The Common Sayings Tradition

Some NT scholars have identified a set of 37 sayings found in two very early and apparently independent Christian collections of Jesus’ sayings: the Sayings Gospel Q and the Gospel of Thomas. In their view, this “Common Sayings Tradition” has a strong claim to be the earliest known collection of Jesus’ words as they would be older than anything in the NT except the 7 genuine letters of Paul (Romans, 1 & 2 Corinthians, Galatians, 1 Thessalonians, Philippians and Philemon). While being a very early collection does not guarantee that all the sayings are authentic, it does provide an interesting window into the most primitive memory of Jesus.

For those with access to the Internet, the full text of the Common Sayings Tradition is available in a color-coded version with annotations at the following site: http://www.faithfutures.org/Education/CST_Texts.pdf
1. Ask, Seek, Knock 

GThom (2): Jesus said: Those who seek should not stop seeking until they find. When they find, they will be disturbed. When they are disturbed, they will rule, and will rest.

GThom (92:1): Jesus said: Seek and you will find.

GThom (94): Jesus [said]: One who seeks will find.

QGospel (Luke 11:9-10): I tell you, ask and it will be given to you, seek and you will find, knock and it will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives, and the one who seeks finds, and to the one who knocks it will be opened.

QGospel (Matt 11:24): This is why I keep telling you, trust that you will receive everything you pray and ask for, and that’s the way it will turn out.

2. When and Where 

GThom (3:1-3): Jesus said: If your leaders say to you, “Look, the kingdom of God is in the sky,” then the birds of the sky will precede you. If they say that it is under the earth, then the fish of the sea will precede you. And the kingdom of God is inside you and outside you.

GThom (51): His disciples said to him: When will the rest for the dead take place, and when will the new world come? He said to them: What you are looking forward to has come, but you don’t know it.

GThom (113): His disciples said to him: When will the kingdom of God come? [He said:] It will not come by watching for it. It will not be said, “Look, here!” or “Look, there!” Rather, the kingdom of God is spread out upon the earth, and people don’t see it.

QGospel (Luke 17:23): <And if they> say…to you, Look, [he is in the wilderness], do not go out; Look, [he is in the inner rooms], do not follow them.

QGospel (Matt 13:21-23): And then if someone says to you, “Look here is the Anointed,” or “Look, there he is!” don’t count on it! After all, counterfeit messiahs and phony prophets will show up, and they will provide portents and miracles so as to delude, if possible, even the chosen people. But you be on your guard! Notice how I always warn you about these things in advance.

3. Hidden Made Manifest

GThom (5:2): For there is nothing hidden that won’t be exposed.

GThom (6:5-6): After all there is nothing hidden that won’t be exposed, and there is nothing covered up that will remain undisclosed.

QGospel (Luke 12:2): Nothing is covered which will not be revealed and hidden which will not be made known.

QGospel (Matt 4:22): After all, there is nothing hidden except to be brought to light, nor anything kept secret that won’t be exposed.

4. The Golden Rule 

GThom (6:3): …and don’t do what you hate…

QGospel (Luke 6:31): And as you wish that people would do to you, do so to them.

5. Mission and Message

Paul (1Cor 9:14): In the same way, the Lord has commanded that those who preach the gospel should receive their living from the gospel.

Paul (1Cor 10:27): If some unbeliever invites you to a meal and you want to go, eat whatever is put before you without raising questions of conscience.

GThom (14:4): When you go into any region and walk about in the countryside, when people take you in, eat what they serve you and heal the sick among them. 

QGospel (Luke 10:4-11): Do not [carry money, nor bag], nor sandals, [nor staff]…[do not greet anyone]… Whatever house you enter, [say, Peace]…! And if a son of peace is there, [let] your peace [come] upon him; but if not, [let] it [return] <to> you. [<Eat> [what they provide] for the worker deserves his reward. And whenever you enter a town <…>] Heal [the] sick [among them] and say [to them], The kingdom of God has come near to you. [But whenever you enter a town and] they do not receive you, as you go [out of that town], shake off the dust from your feet. 

