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Chapter 1 
 

Preliminaries 
 

 
A. Introduction 

 
In the second and third centuries of the Common Era, diverse breeds of 
Christianity proliferated and engaged in rigorous debate about the essence 
of the nascent faith. In addition to debating basic understandings of God, 
Christ, the problem of evil, and so on, the various types of Christianity 
struggled to articulate the role of earlier texts and traditions, both sectarian 
and mainstream. In this pluriform and contentious context the Apocryphon 
of John emerged and evolved with its own distinct understanding of the 
Christian message. This study explores how the Apocryphon confronts 
both text and tradition in its presentation of Christianity.  

 
  

B. History of Research 
 
1. Origins and Classification of ‘Gnosticism’1 

For the last fifty or so years, the key debates in the study of the texts from 
Nag Hammadi have revolved around the origins and classification of the 
ancient religious movement that is commonly labeled ‘Gnostic.’2 Within 
these debates, how a given text or set of texts engage the Jewish scriptures 
is generally used in service of the questions of whence Gnosticism arose 
and/or what precisely Gnosticism was (if anything at all). Although I seek 
to answer a different set of questions in this monograph, several of my 

                                                 
1 The summaries that follow are informed by Karen King, What is Gnosticism? (Cam-

bridge: Harvard University Press, 2003) and Michael Williams, Rethinking Gnosticism: 
An Argument for Dismantling a Dubious Category (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1996). See also the helpful literature reviews of Alastair Logan, Gnostic Truth and 
Christian Heresy: A Study in the History of Gnosticism (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1996), 
xiii–xxiv; Simone Pétrement, A Separate God: The Christian Origins of Gnosticism, 
trans. Carol Harrison (New York: HarperSanFrancisco, 1990), 1–25; and Carl B. Smith 
II, No Longer Jews: The Search for Gnostic Origins (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2004), 
1–71. 

2 On my decision to continue the use of the terms ‘Gnostic’ and ‘Gnosticism,’ see pp. 
13–15 below. 
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suppositions are dependent upon this discussion. A brief outline of the var-
ious positions is thus in order.  

a. Four Perspectives on the Origins and Classification of Gnosticism 

In 1957, the scholar of early Christianity R. McL. Wilson concluded that if 
scholars were to grasp “the development and mutual relationship of the 
various Gnostic sects,” they would first have to establish a functional 
chronology and definition of the movement.3 Just over fifty years later, in 
spite of major colloquia and numerous books and articles,4 those tasks are 
still incomplete. There remain essentially four options for the origins and 
classification of Gnosticism: 1) a Christian heresy, born out of the Chris-
tian movement; 2) a product of oriental syncretism, later blended into ear-
liest Christianity; 3) a fundamentally Jewish sect, later married to Christian 
ideas; and 4) a breed of Christianity, developing alongside other Christi-
anities, later reified in an effort to define the boundaries of “normative” 
Christianity. Each will be briefly discussed in turn. 

i. The Traditional Perspective: Gnosticism as a 
Derivation of or Deviation from Christianity 

Until the nineteenth century, and continuing into the twentieth, the Church 
Fathers were our primary source of information on ancient Gnosticism.5 
Heresiologists, such as Irenaeus of Lyon,6 Hippolytus of Rome,7 Tertullian 
                                                 

3 R. Mc.L. Wilson, “Gnostic Origins Again,” VC 11 (1957): 93–110, here 109. 
4 The colloquia to which I refer are the 1966 colloquium in Messina, the proceedings 

