest for
the historical Jesus, D. F. Strauss, affirmed the love of Jesus
for children. The Jesus sayings related to children are al-
most always preserved in contexts that show Jesus being
forced “to suppress disputes among’ his disciples. Yet the
scene with the child in Mark 9 (and parallels), Strauss
concludes, “is in itself too specific and remarkable to be a
mere background to the ensuing discourse.””? In addition,
the logion about children in Mark 10 is not a creation by
the Church; “the saying of Jesus, Suffer little children,
etc., . . . bears the stamp of genuineness.”*

Mark 10:13-16 (and parallels) could be used to teach
about discipleship, but behind it lies reliable evidence that
Jesusloved children. That presupposition, indeed probable
fact, made the analogical teaching “like a child” possible.
Jesus identified himself with the humble child and against
the proud disciples.

The authenticity of these Jesus traditions is widely and
rightly affirmed today.? I have no reason to doubt that
Jesus’ philopedia was represented in his actions and
words, even though almost all of these are lost forever and
those that have been preserved were recorded for reasons
other than to argue for his love of and for children.

An additional proof of Jesus’ love of children is reflected
perhaps in the peculiar name he habitually uses for God.
Over 170 times in the canonical Gospels and twenty times
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in the Gospel of Thomas Jesus calls God ““Father.”% Jesus’
name for God (Elohim) is Abba, which is not only trans-
lated but also transliterated in the Greek New Testament:
Abba ho patér (Mark 14:36; cf. Galatians 4:6 and Romans
8:15). Jesus is related to a loving Father. Jesus also en-
courages his disciples to share in this relationship, teaching
them to say, when they pray, “Father” (Matthew 6:9-13;
Luke 11:2-4). Abba is childlike talk and may be rendered
colloquially as “Daddy,” “dear Father,” or even “my
Daddy.” This is intimate discourse. Jesus tends to eschew
the jargon of sophisticated liturgy, which had in his own
lifetime moved from spontaneous to statutory prayer; he
prefers the language of humble children dependent upon
a loving father. Jesus must have seen on innumerable oc-
casions what I have seen only occasionally in Jerusalem:
a little child pulling on the garment of a towering father
and calling to him with an upward look: ““Abba.” Jesus
probably was not so much appealing to the child’s inno-
cence as to his or her utter dependence upon a father, and
the humble indwelling of the sphere controlled by the
loving father. The conclusion to our reflections and re-
search is palpable: Jesus loved children and felt close to
them.?

In the context of this Jewish tradition and environment,
it is pertinent to ask if Jesus in any way altered the Jewish
concept of children. He obviously inherited from the Tan-
ach, early Jewish writings, and oral traditions the love of
children. The result of altering the traditions was to elevate
the children with their humility over the authorities with
their pride. As J. Jeremias pointed out, the status of the
child in Judaism was elevated by Jesus’ ““new view of chil-
dren.”? Jeremias rightly emphasized that sayings like
Mark 10:14 and Matthew 18:3, “cannot be derived either
from contemporary literature or from the community,
which shared the patriarchal attitude of its milieu; rather,
they belong at the heart of Jesus’ message.”?
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Braun stresses another discontinuity between Jesus
and his Jewish contemporaries. He alone accorded to chil-
dren the ability to teach by word and example. In Jesus of
Nazareth: The Man and His Time, Braun wrote the following:
“Children are fitting teachers—a thoroughly unjewish
view —not because of their naive view of the world but
because of their capacity, innocently and without calcu-
lation and guile, to accept a gift.””* Braun was commenting
on the new ideas brought by Jesus and reflected in Mark
10:15 (“Truly, I say to you, whoever does not receive the
kingdom of God like a child shall not enter it”).

Recently, scholarly research has affirmed Jesus’ sig-
nificant contribution to the history of ideas on the role and
status of children. In God the Father, for example, R. Ham-
erton-Kelly attempts to show that Jesus “broke the forms
of the patriarchal family in the name of God the Father.”!
Although Hamerton-Kelly is primarily concerned with the
place accorded by Jesus to women, he correctly contends
that Jesus noticed children as well; he “paid special atten-
tion to mothers and children, over the characteristic ob-
jections of his disciples.”

