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Fragments of an Egyptian copy of the Shepherd of Hermas: P.Oxy.LXIX 4706 (2nd-3rd c.) 
 
Speaking about the Shepherd of Hermas is something like speaking about the Letter of Jude—not in regard to length of the 

document, certainly, but in regard to the type of response it usually provokes: a short attention span and a long yawn. 
–Carolyn Osiek 

 
Date, authorship, and origin: The Canon Muratori, a catalog of authoritative Christian books possibly copied in 

Rome c. 200 CE, attributes Hermas to a man of the same name, a brother of Pius, 
Bishop of Rome (r. c. 140-c. 154 CE).  The work itself identifies its author as a 
former slave who became a Christian after his emancipation.  Modern scholars 
have accepted various combinations of this information.  Most accept Rome as the 
place of origin.  Philip Vielhauer proposes a date of 120-140 CE, while Edgar 
Goodspeed and Robert Grant argue that the reference to Clement of Rome in the 
second vision suggests portions are as old as the late first century.  Adela Collins 
and Carolyn Osiek see no reason to deny Hermas’ characterizations of its author, 
although Osiek explicitly denies the historicity of the details of the Canon Muratori.        

 
Circulation: The presence of a large number of manuscript fragments, in multiple languages, 

testifies to the popularity of Hermas.  Some patristic writers (e.g., Clement of 
Alexandria) apparently regarded it as inspired.  The Canon Muratori states that it 
“ought to be read” privately but cannot be used in worship due to its lack of 
apostolic origins.  A catalog included in Codex Claromontanus (6th c.) lists it among 
other authoritative books, including those that eventually became the NT.  Codex 
Sinaiticus (4th c.), the oldest complete copy of the NT, included it along with the 
Epistle of Barnabas, although a large portion has been lost.             

 
Manuscript evidence: No complete copies of Hermas have survived in Greek.  The extant leaves of Codex 

Sinaiticus comprise about a quarter of the work, and a medieval codex known as 
Codex Althous is virtually complete, lacking only 107:3-114:5.  At least fourteen 
other papyrus and vellum fragments were discovered in the twentieth century.   

 
 In addition to the Greek witnesses, two distinct Latin versions have survived (in a 

total of twenty manuscripts), as well as translations into Sahidic Coptic and 
Ethiopic (the latter of which identifies the apostle Paul as the author) and a 
paraphrase into Middle Persian.    
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Genre: The genre of Hermas has been the subject of much debate (among those able to 
stifle their yawning).  Some scholars (e.g., Brox) have argued that because it does 
not continually utilize apocalyptic characteristics, “it is in fact a book of allegories.”  
In her systematic study of early Christian apocalypticism, Collins assigns it to Type 
Ib: Apocalypses of Cosmic and/or Political Eschatology with Neither 
Historical Review Nor Otherworldly Journey, on the basis of its strong 
eschatology and supernatural modes of revelation.  Osiek agrees that Hermas is 
apocalyptic, and suggests that its practical concerns are a result of the evolution of 
the genre.          

 
Contents 
• Visions (5) 

o Vision I: A Visionary Confrontation Regarding Hermas’ Lust for Rhoda (1:1-4:3) 
o Vision II: The Possibility of Repentance and the Copying of the Book (5:1-8:3) 

 When I arose from prayer I saw across from me the elderly woman I had seen the year 
before, walking and reading a little book.  And she said to me, “Can you announce these 
things to the ones chosen by God?”  I said to her, “Lady, I cannot remember so many 
things.  Give me the book to make a copy.”  “Take it,” she said, “and then return it to 
me.”  I took it and went away to another part of the field, where I copied the whole thing, 
letter by letter, for I could not distinguish between the syllables.  And then, when I 
completed the letters of the book, it was suddenly seized from my hand; but I did not see 
by whom.   (5:3-4) 

o Vision III: The Tower Built upon the Water (9:1-21:4)  
o Vision IV: The Beast and the Need for Single-mindedness (22:1-24:7) 

 “You escaped well,” she said, “because you cast your anxiety upon God and opened your 
heart to the Lord, believing that you could not be saved except through his great and 
glorious name.  For this reason the Lord sent his angel, named Thegri, who is in charge 
of the wild beasts; and he shut the beast’s mouth, so that it could not harm you.  You 
have escaped a great affliction because of your faith, and because you were not of two 
minds even though you saw such an enormous wild beast.  (23:4)   

o Vision V: Instructions from the Shepherd (25:1-7) 
 “[W]rite my commandments and parables; but write the other things just as I show them 

to you.  This is why,” he said, “I am commanding you first to write the commandments 
and parables—that you may read them regularly and so be able to keep them.”  And so I 
wrote the commandments and parables, just as he commanded me.  (25:5-6)   

• Mandates (or Commandments; 12)  
• Similitudes (or Parables; 10)  
 
• Various metaphors for the Church (the young woman, the old woman, the Tower) 
• Limited possibility of post-baptismal repentance; “two ways” ethic similar to other Christian writings (e.g., Didache)  
• No scriptural quotations; no mention of the terms Jesus, Christ, or Logos; no references to the crucifixion and 

resurrection  
 
Selected Bibliography 
• An edition of the Greek text, together with an English translation, is available in Bart Ehrman, The Apostolic Fathers: 

Volume II (LCL 25N; Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2003).   
 
• N. Brox, “Hermas (Shepherd of Hermas),” in Siegmar Dopp and Wilhelm Geerlings, Dictionary of Early Christian 

 Literature (trans. Matthew O’Connell; New York: Herder and Herder, 2000), 277-278. 
• Adela Yarbro Collins, “The Early Christian Apocalypses,” in Semeia 14 (1979), esp.  74-75.    
• Herbert Musurillo, “The need of a new edition of Hermas,” in Theological Studies 12.3 (1951), 382-387.   
• Carolyn Osiek, “The Genre and Function of the Shepherd of Hermas,” in Semeia 36 (1986), 113-121. 
• ----, Rich and Poor in the Shepherd of Hermas: Am Exegetical-Social Investigation (CBQMS 15: Washington: Catholic Biblical 

 Association of America, 1983).    
• ----, The Shepherd of Hermas: A Commentary (Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1999).    
• Graydon F. Snyder, “Hermas’ The Shepherd,” in David Noel Freedman, The Anchor Bible Dictionary (6 vols; New 

 York: Anchor Doubleday, 1992), 3.148. 


