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Gnosticism
I INTRODUCTION

religious movement that esoteric ,Gnosticism
rd centuries 3nd and 2flourished during the
AD and presented a major challenge to

Most Gnostic sects .orthodox Christianity

but their beliefs sharply ,professed Christianity
diverged from those of the majority of

The term .early Church Christians in the
Gnosticism is derived from the Greek word




To its .("egdelwonk delaever*)gnosis
Gnosticism promised a secret ,adherents
Sparks or .knowledge of the divine realm
seeds of the Divine Being fell from this
,erial universetranscendent realm into the mat
and were imprisoned in ,which is wholly evil
,Reawakened by knowledge .human bodies
the divine element in humanity can return to
its proper home in the transcendent spiritual
.realm

IT ORIGINS

ry Gnostic texts reveal nothing about the histo
of the various sects or about the lives of their
the ,Consequently .most prominent teachers
history of the movement must be inferred
from the traditions reflected in the texts and
The question of .Gnostic writings-from anti
loped as a whether Gnosticism first deve
Christian doctrine has not been -distinct non
.but pagan Gnostic sects did exist ,resolved
Gnostic mythology may have been derived
from Jewish sectarian speculation centred in
st century 1Syria and Palestine during the late
probably influenced by which in turn was ,AD
especially ,Persian dualistic religions
Christian ,nd century2By the .Zoroastrianism
Gnostic teachers had synthesized this
mythology with Platonic metaphysical
speculation and with certain heretical

ominent The most pr .Christian traditions
Christian Gnostics were Valentinus and his
nd 2who during the ,disciple Ptolemaeus
.century were influential in the Roman Church
while continuing to ,Christian Gnostics




,participate in the larger Christian community
| groups to apparently also gathered in smal
follow their secret teachings and rituals

nd century another strain of 2During the
stressing ,Gnosticism emerged in eastern Syria
.s teachings'an ascetic interpretation of Jesus
Later in the century Gnosticism appeared in
gence of monasticism and the emer ,Egypt
there may be linked with the influence of the
.Syrian ascetic sects

I MYTHOLOGY

,To explain the origin of the material universe
the Gnostics developed a complicated

From the original unknowable .mythology
ivinities was generated a series of lesser d ,God
Sophia ,The last of these .by emanation
conceived a desire to know the ,(’modsiw*)
Out of this .unknowable Supreme Being
Jillegitimate desire was produced a deformed
who created the ,or demiurge ,evil god

that dwell in The divine sparks .universe
humanity fell into this universe or else were
sent there by the supreme God in order to
The Gnostics identified the .redeem humanity
,evil god with the God of the Old Testament
which they interpreted as an account of this
ep humanity immersed in s efforts to ke'god
ignorance and the material world and to

It .punish their attempts to acquire knowledge
was in this light that they understood the

the ,expulsion of Adam and Eve from Paradise
and the destruction of Sodom and ,flood
.Gomorrah




OSTICISM AND CHRISTIANITY IV GN
Although most Gnostics considered

some sects assimilated ,themselves Christians
only minor Christian elements into a body of
The Christian .Christian Gnostic texts-non
Gnostics refused to identify the God of the
with the ,e father of Jesusth ,New Testament
and they developed ,God of the Old Testament
s 'an unorthodox interpretation of Jesus

The Gnostics wrote apocryphal .ministry

such as the Gospel of Thomas and )Gospels

to substantiate their claim (the Gospel of Mary
,n Jesus told his disciples the truethat the rise
,Christ :Gnostic interpretation of his teachings
inhabited the body of the man ,the divine spirit
Jesus and did not die on the cross but
ascended to the divine realm from which he

¢ The Gnostics thus rejected th .had come
atoning suffering and death of Christ and the
They also rejected .Resurrection of the body
other literal and traditional interpretations of
.the Gospels

V RITES

;Some Gnostic sects rejected all sacraments
,others observed baptism and the Eucharist
erpreting them as signs of the awakening of int
Other Gnostic rites were intended to .gnosis
facilitate the ascent of the divine element of
Hymns .the human soul to the spiritual realm
and magic formulae were recited to help
ulas were other form ;achieve a vision of God
recited at death to ward off the demons who
might capture the ascending spirit and




In the Valentinian .imprison it again in a body
,called the bridal chamber ,sect a special rite
celebrated the reunion of the lost spirit with its
.partheavenly counter

VI ETHICS The ethical teachings of the
Gnostics ranged from asceticism to

The doctrine that the body and the .libertinism
material world are evil led some sects to
.renounce even marriage and procreation
Other Gnostics held that because their souls
it did not ,were completely alien to this world
Gnostics generally .matter what they did in it
rejected the moral commandments of the Old
regarding them as part of the evil ,Testament
.s effort to entrap humanity'god

of VII SOURCES Much scholarly knowledge
Gnostic Christian -Gnosticism comes from anti
which ,rd centuries3nd and 2texts of the
provide the only extensive quotations in the
Most .Greek of the original Gnostic texts

into ,surviving Gnostic texts are in Coptic

n which they had been translated whe

nd 2Gnosticism spread to Egypt in the late
an Egyptian 1945In .rd centuries3and the
codices containing more 12peasant found
Coptic Gnostic writings near Naj 50than