In The Practice of Jesus, H. Echegaray wisely embraces
the necessity of basing exegesis on a careful assessment of
the social setting confronted by Jesus. In following this
methodology he perceives Jesus’ unique understanding of
children. He wrote:

Jesus takes the offensive and declares that the king-
dom of God belongs to those whom the society of the
day regarded as inferiors. This was the case with children
who in that period of history were given the “unpleas-
ant” tasks of the household. If men and women are to
enter the kingdom, they must become like children,
identify with the social condition of inferiority in which
children found themselves, and cultivate an attitude of
obedience and openness toward the kingdom.?

Obviously some Jews in the first century A.D. had a
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very high regard for and love of children. Jesus certainly
shared this attitude, but he alone elevated children and
used them as examples of the proper attitude to the king-
dom. Children cannot inaugurate God’s rule; they cannot
help bring it any closer to the present: no one can. Children
know their smallness and utter dependence, so they can
graciously and humbly receive an unmerited gift: so must
the disciple. Here we are very close to the heart of Jesus’
authentic message.

Jesus’ creativity and new perspectives often were
missed by those who followed him. In fact, one century
after his death some of his followers had completely re-
versed his position on children. His own thesis was per-
verted into its antithesis: philopedia became misopedia.

Misopedia in the Acts of Thomas

By the second century A.D. ascetic strains are evident
in Christianity. Encratism (second-century extreme asce-
ticism) probably predates Tatian; it is clearly reflected in
his alteration of gospel traditions in the so-called Diates-
saron. For example, the famous reference to Anna, the
daughter of Phanuel, is rewritten. The statement that she
“lived with her husband seven years from her virginity”
(Luke 2:36) becomes “she was with (her) husband seven
days.”
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G. Quispel has drawn attention to the distinction between
Encratism and Gnosticism, and the early influence of the
former.3s

Asceticism clearly helped shape the Acts of Paul; the
husbands of his converts attack him because the women
now refuse to cohabit with them. By the middle of the
second century A.D. asceticism was pronounced in Syria;
and Arthur Voobus may well be correct in concluding that
it was influenced by the ascetic ideas contained in the
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Qumran scrolls.® As Robert Murray writes, “The enthu-
siasm for sexual asceticism is all but universal in the Syriac
world, Bardaisan and perhaps Quq (both Edessenes) being
practically the only exceptions.”’?

Even though asceticism is not misopedia, some gnostic
documents show that a clear strain of misopedia does grow
out of certain ascetic tendencies. The Acts of Thomas, for
example, was composed in Syriac sometime in the early
third century A.D. or (more probably) the latter half of the
second century, probably in or near Edessa.® In this, the
most ascetic document in the Apocrypha and Pseudepi-
grapha of the New Testament, ascetic ideology reaches its
ultimate limit and includes misopedia. Observe how chil-
dren are portrayed in the Acts of Thomas, chapter 12, where
the Lord sits down the young people and says:¥
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Remember, my children, what my brother
(=Thomas) said to you, and know to whom he entrusted
you; and know that the moment you extricate yourselves
from this defiling intercourse you will become pure
temples. Then you are saved from hidden and manifest
sufferings, and from the great anxiety of children, whose
end is bitter sadness. And if you should have children,®
because of them you will become deceivers, thieves,
beaters of the fatherless, and defrauders of widows; and
you will be tormented greatly by their losses. For the
greater part of children entails many pains; either the
king will attack them,* a demon*? will seize them, or,
partial (paralysis)® will attack them. And if (they are)
healthy they will become defilers, either by adultery,
theft, fornication, avarice, or by empty pomposity;* and
through these defilements you will be tormented by
them. But if* you will be formed* by me, and keep
yourselves? purely unto God you will have living chil-
dren, (and) not one of these infirmities and injuries shall
touch them. And you will be without anxiety, sadness,
and distress. And you will consider®® (the time) when
you will see the true wedding feast; then you will be in
it singers, and be numbered with those who enter the
bridal feast.®

Employing a device known now to be deeply en-
trenched in Early Judaism, thanks to the discovery of the
Temple Scroll, the author attributes his own ideas to God.
The words seem authoritative and invaluable because they
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appear to belong to Christ himself. This linguistic phe-
nomenon is also well known from the Odes of Solomon.