of which were published in Ugo Bianchi, ed., Le origini dello Gnosticismo: Colloquio di 
Messina, 13–18 Aprile 1966 (SHR 12; Leiden: Brill, 1967), the 1978 International Con-
ference on the Texts from Nag Hammadi in Québec, published in Bernard Barc, ed., Col-
loque International sur les Textes de Nag Hammadi (Québec, 22–25 août 1978) (BHNC, 
Section “Études” 1; Québec: Les presses de l’Université Laval, 1981), and the Interna-
tional Conference of Gnosticism at Yale (1978), archived in Bentley Layton, ed., The 
Rediscovery of Gnosticism: Proceedings of the International Conference on Gnosticism 
at Yale, New Haven, Connecticut, March 28–31, 1978, 2 vols. (SHR 41; Leiden: Brill, 
1981). For further references, see the following bibliographies: David M. Scholer, Nag 
Hammadi Bibliography, 1948–1969 (NHMS 1; Leiden: Brill, 1971); idem, Nag Hammadi 
Bibliography, 1970–1994 (NHMS 32; Leiden: Brill, 1997); idem, Nag Hammadi Bibliog-
raphy, 1995–2006 (NHMS 65; Leiden: Brill, 2009). A number of the important figures 
contributing to the discussion and their books and articles are summarized below. 

5 For the critical editions and important secondary works on the ancient authors men-
tioned in this paragraph, see Hubertus Drobner, The Fathers of the Church: A Compre-
hensive Introduction, trans. Siegfried Schatzmann (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2007). 
Generally accessible English translations of all the authors mentioned in this paragraph 
are available in the ANF and NPNF collections. 

6 The key work of Irenaeus is obviously Adversus haereses. The standard critical edi-
tion is A. Rousseau, L. Doutreau, C. Mercier, and B. Hemmerdinger, eds., Contre les 
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of Carthage,8 and Epiphanius of Salamis,9 wrote responses to what they 
saw as insidious challenges to their understanding of the Christian faith. 
Other writers, such as Clement of Alexandria10 and Origen,11 wrote treatis-
es against various Gnostic teachers and movements, all the while incorpo-
rating some of their ideas. Still other Church Fathers, such as Eusebius of 
Caesarea, wrote histories of the Church with certain distinctive, anti-
heretical tendencies.12 In general, up until the early twentieth century, 
scholars of early Christianity accepted the patristic assertion that the Gnos-

                                                                                                                               
hérésies, 10 vols. (SC 100, 151, 152, 153, 210, 211, 263, 264, 293, 294; Paris: Cerf, 
1965–1982). 

7 Hippolytus’ major work is Refutatio omnium haeresium (critical edition: M. Marco-
vich, Refutation of All Heresies [PTS 25; New York: de Gruyter, 1986]). 

8 See esp. Adversus Marcionem (critical edition: E. Evans, trans. and ed., Adversus 
Marcionem, 2 vols. [Oxford: Clarendon, 1972]), Adversus Valentinianos (critical edition: 
J. C. Fredouille, ed., Contre les Valentiniens, 2 vols. [SC 280, 281; Paris: Cerf, 1980–
1981]), De praescriptione haereticorum (critical edition: R. F. Refoulé and P. de Labriol-
le, eds., Traité de la prescription contre les hérétiques [SC 46; Paris: Cerf, 1957]), Scor-
piace (critical edition: G. Azzali Bernadelli, ed. Scorpiace [BPat 14; Florence: Nardini, 
1990]). 

9 Epiphanius offers a ‘medicine chest’ to deal with various heresies in Panarion (Ad-
versus haereses). The critical Greek text is Karl Holl, Ancoratus. Panarion (haereses 1–
33) (Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1915); the standard English translation is Frank Williams, The 
Panarion of Epiphanius of Salamis, 2 vols. (NHS 35, 36; Leiden: Brill, 1987–1994). 

10 Clement wrote against the Valentinian Theodotus in Excerpta ex Theodoto (critical 
editions: R. P. Casey, ed., The Excerpta ex Theodoto of Clement of Alexandria: Edited 
with Translation, Introduction and Notes [London: Christophers, 1934] and F. Sagnard, 
ed., Extraits de Théodote: texte grec, introduction, traduction et notes [SC 23; Paris: 
Cerf, 1948]). Clement also cites many Gnostic teachers and works in his Stromateis, not 
all of them pejoratively. Clement even saw Christian Gnosis as an ideal (though his defi-
nition of Gnosis is distinct from his less ‘orthodox’ contemporaries – see Riemer Rou-
kema, Gnosis and Faith in Early Christianity, trans. John Bowden [London: SCM, 1999], 
esp. 151–53). 

