Protevangelium Jacobi (PJ): An Introduction
By Chris Jordan

Date and Authorship

In 25:1 the author states eyw de lak®Boc o ypowyac tnv totoplayv tovty. Jesus had
a brother called James (Matthew 13:55) who may have been older, having been born
from a previous marriage of Joseph (PJ 17:2). Certainly, a family member would be
the ideal author of a story about the birth of a sibling. In the Greek MSS of PJ, the
titles that make reference to the author identify him as adehdpoBeoo or

adehpoo KupLov, so the Greek textual tradition identifies the author James as the
brother of Jesus. In 25:1 the author states how he wrote the text “when an uproar
arose in Jerusalem at the death of Herod.” If the reference is to Herod the Great (d. 4
B.C.), then James the brother of Jesus wrote the story not long after Jesus was born.
Alternatively, the author may be referring to Herod Agrippa (d. A.D. 44), who
persecuted the Jerusalem church in the last year of his reign (Acts 12:1). The
Jerusalem uproar that James refers to may be an allusion to this time of persecution.
In this light James (d. A.D. 62) the brother of Jesus wrote PJ by A.D. 44. There is the
possibility that the author was James the Son of Zebedee, who was killed by Herod
Agrippa during the persecution in Jerusalem (Acts 12:2). If this was the case, PJ was
written by A.D. 44. The author may be another James who is mentioned in the New
Testament: James the Younger (Mark 15:40). The Gelasian Decree (A.D. 494-496),
which defamed a number of religious texts including PJ, identified James the Younger
as the author of PJ.

If James the brother of Jesus or James the son of Zebedee were the authors, then the
text of PJ was composed before the canonical gospels. However, although the author
was well acquainted with Judaism and was highly influenced by the Greek
Septuagint, his knowledge of Palestinian geography is dubious. For example, in PJ
21:1, the author implies that one is able to travel from Bethlehem to Judea, not
realising that Judea is the region in which Bethlehem is situated. The three
personalities named James in the canonical gospels would be expected to have a good
knowledge of Palestine. This points to the possibility that either James was a non-
biblical personality who lived outside Palestine or the name is being used as a
pseudonym.

Nock along with the majority of scholars, believes that the name 'James' is a
pseudonym and that PJ was written after the canonical gospels, which were composed
by the end of the first century.' He argues that the author of PJ was motivated by the
text of the canonical gospels, in particular, its lack of information about John the
Baptist’s escape from Herod’s soldiers.” According to Nock since the canonical
gospels only describe the escape of the infant Jesus, the author of PJ in response
decided to describe the escape of John in greater detail than the escape of Jesus.
Nock concludes that PJ was written in response to the canonical gospels; therefore,
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the postscript in chapter 25, which suggests a pre-canonical date of composition, is
false.*

However, the canonical gospels could have been written in response to the text of PJ.
Since PJ focuses on Herod’s pursuit of John the Baptist and how he was dramatically
rescued through divine intervention, do not the canonical gospels, as a natural
response, place an emphasis on Herod’s pursuit of Jesus and his escape into Egypt?
Therefore, PJ may be a text that was written during the life of Jesus or at least before
the canonical gospels, and the canonical birth accounts of Jesus were written in
response to PJ. Resch and Conrady are two nineteenth century scholars who support
the thesis that PJ is pre-canonical.” Conrady thinks that PJ was used as a source by the
authors of the canonical gospels and Resch thinks that the canonical gospels and PJ
shared common written sources.® PJ might have originally been a part of the canonical
gospels, which became separated from the rest of the work at an early period of
transmission. Postel suggested in his publication of PJ (1552) that the text of PJ was
the missing introduction to Mark’s Gospel.”

Most scholars think that PJ was written after the canonical gospels in the late second
century: Tischendorf (1852), Cowper (1874), Robinson (1927), De Strycker (1961),
Stempvort (1964), Smid (1965), Elliott (1996), Cullmann (1991) and Hock (1995). PJ
was definitely written by the third century: Bodmer V is dated ca. late 3"/early 4th
century, and the writings of Justin Martyr (d. 165), Clement of Alexandria (d. 212)
and Origen (d. 253/54) contain textual elements which are only found in PJ.

Provenance

The text may have originated in Egypt, Syria or in the interior of Asia minor.® The
oldest extant manuscript, Bodmer V, was probably written in Egypt.’