QGospel (Matt 6:7-13): Then he summoned the twelve and started sending them out in pairs and giving them authority over unclean spirits. And he instructed them not to take anything on the road, except a staff: no bread, no knapsack, no spending money, but to wear sandals, and to wear no more than one shirt. And he went on to say to them: Wherever you enter someone’s house, stay there until you leave town. And whatever place does not welcome you or listen to you, get out of there and sake the dust off your feet in witness against them. So they set out and announced that people should turn their lives around, and they often drove out demons, and they anointed many sick people with oil and healed <them>.

6. Peace or Sword 

GThom (16): Jesus said, Perhaps people think that I have come to cast peace upon the world. They do not know that I have come to cast conflicts upon the earth: fire, sword, war. For there will be five in a house: there will be three against two and two against three, father against son and son against father, and they will stand alone.

QGospel (Luke 12:51-53): …think that I have come to bring peace on earth; I have not come to bring peace, but a sword. For I have come to separate [son] from father, and daughter from her mother, and daughter-in-law from her mother-in-law.

7. Eye, Ear, Mind 

GThom (17): Jesus said: I will give you what no eye has seen, what no ear has heard, what no hand has touched, what has not arisen in the human heart.

QGospel (Luke 10:23-24): Blessed are the eyes which see what you see! For truly I tell you that many prophets and kings desired to see what you see, and did not see it, and to hear what you hear, and did not hear it.

8. The Mustard Seed 

GThom (20): The disciples said to Jesus: Tell us what the kingdom of God is like. He said to them: It is like a mustard seed. It is the smallest of all seeds, but when it falls on prepared soil, it produces a large branch and becomes a shelter for birds of the sky.

QGospel (Luke 13:18-19): <…he said>, What is the kingdom of God like, and to what shall I compare it? It is like a seed of mustard which a man took and threw into his garden. And it grew and became a tree, and the birds of heaven nested in its branches.

QGospel (Matt 4:30-32): And he would say: To what should we compare the kingdom of God, or what parable should we use for it? Consider the mustard seed: When it is sown on the ground, though it is the smallest of all the seeds on the earth, —yet when it is sown, it comes up and becomes the biggest of all garden plants, and produces branches, so that the birds of the sky can nest in its shade.

9. Knowing the Danger 

Paul (1Thess 5:2): For you know very well that the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night.

GThom (21:5-7): For this reason I say, if the owners of a house know that a thief is coming, they will be on guard before the thief arrives, and will not let the thief break into their house and steal their possessions. As for you, then, be on guard against the world. Prepare yourselves with great strength, so the robbers can’t find a way to get to you, for the trouble you expect will come.

GThom (103): Jesus said: Congratulations to those who know where the rebels are going to attack. They can get going, collect their imperial resources, and be prepared before the rebels arrive.

QGospel (Luke 12:39-40): But know this, that if the houseowner had know in which watch the thief was coming, he would not have let his house be dug into. You also must be ready; for the Son of man is coming at an hour you do not expect.

10. Speck and Log 

GThom (26): Jesus said: You see the sliver in your friend’s eye, but you don’t see the timber in your own eye. When you take the timber out of your own eye, then you will see well enough to remove the sliver from your friend’s eye.

QGospel (Luke 6:41-42): Why do you seek the speck that is in your brother’s eye, but the log in your eye you do not notice? How [can you say] to your brother: Let me remove the speck from your eye, and behold, there is a log in your eye? Hypocrite! Remove first from you eye the log, and then you will see clearly to cast out the speck…the eye of your brother.

11. Open Proclamation 

GThom (33:1): Jesus said: What you hear in one of your ears proclaim from your rooftops. 

QGospel (Luke 12:3): What I tell you in the darkness speak in the light, and what you hear in your ear proclaim on the housetops.

12. Lamp and Bushel 

GThom (33:2-3): After all no one lights a lamp and puts it under a basket, nor does one put it in a hidden place. Rather, one puts it on a lampstand so that all who come and go will see its light.