11 Origen has references to Gnostics scattered throughout his grand corpus. Especially 
valuable are Origen’s commentary on John that interacts with an earlier commentary 
written by the Valentinian Heracleon and his response to Celsus (Contra Celsum) that 
contains some Gnostic fragments. The critical editions of Origen’s commentary on John 
are E. Preuschen, ed., Der Johanneskommentar (GCS 10; Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1903) and C. 
Blanc, ed., Commentaire sur saint Jean, 5 vols. (SC 120, 157, 222, 290, 385; Paris: Cerf, 
1964–1992). For Contra Celsum: M. Borret, ed., Contre Celse, 5 vols. (SC 132, 136, 147, 
150, 227; Paris: Cerf, 1967–1976). The standard English translation is Henry Chadwick, 
Origen: Contra Celsum (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1953). 

12 I refer here to Eusebius’ Historia ecclesiastica, available in the Loeb Classical Li-
brary: Kirsopp Lake and J. E. L. Oulton, eds., The Ecclesiastical History, 2 vols. (LCL; 
Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1926–1932). 
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tic movement evolved out of Christianity as a distortion of true Christian 
faith.13  

Though this perspective has fallen out of favor,14 it does have some 
modern champions with formidable arguments.15 First, of the evidence that 
survives, even that from Nag Hammadi, all the texts are Christian. One 
must strip away the Christian elements to reconstruct the putative pre-
Christian document.16 Second, and related, there is no pre-Christian evi-
dence of Gnosticism.17 The debates with Gnostics are limited to the second 
century CE and later,18 the texts that survive are generally dated to the 

                                                 
13 The oft-cited dictum of the learned Church historian Adolf von Harnack offers a 

one-line summary of this perspective: Gnosticism is essentially the “acute Hellenization 
of Christianity” (History of Dogma, trans. from 3rd German ed. [New York: Dover Publi-
cations, 1961], I: 226).  

14 Pheme Perkins (Gnosticism and the New Testament [Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993], 
206 n.2), speaking specifically to the work of Simone Pétrement, is satisfied to offer only 
a one-line critique, asserting that the idea is “outdated.” Birger Pearson (“Eusebius and 
Gnosticism,” in The Emergence of the Christian Religion, ed. idem [Minneapolis: For-
tress, 2004], 147–68, here 150) caustically remarks that such a position “[flies] in the 
face of the primary evidence now available to scholarship.”  

15 See esp. A. D. Nock, “Gnosticism,” in HTR 57 (1964): 255–79; Simone Pétrement, 
A Separate God; Michel Tardieu, Écrits gnostiques: Codex de Berlin (Sources Gnos-
tiques et Manichéennes 1; Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 1984); Alastair Logan, Gnostic 
Truth and Christian Heresy; and idem, The Gnostics: Identifying an Early Christian Cult 
(New York: T & T Clark, 2006).  

Edwin Yamauchi (Pre-Christian Gnosticism: A Survey of the Proposed Evidences 
[Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1973]; “The Descent of Ishtar, the Fall of Sophia, and the 
Jewish Roots of Gnosticism,” Tyndale Bulletin 29 [1978]: 143–75) argues strenuously 
that there was no pre-Christian Gnosticism. Although some of his statements may seem 
to suggest that he is arguing for an essentially Christian origin of Gnosticism, it appears 
that he understands Gnosticism to be the confluence of Iranian, Jewish, and Christian 
elements. 

16 Of the possible exceptions (i.e., texts that betray little or no Christian influence), 
such as Apoc. Adam, Par. Shem, and the Hermetic Corpus, it can be argued that these 
have been de-Christianized or that the Christian elements have been intentionally ob-
scured.  