Title History

The popular title, Protevangelium Jacobi (Infancy Gospel of James), was introduced
by Guillaume Postel in his Latin translation of the Greek text in 1552.'° Postel’s Latin
title in full is Protevangelium sive de natalibus Jesu Christi et ipsius matris virginis
Mariae, sermo historicus divi Jacobi minori.'' Tt is not known whether Postel’s title is
a Latin translation of one which he found in a Greek manuscript.'
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There are a variety of titles for the text:

MS Date (A.D.) | Title
Bodmer V| 34" yeveolo Maplao amokoAvylo loxkwf
century
MS (used Date (A.D.) | Title
in Tischen-
dorf's
edition)
C (Paris. dNYNOLo Ko LOTOPLOL T EYEVVNOM
Nationale. 100 century | M LTEPOLYLOL BEOTOKOO ELC MUV CWTNPLOV
1454) P
A (Venetus TOV OyLOV outo0TOAOV lakmBov apylemtoKomou
Marcianus, | 10" century | Iepocolvpmv tov adeldpobBeov dinynoro mept
I1, 82) TNO YEVVNOEMO TNO TOVOYLOLO BE0TOKOU Ko
aewtopOevov Maproo
O
(Mediolane- AOYOO LOTOPLKOO ONAWYV TNV CUAANYLV KoL
nsis 1™ century OTOTEELY TNO LTTEPAYLOT BEOTOKOU KOt
Ambros- agutapBevov Maploo
ianus, A63)
D (Paris. totopra lakmPov tov adeApoBeov Lo TNV yeEVYNOLY
Nationnale. | 1068 TNO VIEPAYLOO BE0TOKOUV
1215)
G AOYOO LOTOPLKOO TOU aytov lakmpov
(Vaticanus, | 12" century | €éENyovuevoo ommo TV €€ emoyyeAMao YevvNow
654) eoyYEV 1 BEOTOKOO KOl TEPL TOV UVNOTNPOC QLUTNO
Iwong
M (Paris totopla lakmpPov Tov arwootohov €10 To yeveOALOV
Nationale, 12t century | TNO VTEPAYLOLO deomoLVN O MUV Be0TOKOU
1174)
H (Venetus LOTOPLOL TTOAOLLOL. CUYPAPN OO TTALPA TLVOO TTOLACLLOV
Marcianus 15" century | avdpoo Iakmpov 1o Tov dukaov Ioong Kot
X1, 20) €Lo TNV MopLay tepL TNO YEVVNOEMO TOV X PLOTOV
B (Venetus AOYOO LOTOPLKOO €L0 TO YEVECLOV TN O VIEPOYLOO
Marcianus, — Beotokov ovypadelo mopa lokwpov Ttov adeApou
363) TOV KVPLOV
P
(Mediolane TOL OYLOV KO TALVEVPNUOV artooTolov lakmpBou
nsis — EMLOKOTOV [epmoolvumv AOYOO €L0 TO YEVVECLY TNO
Ambrosianu VITEPOLYLALO dEOTOLVNO MUV BE0TOKOU
s, C92)
N (Paris, Tov aywov lakmpBov Touv adehpobeov Aoyoo
Nationale, 13" century | LOTOPLKOO ELC TO YEVEGLOV THO VIEPAYLOG BEOTOKOU
1176)
L (Paris AOYOO TOU OYLOV €VOOEOU KOl TTAVEVPNUOV OTTOOTOA

" Tischendorf thought that MS C contained the best Greek text.




Nationale, 1567 ov lakmpov Touv adehdpoBeov oTL Lrte TEPL

1190) TNO OTEKVLIOO lmaKeLn Kol TNO OTeELpwoewo Avvno
KoL tepL 0PN VNOEMO KAl TPOCEVYN O QUTMV KO TTEPL
TNO CUAANYPEMO TNO VTEPAYLOLO BEOTOKOV
KOl TTEPL TNO YEVVNOEWO QUTNO KO TTEPL TNO CUYYOP
LOLO KO AVOOPEPEMO QUTNO EWO TPLETNO
KOl TTEPL TNO €V TW VAW ELOOO0V QUTNO KoL
OVOTPAPELON O KOL UEYPL OMIEKAETOVO AUTNO EV TW
VO VTOPYOVONO KOl LETA TOUTO 000EL0NO
Ioon¢ Ko ovvehafev €v yaOoTpL €K TVELUATOO OYLO
v KoL TNo gheyEemo lmond Ko ovtno vmo Tov pemo
Kow stepL TNo aoypapno Koairoopoo kot tno yevvno
€O XPLOTOU KO TV LAYV KO ZoapLov
TOU (pOVOU