QGospel (Luke 11:33): No one lights a lamp and puts it under a basket, but on a lampstand,…

QGospel (Matt 4:21): And he would say to them: Since when is the lamp brought in to be put under the bushel basket or under the bed? It is put on the lampstand, isn’t it?

13. The Blind Guide 

GThom (34): Jesus said: If a blind person leads a blind person, both of them will fall into a hole.

QGospel (Luke 6:39): Can a blind person lead a blind person? Will not both fall into a pit?

14. Strong One’s House 

GThom (35): Jesus said: One can’t enter a strong man’s house and take it by force without tying his hands. Then one can loot his house.

QGospel (Luke 11:21-22): <When the strong man, fully armed, guards his own palace, his possessions are in peace. But when one stronger than he…conquers him, he takes away his armor in which he trusted, and divides his spoil.>

QGospel (Matt 3:27): No one can enter a powerful man’s house to steal his belongings unless he first ties him up. Only then does he loot his house.

15. Against Anxieties 

GThom (36): Jesus said: Don’t fret, from morning to evening nor from evening to morning, about your food—what you are going to eat, or about your clothing—what you are going to wear. You are much better than the lilies, which don’t card and never spin. As for you, when you have no garment, what are you going to put on? Who could add to your life span? That same one will give you your garment.

QGospel (Luke 12:22-31): Therefore I tell you, do not be anxious about…life, what you shall eat, nor about…body, what you shat put on. Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothing? [Look at] the ravens; they neither sow nor reap nor <gather into barns>, and yet God feeds them. Are you not of more value than the birds? And who of you by being anxious is able to add to his span of life…cubit? And why are you anxious about clothing? Consider the lilies, how they grow; they neither toil nor spin; yet I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed lie one of these. But if the grass in the field, which is there today and tomorrow is thrown into the oven, God clothes thus, [will he not] much more clothe you, oh persons of little faith! [Therefore] do not be anxious, saying, What shall we eat? <or> What shall we eat? <or> drink? <or> What shall we wear? For the Gentiles seek all these things; [for] your Father know that you need them. But seek his kingdom, and these things shall be yours as well.

16. On Hindering Others 

GThom (39:1-2): Jesus said: The Pharisees and the scholars have taken the keys of knowledge and have hidden them. They have not entered, nor have they allowed those who want to enter to do so.

GThom (102): Jesus said: Damn the Pharisees! They are like a dog sleeping in the cattle manger: the dog neither eats nor lets the cattle eat.

QGospel (Luke 11:52): Woe to you [Pharisees], for you  have [lifted] the [key of knowledge]; you [did] not enter, [nor permit to enter] those who were entering.

17. Have and Receive 

GThom (41): Jesus said: Those who have something in hand will be given more, and those who have nothing will be deprived of even the little they have.

QGospel (Luke 19:26): …To everyone who has will more be given; but from him who has not, even what he has will be taken away.

QGospel (Matt 4:25): In fact, to those who have, more will be given, and from those who don’t have, even what they do have will be taken away!

18. All Sins Forgiven 

GThom (44): Jesus said: Whoever blasphemes against the Father will be forgiven, and whoever blasphemes against the son will be forgiven, but whoever blasphemes against the holy spirit will not be forgiven, either on earth or in heaven.

QGospel (Luke 12:10): And whoever says a word against the Son of man will be forgiven; but whoever [blasphemes] against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven.

QGospel (Matt 3:28-30): I swear to you , all offenses and whatever blasphemies humankind might blaspheme will be forgiven them. But whoever blasphemes against the holy spirit is never ever forgiven, but is guilty of the eternal sin.

19. Trees and Hearts 

GThom (45): Jesus said: Grapes are not harvested from thorn trees, nor are figs gathered from thistles, for they yield no fruit. Good persons produce good from what they have stored up; bad persons produce evil from the wickedness they have stored up in their hearts, and say evil things. For from the overflow of the heart they produce evil.

QGospel (Luke 6:43-45): There is no sound tree that bears bad fruit, nor again an unsound tree that bears good fruit. For by its fruit the tree is known. Do they gather from thorns figs, or from a bramble bush grapes? The good person from the good treasure [brings forth] good things, but the evil one from the evil <treasure> brings forth evil. For from an abundance of the heart the mouth speaks.