17 Argued forcefully by Yamauchi, op. cit. 
18 It is also worth noting that when the disputes emerge in the second century, they are 

almost exclusively intra-Christian debates. If Gnosticism is a Jewish or pagan phenome-
non, why then is there so little evidence of a dispute? On the evidence of a late Jewish 
response to the Gnostic doctrine of ‘Two Powers,’ see Alan Segal, Two Powers in Heav-
en: Early Rabbinic Reports about Christianity and Gnosticism (SJLA 25; Leiden: Brill, 
1977). Our only evidence of pagan assaults on Gnosticism comes from Plotinus, Ennead 
2.9, though it is clear in Porphyry’s report that all Gnostics known to Plotinus and him-
self were Christians. Of course, earlier, in the last third of the second century CE, Celsus 
had lambasted Gnostics, and he too thought they were Christians.  



B. History of Research 5 
 
fourth century CE and later, and the great myths (such as the so-called 
‘Redeemer Myth’) reconstructed by the Religionsgeschichtliche Schule are 
composite and dependent upon very late traditions (ninth–tenth century 
CE). Third, and finally, any non-Christian origin proposed for Gnosticism 
cannot adequately account for the beginnings of the movement.19 These 
arguments, however, have failed to convince the majority of modern spe-
cialists in early Christianity. 

ii. The History of Religions: Oriental Syncretism 

In the early twentieth century, doubts began to be expressed about the 
Christian origins of Gnosticism.20 The German Religionsgeschichtliche 
Schule, led principally by Richard Reitzenstein and Wilhelm Bousset, used 
what they perceived to be thoroughly pagan (i.e., non-Christian) examples 
of Gnostic texts to demonstrate that at its core Gnosticism need not neces-
sarily be a Christian phenomenon. The key methodological move here was 
a turn away from the Church Fathers to primary sources, such as Poiman-
dres in the Corpus Hermeticum and the Mandaean texts recently translated 
and published by Mark Lidzbarski.21 Their interpretation of texts such as 
these divorced Gnosticism from early Christianity, thus opening the ques-
tion of whence Gnostic ideas arose. To answer this question, they turned to 
Iranian sources and reconstructed the “original” Gnostic myth of the Ur-
mensch. They believed that this myth predated Christianity and informed 
the ethos of many early Christian writers.22  

Although the main arguments of this thesis have since been generally 
rejected, the History of Religions School did succeed in creating sufficient 
                                                                                                                               

On a related note, Pétrement, op. cit., 15–16, wonders if it is truly possible that the 
Church Fathers who experienced their opponents firsthand could somehow be less in-
formed than we are some 1,800 years after the dispute. 

19 In other words, if the movement is originally Jewish, why then did they break so 
severely with Judaism? What is the impetus for the new movement, and what led to such 
vitriol? If the movement is Christian, on the other hand, we have then impetus for the 
break, as well as some fuel for the rage. On this, see Pétrement, Separate God, 10–12. 

20 Earlier still, Moritz Friedländer (Der vorchristliche jüdische Gnosticismus [Göttin-
gen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1898; repr. Farnborough: Gregg International, 1972]), 
had put forth the argument of a Jewish Pre-Christian Gnosticism against which Philo of 
Alexandria had written. His thesis was not well received initially but has since become 
the dominant paradigm. See Birger Pearson, “Friedländer Revisited: Alexandrian Juda-
ism and Gnostic Origins,” in Gnosticism, Judaism, and Egyptian Christianity, ed. idem 
(SAC; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990), 10–28. 

21 Mark Lidzbarski, ������	
��	������	�����	���	������	����	���	������� (Göttin-
gen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1925). 

22 One of the fullest expressions of this perceived influence is seen in Rudolf Bult-
mann, The Gospel of John: A Commentary, trans. G. R. Beasley-Murray, ed. R. W. N. 
Hoare and J. K. Riches (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1971). 
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doubt about the Christian origins of Gnosticism.23 That doubt led to the 
present consensus. 

iii. The General Scholarly Consensus: The Jewish Origins of Gnosticism  

The idea that Gnosticism emerged as a result of pre-Christian Oriental 
syncretism held sway until the middle of the twentieth century.24 The dis-
covery of the texts at Nag Hammadi in 1945 provided scholars of early 
Christianity with a cache of 52 primary sources,25 several of which were 
previously unknown.26 Close study of these texts revealed a thorough ac-
quaintance with Jewish traditions, both scriptural and exegetical. Moreo-
ver, confirming the suspicions of the Religionsgeschichtliche Schule, it 
was evident that many of the texts, particularly those usually identified as 
‘Sethian,’ exhibited only superficially Christian characteristics.  