Menologio-

n Date (A.D.) | Title

Lectionary

MS

Vatopedi 74 | 12th century | L0 TO YEVEOLOV TNO VTEP OYLOO KOLL TTOLVOLYVOU
deomovno nuev BeoToKoL Ko aeLapBevou
UoLPLOO

Vatopedi €LO TO YEVECLOV TNO VITEP AYLOLO KOLL TTOVOLYVOU

636 1417 de0mOLVNO MUV BE0TOKOU KL oeLtapBevou
UOPLOLO AOYOO LOTOPLKOO

Vatopedi TOU £V aylolo mapBevoo nuov lokmpPov Ttov amooto

448 1700 hov Kol adeApoo Beov emokomov Iepocoivuov Aoy
OV TIEPL TN O YEVVYONO TNO VITEPAYLALO OECTOLVNO
Nuwv Be0ToKoU

Sinai 497 10%/11™ LOTOPLA LAKWPOU ELC TO YEVECLOV TNO TAVOYLOO

century deomoLVNO MUV Be0TOKOU
Sinai 495 AOYOO LOTOPLKOO €L0 TO YEVECLOV TNO VITEPAYLOLO
11 century | Bgotokov cuyypadelo Tapa LaKwPoL adeApov Tov

KUPLOV

[Pantocrat | 16™ century | lakwBou anootolov tov adehdobeov Aoyoo eLo TV

or3 VIEPAYLOLY BEOTOKOV

Non-

Lectionary | Date (A.D.) | Title

MS

Vindobonen

-sis 1319 totopLa lakwpPov mepL Tno yevvnoeo tTno Beotokou

Palatinna KoL agutopBevouv Maproo eo[ ?] deommort|?]

Hist. gr. 61

The titles in the majority of MSS (presented in the above table) contain a textual
element about James the author and another about Mary. According to the titles the
central theme of PJ is the birth of Mary, however, the titles in MSS H and L also
make reference to the birth of Christ. MSS C, O, Vatopedi 74 and Vatopedi 636
contain no reference to the author James. The title in MS L is notably long since it
aims to summarise the story. What a contrast in size is Bodmer V’s title compared to
that of MS L. A number of the titles share a similar textual tradition. For example




MSS B and Sinai 495 have almost identical titles; the placement of the definite article
before adeAdov in Sinai 495 is the only difference. The titles in MSS Vatopedi 74
and Vatopedi 636 also are very similar; the addition, Aoyoo totopikoo, placed at the
end of the title in Vatopedi 636, is the only difference. Apart from these examples, the
titles vary greatly from one other, and they only share a similar textual tradition in
respect to particular textual elements. For example, MSS O, G, B, N, Vatopedi 636
and Sinai 495 describe PJ as Aoyoo otopikoo; therefore, these MSS share a similar
textual tradition in respect to the textual element Aoyoo LOTOPLKOO.

Genre

PJ mainly describes the birth, childhood and motherhood of Mary, and the birth of
Jesus. The story is continued by the Infancy Gospel of Thomas, which describes the
childhood of Jesus until the time he enters the Temple.

Smid refers to PJ as “a fictitious historia” that is based on themes from the Old
Testament and written by someone “amore Mariae.”'* According to Smid the purpose
of PJ is the glorification of Mary."” He has identified three themes of Mary’s
glorification intertwined in the text: dogma, biography and apology.'® According to
Hock, the pseudonymous author, inspired by the Graeco-Roman literary world, wrote
a historia of Mary in the style of an encomium, the central theme of which is Mary's
purity.'” Vorster recognises that PJ is not only about Mary but also about Jesus;
therefore, he suggests that the central theme of PJ is the birth of Jesus as seen in the
eyes of Mary.'®