In an absurd explosion of logic the author confuses
children with the origin of all sins: because of children
“you will become deceivers, thieves,”” and all embodiments
of evil. On the same level of thought the reasoning is at
once irrefutable and absurd: without children there would
be no sin because there would be no more humans to
commit evils. (The author, however, admits belief in de-
mons, so evil could continue without humans.) The vision
is also confused by a false equation between sexual lust
and procreation, and between anxiety for children and
concern for their welfare. Misogamy has moved precar-
iously close to misogyny and into misopedia.

Our disenchantment with this passage is due to our
ideological distance from early Syriac asceticism. The au-
thor had begun with a beautiful thought: the embodiment
of the supreme importance of one thing and the promised
harmony and transcendence of problems through this de-
votion; the devotee will become a singer who sees and
enters into the bridal feast. For him (or her), marriage is
to be with Christ. Children are promised; but the thought
is not philoprogenitive: that is, children are not “begotten”’;
they are “adopted” from already begotten children.

Conclusion

We have witnessed more than a diminution of Jesus
traditions. In some Syriac communities, by the second cen-
tury, or the third at the latest, Jesus’ original actions and
teachings were so significantly misconstrued that they be-
came the antithesis of what they had been. Philopedia
lapsed into misopedia. Fortunately, the Church was led
away from the path advocated by the author of the Acts
of Thomas 12. It does not follow, however, that it has under-
stood the perspicacity behind Jesus’ philopedia.
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Addendum

It can also be noted that these insights into the message
of Jesus render the teachings of the Book of Mormon on
children that much more meaningful to Latter-day Saints.
In one of the most moving accounts in 3 Nephi, the res-
urrected Jesus blessed the children who were encircled
about by angels and fire (3 Nephi 17:11-24), epitomizing a
spirit of philopedia evident throughout the Book of Mor-
mon. The words of Lehi state that bearing children was
one of the desired purposes of the Fall, for Adam and Eve
“would have had no children” had they remained in a
state of innocence (2 Nephi 2:22-25). Benjamin exhorts
everyone to “become as little children, . . . submissive,
meek, humble, patient, full of love, willing to submit to
all things which the Lord seeth fit to inflict upon him, even
as a child doth submit to his father” (Mosiah 3:18-19) and
commands them to teach their children “to walk in the
ways of truth and soberness, . . . to love one another, and
to serve one another’”” (Mosiah 4:15). Mormon even
matches the love of all children with the perfect love of
God: “I am filled with charity, which is everlasting love;
wherefore, all children are alike unto me; wherefore, I love
little children with a perfect love; and they are all alike and
partakers of salvation” (Moroni 8:17) — The Editors, with
permission of the author.

[completed in 1985]
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My translation is intended to be neither woodenly literal nor
freely idiomatic. The Syriac at this place in the text has hsh’, which
means “pain, suffering, disease.” Gk.: ean de ktesethe paidas pollous,
“but if you acquire many children . . . ” Wright emended the Syr.
to bny’, “children.” Klijn follows Wright, but without discussion or
note; the others —James, Bornkamm, and Festugiére — translate from
the Greek text, which is inferior to the Syriac text, because it derives
from the original Syriac; as Festugiére states, “tout le monde s’ac-
corde pour dire que l'original est en syriaque” (43). It is possible
either that the consonants became confused (but they are quite
distinct), or that “pains” may be an intentional euphemism for
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translations by Wright and Klijn. This clause is not found in the
Greek, hence the translations by James, Bornkamm, and Festugiere
do not contain it.
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Series 7 (Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1977).