Most contemporary scholars, particularly in Germany and North Ameri-
ca, thus find a Jewish background for Gnosticism compelling.27 Three fac-

                                                 
23 A development lamented by Pétrement, op. cit., 2–3 and extolled by King, What is 

Gnosticism?, 107–09. 
24 King, What is Gnosticism?, 141–48, credits Carsten Colpe (Die religionsgeschicht-

liche Schule: Darstellung und Kritik ihres Bildes vom gnostischen Erlösermythus 
[FRLANT 78; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1961]) with ringing the death knell 
in 1961. It should be noted, however, that at least one influential modern scholar still 
finds merit in an Iranian provenance. See Kurt Rudolph, Gnosis: The Nature and History 
of Gnosticism, ed. and trans. R. McL. Wilson (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1984). 

25 Five of the tractates have multiple copies, thus the find yielded a net of 46 works. 
For details, see Birger Pearson, “Nag Hammadi Codices,” in ABD IV: 984–93, here 987–
88. 

26 On the discovery and its subsequent drama, see James Robinson, “Introduction,” in 
The Nag Hammadi Library in English, 3rd rev. ed. (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 
1988), 1–26. In an excellent recent article Mark Goodacre (“How Reliable is the Story of 
the Nag Hammadi Discovery?” JSNT 35.4 [2013]: 303–22) has rightly called into ques-
tion some of the more vivid details of Robinson’s account and suggests that the details 
provided by Jean Doresse (The Secret Books of the Egyptian Gnostics: An Introduction to 
the Coptic Gnostic Manuscripts Discovered at Chenoboskion, with an English Transla-
tion and Critical Evaluation of the Gospel According to Thomas [New York: Viking, 
1960]), though fewer, are far more reliable. 

27 Important supporters of this position include Nils Dahl, “The Arrogant Archon and 
the Lewd Sophia: Jewish Traditions in Gnostic Revolt,” in The Rediscovery of Gnosti-
cism, 689–712; Robert Grant, Gnosticism and Early Christianity, 2nd ed. (New York: Co-
lumbia University Press, 1966); George MacRae, “Nag Hammadi and the New Testa-
ment,” in Gnosis: Festschrift für Hans Jonas, ed. Barbara Aland et al. (Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1978), 144–57; idem, “The Jewish Background of the Gnostic 
Sophia Myth,” NovTest 12 (1970): 86–101; Birger Pearson, “The Problem of ‘Jewish 
Gnostic’ Literature,” in Nag Hammadi, Gnosticism, and Early Christianity, ed. Charles 
Hedrick and Robert Hodgson (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1986), 15–35; idem, Gnosti-
cism, Judaism, and Egyptian Christianity; idem, The Emergence of the Christian Reli-
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tors support this conclusion. First, many of the texts exhibit, in the words 
of Carl Smith, “preoccupation with themes and terms derived from the OT 
and Jewish speculation.”28 This preoccupation is thoroughgoing: the texts 
from Nag Hammadi are replete with references to the Jewish scriptures and 
exhibit awareness of and dependence upon more or less contemporary Jew-
ish exegesis, that of both Palestine and the Diaspora.29 Second, it is argued, 
the Christian features of several of the texts are superficial and secondary. 
Once those elements are removed, what remains is some form of Jewish 
speculation.30 Finally, the presence of apparently non-Christian Gnostic (or 
Gnostic-like) texts demonstrates how these texts could stand independent 
from Christianity.  