Reception of Text

Jerome (d. A.D. 420) disliked PJ because it stated that Jesus had brothers, even
though they were from a previous marriage."” As PJ was rejected by the Gelasian
Decree (A.D. 494-496), elements re-appeared in the West through the Latin Gospel of
Pseudo-Matthew (a combination of PJ and the Gospel of Thomas) and the later
apocryphal text, De Navitate Mariae, which is an abridgement of the PJ story.”” The
Greek text of PJ was re-introduced to the West through Postel’s Latin translation in
1552.2! Postel printed a Greek edition in 1564.>* In the East PJ was popular from an
early period because Mary, who was named Theotokos by the Council of Ephesus in
A.D. 431, was especially venerated by the church there. PJ was read on two feast days
of the Byzantine church, September 8" and November 21%, when aspects of Mary’s
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life were celebrated.” According to Wake, Postel in the sixteenth century observed
how PJ was publicly read as a canonical text in the eastern churches.** PJ was an
important text in the east but Postel’s comment about its canonical status in the east is
most probably an exaggeration to ease the passage of his Latin edition into the west.

Transmission of Text

The manuscripts of PJ are written in Greek, Syriac, Armenian, Georgian, Sahidic and
Old Slavonic.” There are no complete extant Latin MSS of PJ. The majority of extant
MSS are written in either Greek or Old Slavonic. De Strycker has listed 140 Greek
manuscripts that contain the text of PJ including Bodmer V.** PJ was probably first
written in Greek, although Wake states that PJ may have been composed in Hebrew.*’

The text of PJ was transmitted freely due to its non-canonical status. According to
Smid PJ was an wotopio. YuywheAno, the purpose of which was to edify.”® The
scribe therefore would have freely omitted from or added to the text if this helped to
increase its power to edify.”” A good example of this free textual transmission is
found in MS Vatopedi 74 where a scribe, at some point in the transmission of this
particular textual tradition, has concluded PJ (24:4) with a Trinitarian statement,
which is startling since James the author was meant to be writing at the time of Jesus’

birth: e61m 8& 1 0PLG HETO TV GOBOVUEVOVY TOV KV MUV 1V XV 0 1 doEa koL T0
KPOTOC GLV T® OVOPY® TPL KoL T 0yabw kol {monol® TVl VUV KOl 0€L KOl €16
TOVG OLMOVOC TOV OLOVOV OUNV.

Harnack, through the application of the redaction method, saw PJ as a compilation of
three texts (chps 1-16 ‘Mary Source’, 17-20 ‘Joseph Source’, 22-24 ‘Zechariah
Source’) put together by an editor in the fourth century who then added chapters 21
and 25 to the edition.*

3 PJ is still an important text for the eastern churches in particular the Greek Orthodox Church. PJ has
also influenced the liturgy of the Greek Orthodox Church. For example, listen to the Kontakion of
the Nativity of Christ being sung
http://www.goarch.org/en/special/listen learn share/nativity/listen/ and then read PJ 18:1.
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History of PJ Editions

Date

Editor

Notes

1552

G. Postel

A Latin translation from a
number of Greek
manuscripts.

1564

G. Postel

A Greek edition

1564

M. Neander

The Greek manuscripts
used for this edition are
now lost.

1703

J. Fabricus

Fabricus divided the text
into 25 chapters.

1832

J. Thilo

This edition is based on 9
manuscripts from Paris and
Venice, and collations of a
number of Vatican
manuscripts.

1849

C. Tischendorf

Tischendorf used six new
manuscripts in addition to
the ones already
discovered. He divided the
text into verses.

1910

E. Amann

1958

M. Testuz

Testuz published the text of
Bodmer V which was found
in the sands of Egypt.

1961

E. De Strycker

De Strycker used Bodmer
V and a 5™ century papyrus
MS in addition to the MSS
consulted in past editions.

1965

Smid

Smid printed the text of
Bodmer V and MS Paris
1454 as parallel reading
texts.

1995

R. Nock

Nock’s reading text is a
modified version of de
Strycker’s. He created a
new system of versification.

In modern editions of PJ, no attention has been given to the Greek lectionaries
(menologia) that contain the text of PJ. De Strycker included a number of lectionaries
in his list of 140 PJ manuscripts,’ 'but he did not use any in his own critical edition.’”

1 E. de Strycker, “Die Griechischen Handschriften Des Protevangelium Iacobi,” in Griechische
Kodikologie und Textuberlieferung, ed. Harlfinger (Darmstadt, 1980), 597-607.
2 E. de Strycker, La Forme La Plus Ancienne Du Protevangile de Jacques (Bruxelles: Societe Des

Bollandistes, 1961)
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