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EXTRACTS FROM PETER OF ALEXANDRIA (D.311) AND THE ORIGINAL COPY OF THE GOSPEL
OF JOHN

In the 10th century one or more scribes created what is now a parchment manuscript with
the shelfmark Vatican gr. 1941 (scanned microfilm online here).  The majority of the pages
today (folios 19r-290v) are occupied by an anonymous chronicle of the 7th century, written,
as it tells us, by a contemporary of Heraclius.  This world chronicle is known today as the
Chronicon  Paschale,  bcause  the  manuscript  starts  with  a  long  preface  dedicated  to
discussing differing methods of calculating Easter.  The only copies known to us of the work
are three of the 16th century – Munich 557 (written 1573), “Holmensis e. 30. I. 21, and
Upsala 2; and there are some extracts in two manuscripts of the 15th and 18th century,
Ambrosian 814 f.1-14, and Athos mon. Lavra 1866, f. 265-279.[

1
]  But largely the work was

ignored.[
2

]

The text, including the prefatory material about Easter, was edited by L. Dindorf under the
title “Chronicon Paschale” in the Corpus Scriptorum Historiae Byzantinae (=CSHB) series
in Bonn in 1832, with the Latin translation of Du Cange.  Vol. 1 is online here. Dindorf
basically reprinted Du Cange’s Paris edition of 1688 (reprinted in Venice in 1729), and made
corrections from the Vatican manuscript.[

3
]  This is most noticeable in the page of Greek text

at the start, where there is no Latin translation.

But the start of the work contains something else altogether.  The horrible microfilm is too
poor for me to make out what is actually in the Vatican manuscript.  The work starts with an
extract from Philo, On the Life of Moses, book 3.  Then it says, “So much for Philo”, and tells
us that after the fall of Jerusalem under Vespasian, various church writers discussed the
question of the date of Easter, including Peter of Alexandria, an unknown Tricentius, the
great Athanasius, and Epiphanius. (p.4, ll.1-5).  We then pass into material on the subject
itself, which Du Cange headed as being by Peter of Alexandria from his lost work on Easter. 
This has all been translated in the ANF 6, where it appears as fragment 5, ending in the
CSHB on p.12, line 7.  What follows seems to be editorial, and then there is material from
Hippolytus and then Apollinaris.

Nothing in the text actually identifies this material as being by Peter of Alexandria, but it is
a reasonable inference – by Du Cange? – from the list of names just before it.

One portion of the text, however, is very interesting, on page 11, lines 5-10:
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ἤ δὲ παρασκευὴ τοῦ πάσχα·  ὥρα ἦν ὡσεὶ  τρίτη”·  καθὼς τὰ ἀκριβῆ βιβλία
περιέχει, αὐτό τε τὸ ἰδιόχειρον τοῦ εὐαγγελιστοῦ, ὅπερ μέχρι νῦν πεφύλακται
χάριτι θεοῦ ἐν τῇ Ἐφεσίων ἁγιωτάτῃ ἐκκλησίᾳ, καὶ ὑπὸ τῶν πιστῶν ἐκεῖσε
προσκυνεῖται.

And it was the preparation of the passover, and about the third hour,” as the
correct books render it, and the copy itself that was written by the hand of
the evangelist, which, by the divine grace, has been preserved in the most

holy church of Ephesus, and is there adored by the faithful.[
4

]

The evangelist here is John.  This is a claim that the autograph copy of John’s gospel was
preserved at Ephesus at the time of the writer.

The context is the discrepancy between Mark 15:25, which says that Jesus was crucified at
the third hour; and John 19:14, which says that Pilate sentenced Jesus to death at the sixth
hour.  [
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Peter is saying that the text of John 19:14 is corrupt, and should read “third hour”, rather
than  “sixth  hour”;  and  he  is  appealing  to  the  original  copy  of  John’s  gospel.This  is
extraordinary!

This passage was mentioned in a controversial article by Craig Evans, “How Long were Late
Antique Books in Use?”, in: Bulletin of Biblical Research  (BBR) 25.1 (2015), 25-37.  I have
no access to this, but it drew excited responses such as this by G.W. Schwendner[
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] and this

by Brice C. Jones.  Evans suggested, I believe that this was evidence that the autographs of
the NT were accessible for centuries and were used to correct the text.
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In a way, the statement of Peter of Alexandria is inscrutable.  It says what it says.  What can
we make of it?

Firstly, Peter does not say that he has seen the autograph.  Rather he says that it is the
treasured possession of the church of Ephesus.

There is nothing at all improbable about this.  Indeed modern cathedrals across Europe
preserve a great many relics of the apostles, such as their heads, and other body parts.  The
authenticity of many of these may be doubtful – and indeed should be subject to DNA testing
– but they do boast of holding such relics.  No doubt the church of Ephesus did indeed boast
of such a thing.

Did they actually have the autograph, in the late 3rd century?  The autograph would have
been a papyrus roll, perhaps; and by that date would have been rather fragile.  But it could
be.  If it did exist, possibly it perished during the persecution of Diocletian, when such
things were sought out.

But does the testimony of Peter actually suppose that this item existed in his time?  I think
of Tertullian referring to the Acts of Pilate, probably copying Justin Martyr.  Peter may
simply be using the testimony of a now lost earlier writer, such as a lost work of Origen. 
He’s not saying he saw it himself.  Likewise his testimony as to what the reading of this
passage was may be derived from his source.  But if we suppose that his source was around
200 AD – picking a random date – there is nothing at all impossible about supposing that the
autograph existed at that date.

Was this reading really to be found in it?  Who can now tell?  But let us guess that the
volume existed.  If so, it would be treasured, and it would be frail.  Anybody with any
experience  of  dealing  with  “treasures”  will  know how the  keepers  would  respond  to
requests to see it; with hostility.  In such a situation I would imagine that an “authorised”
copy of the original might be made available in the church, to save wear and tear on the
frail original.  Such a copy, “guaranteed” to be an “exact copy”, is what visitors would have
access to.  The actual accuracy of the copy might be less than perfect.

In the end it is all speculation.  But it is certainly interesting to reflect on the longevity of
ancient books.
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