In spite of the popularity of this position, it is not without problems. For 
one, what are we to make of the strongly anti-Jewish flavor of several of 

                                                                                                                               
gion; idem, Gnosticism and Christianity in Roman and Coptic Egypt (New York: T & T 
Clark International, 2004); idem, Ancient Gnosticism: Traditions and Literature (Minne-
apolis: Fortress, 2007); Pheme Perkins, Gnosticism and the New Testament (Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 1993), 20–28; Gilles Quispel, “Gnosticism and the New Testament,” in Gnostic 
Studies I (Istanbul: Nederlands Historisch-Archaeologisch Instituut in het Nabije Oosten, 
1974), 196–212; John Turner, Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition (BCNH, 
Section “Études,” 6; Québec: Les presses de l’Université Laval, 2001); idem, “Sethian 
Gnosticism: A Literary History,” in Nag Hammadi, Gnosticism, and Early Christianity, 
55–86; Carl Smith, No Longer Jews; Gedaliahu Stroumsa, Another Seed: Studies in 
Gnostic Mythology (NHS 24; Leiden: Brill, 1984); and Michael Williams (cautiously), 
“The Demonizing of the Demiurge: The Innovation of Gnostic Myth,” in Innovations in 
Religious Traditions: Essays on the Interpretation of Religious Change, ed. Michael Wil-
liams, Collett Cox, and Martin Jaffee (New York: de Gruyter, 1992), 73–107; idem, Re-
thinking Gnosticism. Kurt Rudolph, op. cit., and Edwin Yamauchi, op. cit., accept that 
Jewish speculation played a large role in the formation of Gnostic ideas, but also see Ira-
nian influence as essential.  

28 Smith, No Longer Jews, 39.  
29 Palestinian influence is evident in the presence of apocalyptic tradents and aware-

ness of Semitic languages (the latter of which is especially evident in texts such as Hyp. 
Arch.). The Apocalyptic influence will be particularly important to this study. On this, 
see David Frankfurter, “The Legacy of Jewish Apocalypses in Early Christianity: Re-
gional Trajectories,” in The Jewish Apocalyptic Heritage in Early Christianity, ed. James 
C. VanderKam and William Adler (CRINT 4; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996), 129–200, 
here, 150–62. As to the Diaspora, Alexandrian exegetical traditions are especially clear. 
On these traditions, see e.g., Birger Pearson, “Philo and Gnosticism,” in ANRW II:21.1, 
ed. W. Haase et al. (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1984), 295–342. 

30 This point is reiterated in several of Birger Pearson’s articles. See e.g., Birger Pear-
son, “Use, Authority and Exegesis of Mikra in Gnostic Literature,” in Mikra: Text, 
Translation, Reading and Interpretation of the Hebrew Bible in Ancient Judaism and 
Early Christianity, ed. M. J. Mulder (CRINT 2.1; Assen: Van Gorcum; Philadelphia: For-
tress, 1988), 635–52. 
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the works?31 Hans Jonas describes their general disposition as “metaphysi-
cal anti-Semitism.”32 Jonas understands the Gnostic caricature of the Jew-
ish creator God to be brought about by a “spirit of vilification, of parody 
and caricature, of conscious perversion of meaning, wholesale reversal of 
value-signs, savage degrading of the sacred – of gleefully shocking blas-
phemy.”33 How is it that Jews became so disaffected as to vilify the God of 
their sacred text? Proponents of the Jewish origins have suggested various 
historical and social situations that would have prompted a reevaluation of 
previously cherished traditions.34 None have been widely accepted.35 A 
second problem is that of method. The presence of Jewish ideas does not 
necessarily imply Jewish authorship. In addition to the fact that the first 
Christians were in fact Jews (a demographic of Christianity whose signifi-
cance perhaps lasted well into the third century and beyond36) and many of 

                                                 
31 This problem is spelled out well by Ithamar Gruenwald, “Aspects of the Jewish-

Gnostic Controversy,” in The Rediscovery of Gnosticism, 713–23. 
32 Hans Jonas, “Response to Gilles Quispel’s ‘Gnosticism and the New Testament,’” 

in The Bible in Modern Scholarship, ed. J. Philip Hyatt (Nashville: Abingdon, 1965), 
279–93, here 288. 

33 Ibid., 287. This characterization was drawn to my attention by Gerard Luttikhuizen, 
Gnostic Revisions of Genesis Stories and Early Jesus Traditions (NHMS 58; Leiden: 
Brill, 2006), 9. 