20: Greater Than John 

GThom (46): Jesus said: From Adam to John the  Baptist, among those born of women, no one is so much greater than John the Baptist that his eyes should not be averted. But I have said that whoever among you becomes a child will recognize the kingdom of God and will become greater than John.


QGospel (Luke 7:28): I tell you, among those born of women there has not arisen one greater than John; but the least in the kingdom of God is greater than he.

21. Serving Two Masters 

GThom (47:1-2): Jesus said: A person cannot mount two horses or bend two bows. And a slave cannot serve two masters, otherwise that slave will honor the one and offend the other.

QGospel (Luke 16:13): No [one] can serve two masters; for either one will hate the one and love the other, or be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and Mammon. {Mammon = possessions}

22. Blessed the Poor 

GThom (54): Jesus said: Blessed are you poor, for to you belongs the kingdom of God.

QGospel (Luke 6:20): And [lift]ing his [eyes to] his disciples he said: Blessed are the poor, for [yours] is the kingdom of God.

23. Hating One’s Family 

QGospel (Luke 14:26): [If any one] does not hate his [own] father and mother, [he cannot be my disciple]; and [if any one does not hate son and daughter], he cannot be my disciple.

GThom (55:1-2a): Jesus said: Whoever does not hate father and mother cannot be my disciple, and whoever does not hate brothers and sisters <…will not be worthy of me.>

GThom (101): Whoever does not hate father and mother as I do cannot be my disciple, and whoever does not love father and mother as I do cannot be my disciple. For my mother…, but my try mother gave me life. [one proposal “…” = gave me falsehood]

24. Carrying One’s Cross 

GThom (55:2b): …carry the cross as I do…

QGospel (Luke 14:27): He who does not take his cross and follow me cannot be my disciple.

QGospel (Matt 8:34): After he called the crowd together with his disciples, he said to them: If any of you wants to come after me, you should deny yourself, pick up your cross, and follow me!

25. Taken or Left 

GThom (61:1): Jesus said: Two will recline on a couch; one will die, one will live.

QGospel (Luke 17:34-35): [I tell you,] There will be two on one couch; one is taken and one is left. Two women will be grinding at the mill; one is taken and one is left.

26. Father and Son 

GThom (61:3): Jesus said to her: I am the one who comes from what is the whole. I was granted from the things of my Father.

QGospel (Luke 10:22): Everything has been handed over to me by my father; and nobody knows the son except the father, [nor]…the father except the son and any one to whom the son wishes to reveal him.

27. The Feast 

QGospel (Luke 14:15-23): [[And he] said [to them, The kingdom of God] <is like> a man [who] made a great banquet; [and he sent his servant…to say to the invited, Come, for it is now ready. <They all began to make excuses.> …<said, I have bought a> field…<said, I have bought>…<said, I>…<married>…And [upon returning] the servant announced these things to his lord. Then the householder, enraged, said to his servant, Go out [quickly] to the [streets] and [whomever you may find], invite <to the occasion>] And after going out into the streets the servant [gathered all whom he found]; [and] the house was filled.]

GThom (64): Jesus said: Someone was receiving guests. When he had prepared the dinner, he sent his slave to invite the guests. The save went to the first and said, “My master invites you.” The first replied, “Some merchants owe me money; they are coming to me tonight. I have to go and give them instruction. Please excuse me from the dinner.” The slave went to another and said, “My master has invited you.” The second said to the slave, “I have bought a house, and I have been called away for a day. I shall have no time.” The slave went to another and said, “My master invites you.” The third said to the slave, “My friend is to be married, and I am to arrange the banquet. I shall not be able to come. Please excuse me from dinner.” The save went to another and said, “My master invites you.” The fourth said to the slave, “I have bout an estate, and I am going to collect the rent. I shall not be able to come. Lease excuse me.” The slave returned and said to his master, “Those whom you have invited to dinner have asked to be excused.” The master said to his slave, “Go out on the streets and bring back whomever you find to have dinner.” Buyers and merchants will not enter the places of my Father.

