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As Klauck notes in the preface, R. A. Lipsius’s detailed study of the apocryphal Acts, Die 
apokryphen Apostelgeschichten (4 vols., 1883–1890), remains in many aspects the 
authoritative overview of this complex genre. This is striking, given the major advances in 
scholarship over the last 120 years, and especially in the last several decades, with respect 
to both interpretative models and the discovery of new texts. Yet despite a wealth of 
monographs and essay collections on the apocryphal Acts, there is no recent introduction 
to them, as distinct from other forms of Christian apocryphal literature. Klauck’s work, 
originally published in German in 2005, therefore fills a major gap; Brian McNeill’s lucid 
English translation, which is accompanied by some revisions and an expanded 
bibliography, will no doubt significantly increase the audience of this important work. 

Klauck considers the Acts of John, Paul, Peter, Andrew, and Thomas as the five oldest 
examples of the genre, in this order. The focus of the book is on these five works, but 
other related texts are also given significant coverage: the Clementine Homilies; the Acts 
of Peter and the Twelve Apostles (NHC VI,1); and a great variety of later apocryphal 
Acts. Perhaps because of the ambiguous boundaries of this genre, Klauck does not 
specifically define it. But in his introduction he does outline its most important features, 
including some form of intertextuality with the canonical Acts of the Apostles and a close 
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relationship to the ancient novel. Unlike Lipsius, Klauck does not associate them all with 
Gnosticism, instead arguing that they have varying relationships to it (Klauck takes into 
account recent discussions of problems in defining Gnosticism), as well as to docetism 
and modalism.  

Klauck devotes each chapter to a specific apocryphal Acts, beginning with a list of editions 
and translations into modern European languages and a basic bibliography. Additional 
biography is provided throughout the chapter, at the beginning of subdivisions. He then 
discusses context, including such questions as the date and place of composition, the 
manuscript tradition, and citations by later authors; the contents, which are helpfully 
divided into basic plot units; and an evaluation of the broader social, literary, and 
intellectual location of the work. 

Chapter 1 concerns the Acts of John, which Klauck dates to approximately 150–160 C.E., 
with Asia Minor as the likely place of composition. He divides the plot into the initial 
period in Ephesus, including episodes such as the destruction of the temple of Artemis; 
“Intermezzos,” including John’s famous interaction with the bedbugs; the second period 
in Ephesus, which focuses on Drusiana’s chastity; John’s “Gospel” account of the last days 
of Jesus, including the dance hymn; and the apostle’s natural death. Klauck argues that 
the author’s theology represents a “Christomonism” and also points to gnostic and 
docetic tendencies; he notes obvious allusions to the Synoptic Gospels and John and 
considers the possibility that “we could trace the history of the Johannine community and 
of the schism it has experienced (see 1 John 2:19) beyond the Corpus Johanneum itself 
into the second century” (41). Klauck also discusses later narratives: the Syriac History of 
John; the Acts of John by Pseudo-Prochorus; the Virtutes Iohannis and the Passio 
Iohannis; and the Acts of John in Rome.  

Chapter 2 is an introduction to the Acts of Paul, which Klauck dates to approximately 
170–180 C.E., again with Asia Minor as the likely place of composition. He divides the text 
into the lost beginning section, which included Paul’s conversion in Damascus and 
subsequent scenes in Jerusalem and Antioch; the Acts of Thecla; and the main body, 
known primarily from Greek and Coptic papyri, including his preaching in Myra, Sidon, 
and Tyre. After visits to Philippi, Corinth, and a journey to Rome, episodes also attested 
primarily in fragmentary papyri, Klauck discusses the account of Paul’s beheading in 
Rome at the hands of the emperor Nero. Klauck argues that the author of the Acts of Paul 
knew the Lukan Acts but did not simply continue them or regard them as authoritative; 
he emphasizes that, despite the valorization of chastity and virginity, there is no explicit 
prohibition of marriage. Finally, he summarizes related later narratives: the fifth-century 
Life and Miracles of St. Thecla, connected to her cult at Seleucia in Asia Minor; Pseudo-
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Chrysostom’s Panegyric to Thecla; the Acts of Titus, which reflect the events in the Acts of 
Paul; and the Letter of Pelagia.  

Chapter 3 is about the Acts of Peter, dated by Klauck to approximately 190–200 C.E. He 
divides the texts into the Actus Vercellenses, which recount the arrival of Peter in Rome 
and his miraculous duels with Simon Magus; and the well-attested Martyrdom of Peter, 
which includes an account of the final confrontation with Simon and Peter’s final death 
through a head-down crucifixion at the hands of the prefect Agrippa, whose concubines 
Peter converted to a life of Christian chastity. Klauck also discusses the two discourses of 
Peter upon the cross, describing the mystery of the crucifixion. He includes the Nag 
Hammadi Acts of Peter, which may belong to the lost first third of the Acts of Peter. In 
conclusion, Klauck argues that the author is neither gnostic nor antignostic; “he is 
content with a Christianity that delights in miracles and promotes asceticism and that can 
be regarded as the lowest common denominator of various tendencies” (111), certainly a 
balanced assessment that holds for other members in the genre. He also outlines several 
related narratives, including the later Acta Petri et Pauli; and the Kerygma Petri, an older 
document not directly related to the Acts. One relevant text that is overlooked in this 
chapter is Pseudo.-Hegesippus’s De excidio Hierosolymitano 3.2, which includes a notice 
on Peter’s activity in Rome.1 