34 The most significant proposals are Grant, Gnosticism and Early Christianity; Birger 
Pearson, “Some Observations on Gnostic Hermeneutics,” in The Critical Study of Sacred 
Texts, ed. Wendy Doniger O’Flaherty (Berkeley Religious Studies Series; Berkeley: The 
Graduate Theological Union, 1979), 243–56; and Smith, No Longer Jews. Grant initially 
proposed that Gnosticism emerged as a result of failed apocalyptic hopes in the wake of 
the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem. He himself later retreated from such a view 
(see Smith, No Longer Jews, 58). Pearson in several places (see also his Gnosticism, Ju-
daism, and Egyptian Christianity, 51) speaks of the repeated social and/or psychological 
upheaval experienced by Jews in the first and second centuries CE that would have been 
fertile ground for Gnostic speculations. For a fair critique, see Williams, “Demonizing 
the Demiurge,” 83–86; idem, Rethinking Gnosticism, 226–28. Smith proposes that Gnos-
ticism emerged out of disaffected Jewish circles in the wake of the failed Jewish revolt 
during Trajan’s reign. So far as I can tell, his thesis has not gained much traction (see, 
e.g., the reviews of Jonathan Armstrong, Calvin Theological Journal, 42 [2007]: 190–91; 
Nicola Denzey, CBQ 63 [2005]: 542–43; Simon Gathercole, JSNT 28 [2006]: 136–37). 

35 Pétrement, A Separate God, 10–12, in a tempting proposal, sees seeds for such a 
revolt in the letters of Paul and the Johannine corpus. Pheme Perkins, The Gnostic Dia-
logue: The Early Church and the Crisis of Gnosticism (New York: Paulist, 1980), 18, 
wonders if in fact Gnostic believers gradually hardened against their Jewish forebears 
after an experience similar to that of the Johannine community. 

36 On this, my thinking was initially influenced by Rodney Stark, The Rise of Christi-
anity: How the Obscure, Marginal Jesus Movement Became the Dominant Religious 
Force in the Western World in a Few Centuries (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1996), 49–71. For recent detailed discussions, see Oskar Skarsaune and Reidar Hvalvik, 
eds., Jewish Believers in Jesus: The Early Centuries (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2007) 
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the surviving Jewish sources from the period (Philo, Josephus, the LXX, 
Pseudepigrapha, etc.) have been mediated by Christians, it is clear that by 
the time that Gnosticism emerged, pagans too had some knowledge of Jew-
ish writings and traditions.37 

iv. A Recent Alternative to the Traditional and Consensus Positions 

Dissatisfaction with both of the aforementioned options and the inevitable 
simplifying that accompanies any theory of origins and classification has 
led several recent scholars to abandon the search altogether. In North 
American scholarship, Michael Williams mounted the first serious chal-
lenge to the category in his 1996 monograph, Rethinking Gnosticism. In 
that book, Williams demonstrated how the term ‘Gnosticism’ connotes 
several ideas that serve to distort rather than elucidate the ancient phenom-
enon.38 In this way, the category acts as a hindrance to a proper under-
standing of the very thing it is attempting to describe. Williams’ solution 
was to propose new categories that would be more descriptive and less 
evaluative. Though the book was well received and several of his points 

                                                                                                                               
and Adam Becker and Annette Yoshiko Reed, eds., The Ways that Never Parted: Jews 
and Christians in Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007). 

37 King, What is Gnosticism?, 188. On pagan awareness of the Jewish scriptures, see 
John Granger Cook, The Interpretation of the Old Testament in Greco-Roman Paganism 
(STAC 23; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2004); Louis Feldman, Jew and Gentile in the An-
cient World: Attitudes and Interactions from Alexander to Justinian (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1993); John Gager, Moses in Greco-Roman Paganism (SBLMS 16; 
Nashville: Abingdon, 1972); Menahem Stern, Greek and Latin Authors on Jews and Ju-
daism, 3 vols. (Jerusalem: Israel Academy of Arts and Sciences, 1974–1984); Victor 
Tcherikover, “Jewish Apologetic Literature Reconsidered,” Eos 48 (1956): 169–93. Al-
though Tcherikover’s conclusion that pagans did not read the LXX until the Christian era 
is generally accurate, there are several noteworthy exceptions. Beginning in the early 
third century BCE with Hecataeus of Abdera, we find several likely quotes from the LXX 
sprinkled throughout various pagan works. In the late second century CE, when the 
Apocryphon was likely penned, Celsus interacted heavily with the LXX, and in the third 
century CE, Porphyry demonstrates some awareness of its contents. It should be noted 
that by ‘pagan,’ I simply mean neither Jewish nor Christian. 