It has been determined that these .Hammadi
he th century in t4codices were copied in the
It is not known .monasteries of the region

or were ,whether the monks were Gnostics
,2attracted by the ascetic nature of the writings
or had assembled the writings as a study in
.heresy




rd century 3VIII LATER HISTORY By the
to orthodox Gnosticism began to succumb
Partly in .Christian opposition and persecution
the Church ,reaction to the Gnostic heresy
strengthened its organization by centralizing
which made ,authority in the office of bishop
its effort to suppress the poorly organized
as ,Furthermore .ectiveGnostics more eff
orthodox Christian theology and philosophy
the primarily mythological Gnostic ,developed
.teachings began to seem bizarre and crude
-rd3Both Christian theologians and the
century Neoplatonist philosopher Plotinus
c view that the material attacked the Gnosti
Christians defended .world is essentially evil
their identification of the God of the New
Testament with the God of Judaism and their
belief that the New Testament is the only true
The development of .revealed knowledge
ysticism and asceticism satisfied Christian m
some of the impulses that had produced
and many Gnostics were ,Gnosticism
By the end of .converted to orthodox beliefs
rd century Gnosticism as a distinct 3the
.movement seems to have largely disappeared

Christian -small non IX SURVIVALS One
still exists in ,the Mandaeans ,Gnostic sect
although it is not certain that it ,Iraq and Iran
began as part of the original Gnostic
Although the ancient sects did not .movement
aspects of the Gnostic world view ,survive
:1ly reappeared in many formshave periodica
the ancient dualistic religion called




Manichaeism and the related medieval

and ,Bogomils ,heresies of the Albigenses

the medieval Jewish mystical ;Paulicians

the ;philosophy known as Kabbalah

ng the metaphysical speculation surroundi
century -th19 ;alchemy of the Renaissance
century existentialism and -th20 ;theosophy
century -th20and the writings of the ;nihilism
The essence of .Swiss psychologist Carl Jung
the view :Gnosticism has proved very durable
anity must be that the inner spirit of hum

t 1s basically liberated from a world tha

.and evil ,oppressive ,deceptive
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Christian ,("to seem" ,from Greek dokein)
heresy and one of the earliest Christian
affirming that Christ did ,sectarian doctrines
not have a real or natural body during his life
.on earth but only an apparent or phantom one
ipient forms are alluded to in Though its inc
such as in the Letters of ,the New Testament
,(7John 2 ;3-4:1John 1 ,.g.e)John
Docetism became more fully developed as an
a ,mportant doctrinal position of Gnosticism
religious dualist system of belief arising in the
century AD which held that matter was nd2
evil and the spirit good and claimed that
salvation was attained only through esoteric
The heresy developed .or gnosis ,knowledge
from speculations about the imperfection or
More .essential impurity of matter

oing Docetists asserted that Christ thoroughg
was born without any participation of matter
,and that all the acts and sufferings of his life
were mere ,including the Crucifixion

They consequently denied .appearances

s Resurrection and Ascension into 'Christ
ilder Docetists attributed to Christ M .heaven
an ethereal and heavenly body but disagreed
on the degree to which it shared the real
Docetism was .actions and sufferings of Christ
,attacked by all opponents of Gnosticism
especially by Bishop Ignatius of Antioch in
__.nd century2he t

American S oY) ol pall (s sald gl g
;M) 138 e Heritage Dictionary




An opinion especially associated .Do-ce-tism n
with the Gnostics that Jesus had no human
body and only appeared to have died on the

,e Greek DoktaiProbably from Lat] .cross

to ,from Greek dokein ,espousers of Docetism
.Do-ce*“tist n-- [.below -See dek .seem
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,Docetism

an early Christian heresy affirming that Jesus
The .n apparent bodyChrist had only a

Some proponents :doctrine took various forms
;flatly denied any true humanity in Christ
some admitted his incarnation but not his
suggesting that he persuaded one ,sufferings
possibly Judas Iscariot or —of his followers
to take his place on the —Simon of Cyrene
others ascribed to him a celestial body ;cross
that was incapable of experiencing human
.miseries

This denial of the human reality of Christ

a philosophical ,stemmed from dualism
The .doctrine that viewed matter as evil
,acknowledging that doctrine ,docetists
concluded that God could not be associated




They could not accept a literal .with matter
that the “Word 1:14interpretation of John
.became flesh”