Chapter 4 concerns the Acts of Andrew, which Klauck dates to approximately 200–210 
C.E., with Pontus and Greece as possible places of composition. Klauck divides the 
narrative into the miracles of Andrew as he travels through Asia Minor and Greece, as 
described in the epitome of Gregory of Tours; three Coptic fragments with parallels in 
other sources; the longer Greek text ,which describes the conversion of Maximilla, wife of 
the proconsul Aegeates, and Stratocles his brother; and, finally, Andrew’s crucifixion at 
the hands of Aegeates, including a sermon on the cross and a number of farewell 
discourses. Eschewing the labels “gnostic” and “docetic,” Klauck instead emphasizes the 
ties to Middle Platonism, such as the use of erotic language despite the rejection of sex. 
Finally, Klauck discusses several later, related texts: the Acts of Andrew and Matthias; and 
the Acts of Peter and Andrew. 

Chapter 5 discusses the Acts of Thomas, dated by Klauck to approximately 220–240 C.E., 
in the bilingual milieu of Edessa, which explains the early transmission of the text in both 
Greek and Syriac. It is the only one the five earliest Acts preserved in its entirety, and 
Klauck discusses important evidence for its literary unity. Although he is hesitant to 
identify a Thomas school, Klauck does note the work’s connections to the Gospel of 
Thomas and its later popularity among the Manichaeans. He analyzes each of the thirteen 
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Acts, as the apostle journeys to India and the court of King Misdaeus, whose wife 
Mygdonia and son Vazan he converts. Klauck also discusses in detail the Song of the 
Bride, the First Epiclesis of the Spirit, and the Song of the Pearl. In conclusion, he links 
the encratism with the milieu of the Syrian theologian Tatian, active in the late first and 
early second century. Once again, Klauck prefers the label “Middle Platonic” to “gnostic” 
or “docetic.”  

The Acts of Peter and the Twelve Apostles, known only from Nag Hammadi Corpus, is 
treated separately in chapter 6 by Klauck, who does not regard it as part of the Acts of 
Peter, instead identifying it as an allegory featuring the risen Jesus as the pearl merchant 
Lithargoel. He argues that the work could be read as a gnostic allegory but does not have 
to be interpreted as such. Klauck sees two recent identifications of the author’s context as 
equally plausible: the struggles of the Decian persecution or the monastic pursuit of 
spiritual perfection. This chapter is particularly useful for demonstrating the complex 
issues involved in studying the context of composition and the reception history of the 
apocryphal Acts.  

Klauck includes the Pseudo-Clementines in chapter 7 because of their affinity to the 
apocryphal Acts and the Greco-Roman novel. After a brief overview of the complicated 
relationship between the Homilies and the Recognitions, he discusses both in succession, 
including the travels of Peter and his companions; the reunion of Clement with his 
family; and the numerous speeches and debates with Simon. In his concluding remarks 
on the text, Klauck argues that it is Jewish-Christian, but not anti-Pauline, and that it is 
distinctive from the other Acts with respect to celibacy (presented as an exception) and 
marital intercourse (presented as the norm, if it is done in accordance with the law).  

Chapter 8, “Later Acts of Apostles,” is a survey of works from late antiquity, most of 
which have been largely ignored by scholars. As a model, Klauck examines the Acts of 
Philip in detail, associating them with the apotactites in fourth-century Phrygia. Klauck 
also discusses the Acts of Bartholomew, Matthew, James the Great, James the Lesser, 
Matthias, Simon and Jude, Barnabas, Mark, Luke, Timothy, Thaddeus, and Xanthippe 
and Polyxena. Klauck is to be commended for drawing attention to this important 
evidence for ancient Christianity.  

Klauck ends with the section “A Look Back and a Look Ahead,” which reflects the major 
strength of the book. Klauck skillfully weaves together both older research and the most 
recent scholarship and gives a balanced presentation of the place of the different Acts in 
the complex development of early Christianity. He is particularly successful in discussing 
their relationship to the ancient romance, asceticism, and Gnosticism. The back matter 
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has useful indices of the ancient texts referred to in the work, subjects and names, and 
modern authors. 

Some important topics do not receive extensive discussion. Although Klauck does often 
note the reception of specific apocryphal Acts by later authors, there is no general 
overview of the genre’s role in the gradual development of the canon through the fourth 
century and the diverse reading practices of Christians through the end of late antiquity 
and beyond, only a notice of the popularity of the five earliest Acts among the 
Manichaeans and later their condemnation by Photius. These are enormously complex 
questions, but a survey of the various scholarly perspectives would have been useful. Nor 
is there a general treatment of the manuscript tradition in Greek, Latin, or the Oriental 
languages (or, for that matter, of modern scholarly editions), beyond the overviews of the 
reconstruction of individual apocryphal Acts. On the other hand, the attention given to 
Greek and Coptic papyri is very helpful. 

Minor complaints aside, this book has no peer as an introduction to the apocryphal Acts 
of the apostles, and scholars of early Christianity and the ancient Mediterranean will also 
find it unrivaled as a basic reference. Some prior knowledge of the New Testament and 
early Christianity will certainly be useful to the reader, but Klauck’s book might be used 
in undergraduate introductions to the New Testament and early Christianity, with some 
guidance. It will certainly contribute a great deal to intermediate and advanced courses on 
more specialized topics. 