28. Blessed the Persecuted 

GThom (68): Jesus said: Blessed are you when you are hated and persecuted; and no place will be found, wherever you have been persecuted.

GThom (69:1): Jesus said: Blessed are those who have been persecuted in their hearts; they are the ones who have truly come to know the Father. 

QGospel (Luke 6:22-23): Blessed are you…when they revile you and they…and they…you…evil on account of the son of man. Rejoice and [be glad], for your pay is great in heaven, for so they did to the prophets [before you].

29. Blessed the Hungry 

GThom (69:2): Blessed are those who go hungry, so the stomach of the one in want may be filled.

QGospel (Luke 6:21a): Blessed are the hungry, for you will be satisfied.

30. Harvest Is Great 

QGospel (Luke 10:2): [he said]…, The harvest is fruitful, but the laborers are few. Pray, therefore, the lord of the harvest that he send laborers to his harvest.

GThom (73): Jesus said: The crop is huge but the workers are few, so beg the harvest boss to dispatch workers to the fields.

31. Treasure in Heaven 

GThom (76:3): So also with you, seek his treasure that is unfailing, that is enduring, where no moth comes to eat and no worm destroys.

QGospel (Luke 12:33): [But] lay up [for yourselves] treasure…in…heavens, where [neither] moth [nor rust ruins and where] no robber…[dig…through and steal…].

32. Into the Desert 

GThom (78): Jesus said: Why have you come out to the countryside? To see a reed shaken by the wind? And to see a person dressed in soft clothes, like your rules and your powerful ones? They are dressed in soft clothes, and they cannot understand truth.

QGospel (Luke 7:24-27): And after they went away, he began to speak to the crowds about John: What did you go out into the wilderness to see? A reed shaken by the wind? But what did you go out to see? A person dressed in soft things? Behold, those who wear soft things are in king’s houses. This is he about whom it has been written, Behold I am sending my messenger in front of you, who will prepare your way before you.

QGospel (Matt 1:2-3): (From Isaiah) Here is my messenger, whom I send on ahead of you to prepare your way! A voice of someone shouting in the wilderness: Make ready the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.

33. Foxes Have Holes 

QGospel (Luke 9:58): And Jesus said to him, Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests; but the Son of man has nowhere to lay his head.

GThom (86): Jesus said: Foxes have their dens and birds have their nests, but human beings have no place to lie down and rest.

34. Inside and Outside 

GThom (89): Jesus said: Why do you wash the outside of the cup? Don’t you understand that the one who made the inside is also the one who made the outside?

QGospel (Luke 11:39-40): Woe to you Pharisees, for you cleanse the outside of the cup and the dish, but the inside is full from grasping and lack of self-control. …Did not he who made the outside also make the inside?

35. Give Without Return 

GThom (95): Jesus said: If you have money, don’t lend it at interest. Rather, give it to someone from whom you won’t get it back. [OT?]

QGospel (Luke 6:30, 34, 35b): Give to the one who begs from you and [from the one borrowing] do not [ask back]… And if you…your brothers, [what reward do you have]? Do not even the [Gentiles] do the same? …you <will be> sons of <the deity> because he raises his sun on the evil and on the…and rains….

36. The Leaven 

GThom (96:1-2): The kingdom of God is like a woman who took a little leaven, hid it in dough, and made it into large loaves of bread.

QGospel (Luke 13:20-21): And again he said, To what shall I compare the kingdom of God? It is like a leaven which a woman took and hid in three measures of flour until it leavened the whole.

37. The Lost Sheep 

GThom (107): Jesus said: The kingdom of God is like a shepherd who had a hundred sheep. One of them, the largest, went astray. He left the ninety-nine and looked for the one until he found it. After he had toiled, he said to the sheep, “I love you more than the ninety-nine.”

QGospel (Luke 15:3-7): Which one of you, having a hundred sheep, if [he has lost] one of them, [will] not leave the ninety-nine <at the place they are> and go [after] the [one which is lost], until he finds it? Just so, I tell you, in heaven he rejoices over [it] more than over [the] ninety-nine.