Although Docetism is alluded to in the New
ped until the it was not fully develo ,Testament
when it found an ally ,rd centuries3nd and 2
It occasioned vigorous .in Gnosticism
,opposition by early Christian writers
beginning with Ignatius of Antioch and
Docetism .nd century2lrenaeus early in the

il of was officially condemned at the Counc

451 Chalcedon in
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Docetism

Docetism is a heresy concerning the person of
The word is derived from the .Jesus Christ

to "or "to seem"meaning ,Greek dokeo

the eternal ,According to Docetism ".appear
not really become human or Son of God did
.he only appeared to do so ;suffer on the cross
The heresy arose in a Hellenistic milieu and
was based on a Dualism which held that the
material world 1s either unreal or positively
Tendencies to spiritualize Christ by .evil

ing his real humanity were already deny

The .present in New Testament times
Johannine Epistles addressed the problem
(7John 2 ;3-4:2John 1)several times
Docetic teachings were also advanced by the
century proponents of Gnosticism and -d2
century church -d2e were combatted by th
especially by Ignatius of Antioch and ,fathers
The fathers based their defense of .Irenaeus
the true Incarnation of the Son of God on the
according ,0ld Testament doctrine of creation
to which the material world is neither unreal
.1l but basically goodnor ev
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,rynd centu2in the ,From Ignatius of Antioch
,451through to the Council of Chalcedon in
Christian thinkers wrestled with the logical
problems presented to the Greek mind by the
:christological thinking of the New Testament
,yet distinct from the Father ,if the Son is God
If Jesus 1s ?ne”’how can God be called “o
-nd2The ?how can he also be human ,divine
(’mees ot”,dokein ,Greek)century Docetists
maintained that the humanity of Jesus was

for in Greek thought ,apparent rather than real
the deity was held incapable of change or
Ignatius insisted on ,emAgainst th .suffering
The outcome was .flesh 'the reality of Jesus
the addition to the creed of the words “born of




'the Virgin Mary” to safeguard Jesus
Jhumanity
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The author of John wrote when the beliefs of
mystery cults and Gnosticism were circulating
in the early Church along with the first

He seems to have .doctrines of Christianity
intended his Gospel to be primarily a

person and theological interpretation of Jesus’
He presented his message in terms .mission
,srelated to the philosophical trends of his time
in a form perhaps more understandable both to
Christians of the later Church and to
Hellenistic Gentiles than to his

urpose The author’s main p .contemporaries
apparently was to counteract a teaching of
Docetic Gnosticism that Christ was a divine
being who appeared in human form but was
The .incapable of mortal feeling or of dying




express purpose of the Gospel is revealed in

.31-20:30
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We killed Christ " ,(in boast)That they said
the Messenger of ,Jesus the son of Mary
;"Allah

,fied himnor cruci ,but they killed him not

but so

it was made to appear to them

and those who differ therein are full of ,

but only ,knowledge (certain)with no ,doubts
for of a surety they killed ,conjecture to follow
.him not

and ;Allah raised him up unto Himself ,Nay
Wise ,in Power Allah is Exalted

pdlall BEY o3 e e
The end of the life of Jesus on earth 1s as

and ,much involved in mystery as his birth
,indeed the greater part of his private life
.except the three main years of his ministry
scuss the many doubts It is not profitable to di
and conjectures among the early Christians
.sects and among Moslem theologians

The orthodox Christian churches make it a
cardinal point of their doctrine that his life was




that he died and was ,taken on the cross

he third day he rose in the that on t ,buried
and walked ,body with his wounds intact

and ate with his ,about and conversed

and was afterwards taken up bodily ,disciples
.to heaven

This is necessary for the theological doctrine
nt and vicarious atoneme ,of blood sacrifice
.which is rejected by islam ,for sins

But some of the early Christian sects did not
.believe that Christ was killed on the cross
The Basilidans believed that someone else was
.substituted for him

The Docetae held that Christ never had a real
but only an apparent ,or natural body physical
and that his Crucifixion was ,or phantom body
.not real ,only apparent

(138.D .about A)The Marcionite Gospel

and merely said ,denied that Jesus was born
The Gospel .that he appeared in human form
ported the theory of Barnabas sup .of st
.substitution on the cross

The Quranic teaching is that Christ was not
,crucified nor killed by the Jews
notwithstanding certain apparent
circumstances which produced that illusion in
that :minds of some of his enemies 'the

and conjectures on such ,doubts ,sdisputation
and that he was taken up to ;matters are vain

( see next verse and note)Allah
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n god of ancient Egyptia ,also spelled Khnemu
associated with water and with ,fertility
Khnum was worshiped from the .procreation
into the (BC 2775-2925 .c)st dynasty 1
He was represented as a .early centuries AD
twisting horns or as a ,ram with horizontal
ieved Khnum was bel .s head'man with a ram
to have created humankind from clay like a
s 'with him using a potter ,this scene ;potter

s "The god .was depicted in later times ,wheel
-near Al ,first main cult centre was Herwer




From the New .Ashmunayn in Middle Egypt
he ,erhowev ,on (BC 1075-1539)Kingdom
,became the god of the island of Elephantine
and was known as ,day Aswan-near present
the lord of the surrounding First Cataract of
At Elephantine he formed a .the Nile River
triad of deities with the goddesses Satis and
portant cult at Khnum also had an im .Anukis
-1994Copyright © .south of Thebes ,Esna
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And the LORD God formed man of the dust

and ,of the ground
and ;breathed into his nostrils the breath of life




man became a

Jiving soul
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