38 Several of the constructs that Williams critiques include protest exegesis, parasit-
ism, anti-cosmic world rejection, asceticism, and libertinism. In each case, Williams 
demonstrates that 1) The sources reveal a diversity of thought (i.e., there is no monolithic 
entity) and 2) The categories employed are not neutral but rather in the ‘description’ have 
already made distorting judgments. Take, for example, protest exegesis. With respect to 
point 1, the primary sources reveal a diversity of interactions with the scriptural text –
some are more critical (such as Steles Seth or Testim. Truth) while others are much more 
affirming (such as Val. Exp.); the majority of the texts fall somewhere between those two 
extremes. As to point 2, the very term ‘protest exegesis’ is already evaluative of the type 
of interpretation. What if we saw the interpretation as ‘hermeneutical problem solving’ as 
Williams suggests? An entirely different picture of the movement would emerge. 
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were foundational to subsequent discussion, Williams’ own proposal itself 
did not find much support. 

In 2003, Karen King broached the topic again in her book, What is 
Gnosticism? Through her survey of nineteenth and twentieth century 
scholarship on Gnosticism, King argued that the categories that have been 
employed are essentially a “reification of a rhetorical entity (heresy) into 
an actual phenomenon in its own right (Gnosticism)….”39 In other words, 
typologies and phenomenologies that are used to ascertain the origins and 
classification of Gnosticism are doomed to fail because they do not ade-
quately take into account the complexity of ancient culture and religion. 
Moreover, these typological descriptions are often in service to a descrip-
tion of ‘normative’ Christianity. In other words, when Gnosticism is not 
understood in its own right, the inevitable result is a distortion. Thus, for 
King, typology ought to be disposed of and replaced with “analysis of the 
practices of literary production and social formation.”40 Instead of formu-
lating ideas and categories about ancient Christian groups, attention ought 
to be directed to what can be known about the production of texts and for-
mation of communities around those texts. Although King’s proposal is not 
without critics,41 more and more scholars of religion in antiquity are adopt-
ing her approach. I understand the present study to be operating under sim-
ilar assumptions. 

b. The Gnostics and Scripture 

Because so many of the primary sources interact with Jewish scripture and 
traditions, much research has been invested into exploring the relationship 
of the various Gnostic texts to scripture and tradition. In general, those 
studies have been in service of the traditional questions of origins and clas-
sification.42 Although earlier scholarship tended to see the rejection of 
scripture as the natural outcome of the “acute Hellenization of Christiani-
ty,” such a view today is generally rejected.43 We find evidence against 

                                                 
39 King, What is Gnosticism?, 189 and passim. 
40 Ibid., 190. 
41 Birger Pearson, “Gnosticism as a Religion,” in Gnosticism and Christianity in Ro-

man and Coptic Egypt, ed. idem (New York: T & T Clark International, 2004), 201–23, 
here 213, simply dismisses her position with one line: “I find no merit in her arguments.” 

42 For further, see Williams, Rethinking Gnosticism, 54–57. 
43 For this early view, see, e.g., von Harnack, History of Dogma, 1.169–73. The view 

is somewhat surprisingly echoed in Walter Bauer, Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest 
Christianity, 2nd ed. (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1971), 195–228. Although he was more or 
less a contemporary of von Harnack (he published the original German Rechtgläubigkeit 
und Ketzerei im ältesten Christentum in 1934), Bauer’s understanding of Christian ori-
gins is quite distinct. Rather than seeing Gnosticism as a deviation from original, unde-
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